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ABSTRACT



organization and task re-definition all interact in sometimes subtle ways. All of these behaviors lead to the creation of sense; that is, the process of sensemaking. Sensemaking can be a core professional task in itself, as it is for researchers, designers, or intelligence analysts. It arises when we change our place in the world or when the world changes around us. It arises when new problems, opportunities, or tasks present themselves, or when old ones resurface. It involves finding the important structure in a seemingly unstructured situation. It is an activity with cognitive and social dimensions, and has informational, communicational, and computational aspects.



As seen through the lens of the CHI 2009 workshop, the practice of sensemaking covers much ground. All that is presented in the workshop is unified by being aspects of the basic human process of collecting and organizing information into representational structures for some purpose. That purpose might be to gain insight, to perform a particular kind of analysis, or it might be simply to prepare all of the information for transfer to another person or team. Regardless of the details, the common thread is that problems that require sensemaking are usually bigger than our capacity, as an individual or a team, to understand: we engage in sensemaking in order to transcend our own cognitive limits.



Such an important activity deserves any support it can get from information technologies. Indeed, many major thrusts of HCI can be seen as contributing salient perspectives and technologies. Visualization aims to help people see structure in data or information; information retrieval is needed to find. Combining all of these aspects of information use defines the behaviors of sensemaking—what people do to make sense of the information in their world.



A VARIETY OF IDEAS



Sensemaking can be seen as the process of creating a representation of a collection of information that allows the analyst to perceive structure, form and content within a given collection. These kinds of tasks—collecting, organizing, representing, drawing inferences—are all fairly typical behaviors in a number of settings. One of the more striking characteristics of this workshop is the number and varieties of activities, technologies and behaviors that people do when making sense of their complex information spaces.



When confronted with a large or complex amount of information, how DO people come to understand it? One technique that many of the workshop papers use is to build a system and then study it in as-close-to-real use as possible.



Making sense of the world is a very common activity. It happens whenever you confront a new, complex problem. At work, your boss asks, “Can you give a presentation next week on how wireless will affect our business?” Or perhaps you join a new committee and wonder, “Who are these people? Who is in charge? What is our mission? What are we really going to do?” Maybe you move to a new neighborhood, and try to make sense of the streets, schools, parks, shopping, and neighbors. Or you say to yourself, “I really need to get an updated cellphone--what has been happening with the current set of features, costs, plans and new gadgets?”



For example, a seminal early hypermedia work, Notecards, was aimed at helping work in design, research and intelligence analysis. Notecards provided tools for creating structures from initial data, then evolving those representational structures to better fit the task. Search tools and visualizations made examining the information space straightforward. In essence, Notecards was an early sensemaking system reflecting each of the key aspects of sensemaking behaviors—access to a relatively large amount of information, tools to structure and organize that information, visualizations to help see the structure of the content, and information retrieval mechanisms to provide search support. It was studied at great length at PARC, and detailed measurements of how people used



These kinds of tasks presage a process of collecting and organizing data. Often the information can be organized into a fairly simple structure, one that helps to solve the problem. But as we well know, the process is sometimes ill-defined, iterative and complex: information retrieval, 1



it, and the tradeoffs they made while using it, lead to the initial “Cost Structure of Sensemaking” paper in 1993. Since the days of Notecards, many systems have been built to allow people to collect, organize, analyze and distribute nuggets of information. All of these systems share the essential elements of sensemaking behaviors. In in actual use, the details of how such systems are constructed make a huge amount of difference to their end use patterns. A number of the works collected in this workshop illustrate this in great detail—not just in the workings of the systems, but also in terms of how people work with these systems in groups, making sense together. SENSEMAKING TODAY



There has been a recent increase of focused interest in sensemaking, spurred by at least two forces. One has been the push of the information explosion from the WWW. As is evident, web-based tools have radically changed end-user ability to access large amounts of information; this in turn fundamentally changes the ways in which people seeking to understand complex problems think about the issues. Consequently, both the Library & Information Science (LIS) and HCI communities have begun converging on projects to help people make sense of the information resources now available. As we have begun to realize, sensemaking extends far beyond individuals making sense of their information spaces. Groups also frequently need to work together to understand larger issues, combing information from many information sources, and bringing together a synthetic understanding that melds different points of view. Group problem solving work in CSCW often involves support for sensemaking activities, and there are active research efforts in understanding what sensemaking groups currently do, and what tools might support them. SAMPLE TASKS



In the sensemaking workshop at CHI 2008, we identified a wide range of sensemaking. Fraud detection at credit card companies; the handoff of information between nurses at hospital shift changes; the exchange of ground truth information between teams of firefighters; finding medical information for family members; searching for complex webs of actions distributed across multiple teams working together.



The purpose of the workshop is to bring together a wide variety of different sensemaking behaviors, and by telling our stories to one another, see if we, collectively, can make sense of what all our different perspectives can bring to the table. WORKSHOP GOALS



The workshop will cover research in areas such as: • how do people make sense of complex sets of information? (behavior studies and tool use) • issues of representation creation, evolution and use over time • implicit and explicit aspects of sensemaking • group sensemaking: including different levels of social aggregation, from individual, to group, to large social contexts • both static and evolving problem environments • how sensemaking fits into other knowledge work (information gathering, decision making) From this meeting of the minds, the Sensemaking workshop has several desired outcomes: First, we will create working relationships between researchers whose work focuses on aspects of sensemaking. While we certainly hope to bring together those working within the HCI community, we would like to try to bring in some researchers from other disciplines as well, including Library & Information Science (LIS) and Organizational Theory and psychology. Our second hoped-for outcome is to enrich our understanding of sensemaking activities. This includes striving for a shared understanding of the different notions of sensemaking, laying out and structuring the space of varieties of sensemaking (e.g., different levels of social aggregation, static vs. dynamic contexts), articulating their commonalities and differences. Finally, our third goal is to draw from this is a greater understanding of design implications for improved sensemaking tools, systems and designs.
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