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ABSTRACT

Amajor purpose of an el ectronic meeting system (EMS) isrecording data, which allows the production of an immediate and unbiased
report. But reports produced by commercial EMSs have some weaknesses that make difficult the organisational integration of meeting
results. In order to contributeto the solution of this problem, it was devel oped a new system supported in the concept of communication
genre and genre system. A prototype was implemented and used in corporate environment. Preliminary results fromits application
showed that this approach contributeto a better fit to organisational needsthan thetraditional EMS.

1.INTRODUCTION

The concept of genre had its genesisin the literature. In that
context, a literature genre considers a category of literary works
that, having the same fundamental purpose, will present similar
structure and will obey to similar norms. Its systematic study
started with Plato, in the Republic, and Aristotle, in the Poetic,
that sought to typify the literary works according to its common
characteristics. During centuries, this concept was used either as
mere form of organising the literature either asaway of imposing
rulesto the literary creation. Consequently, it originated so much
strong oppositions as staunch defenders. This concept passed
then for other areas of the artistic creation, like the movies and the
television. Morerecently, it wasincorporated in the organi sational
context (Yates and Orlikowski, 1992).

A major purpose of an electronic meeting system (EMS) is
to record data, allowing the production of an immediate and unbi-
ased report. But those reports have some characteristics that can
be seen as weaknesses in the perspective of the organisational
integration of meeting results. It meansthat its characteristics make
difficult the flow of information from the meeting to therest of the
organisation.

- Thosereportsareadigital replicaof aprinted reports, it means
that some of the features supplied by multimedia are not pre-
sented in those meeting reports.

- Most of thereportsare even longer than the printed ones, being
even moredifficult to “read” either by humansor by machines.

- Those reports are not adjusted to a specific target (specific
process, department, agent or system).

- The meeting reports are not integrated with context or support
data. It means that there are a great quantity of information
related to ameeting that typically doesnot appeared in thefinal
meeting report.

In order to answer those and contribute to the answer the
problem of organisational integration of meeting resultsit is pre-
sented here asol ution based in the concept of communication genre
and genre systems. After a brief literature review related to the
communication genres, the solution is here presented and proto-
type produced isa so described, aswell asitsusein an organisational
context.

2 LITERATUREREVIEW

Genres of organisational communication are socially
recognised types of communicative actions that are habitually en-
acted by members of a community to perform particular social
purposes (Yates and Orlikowski, 1992).

Linked to the concept of genre are concepts like repertoire
of genres and genre systems. In fact, the set of genres
routinely enacted by aparticular community form what can
be called a repertoire of genres. On the other hand, genre
system is acomplex web of interrelated genres where each
participant makes a recognisable act or move in some
recognisable genre, which them may befollowed by acertain
range of appropriate generic responses by others (Baserman,
1995).

Communication genre proved to be avery useful concept in
theanalysisof organisation communication. (Orlikowski, W; Yates,
J; 1994; Yates, J; Orlikowski, W.; 1992). In fact, it was used in
several organisational areaswith the purpose of making the diagno-
sis of communication. It was used with the purpose of analysing
groupware (Orlikowski, W; Yates, J;, 1998), in the analysis of
Internet documents (Crowston K.; Williams, M.; 1997) or in the
analysisof meetings (YoshiokaT.; Yates, J.; Orlikowski, W.; 2000)

The use of genre was complemented with concepts like de-
composition and specialisation, in order to create more integrated
frameworksto analyse organisational communication. (Yoshioka,
T. and Herman, G, 1999).

The emphasis has been put in the analysis, but this concept
may also play an important role in the production of new or im-
proved artefacts. For example, it was used to redesign documents
supported by electronic document management systems
(Tyrvéinen, P; Péivérinta, T., 1999). Inthiscontext, it was verified
that organisational document genres and genre systems should be
systematically rethink in collaboration with information systems
specialists, organisation designers and domain experts. Some au-
thors also used the concept of genre to produce better WebPages
and network applications (Shepherd, M.; Watters, C., 1999). Some
authors also propose genre as the principal object of design for
new media (Agre, P, 1998).

The concept of communication genreiswidely used and by
many media (Agre, P, 1998), thisis a reason because there are a
number of competing definitions of genre, and discussions about
what actually constitutes a genre.

Miller, 1984 defines genre as “typified rhetorical actions
based in recurrent situations”. It meansthat acommunication genre
implies not asingle document or other communication artefact but
astream of them. It implies acommunity of users, composed of a
particular sort of audience and aparticular sort of activities, aswell
as arelationship between the producer and consumer of the mate-
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rial in question (Agre, P; 1995).

Swales, 1990 emphasises the role of communicative pur-
pose. In this context, a collection of communicative events be-
comes a genre due to a shared set of communicative purposes.
These purposes are recognised by the discourse community own-
ing the genre. A discourse community isagroup of people linked
together by occupation, working premises, special interests or
with some set of shared knowledge, possessions and behaviour.

Miller, 1984 suggested that genre may bedefined at different
levelsindifferent culturesin different times, depending on how the
recurrence of rhetorical situationsisviewed. For example, the busi-
ness letter may be a genre at one point in time, and at an another
moment be more general and be transformed in a kind of super-
genre assembling discourses. Yates and Orlikowski, 1992 propose
the notion of sub-genres. For example, the positive recommenda-
tion letter would be a sub-genre of the recommendation letter.

Bhatiaregards sales promotional |etters and job application
letters as belonging to the same genre, the promotional genre. This
isdueto the similar purpose of these letters. A promotional |etters
and job applications are aiming to obtain a specific response from
its readers (to buy the products or to call the applicant for an
interview). However, sales promotion letters and job application
letters are two well-established names of different types of |etters
in the discourse communitieswherethey are used. Thissituationis
may be the result of Bhatia mistakenly equating communicative
purpose with the linguistic notion of communicative function. At
this point, some authors make confusion between speech acts and
genre purposes, neglecting the role of the community of users as
true definers of communication genres.

While some authors emphasise the importance of the form
others emphasise the purpose, there are also other authors that
propose additional conceptsto characterise genres, like functional -
ity (Shepherd, M.; Watters, C., 1999). According to those au-
thors, the use of this concept helps not only understand the influ-
ence of the Internet as new medium, but it also helpsto use genre
effectively in the design of computer and network-based applica-
tions.

Based in thisimportant perception, it was developed a sys-
tem based in the concept of communication genres and genre sys-
tem.

3.USING GENRESTO SUPPORT MEETINGS

Based in the concepts of genre and genre system, it is pro-
posed here a meeting support system. A repertoire of genre sys-
tems embedded in the system is used to help the participants of a
meeting session. |n the meeting process, the interaction between
agents through genresis processed in the way that is described in
thefollowing figure, where theinteraction between usersand genres
is made through artefacts, like proposition letters, acceptance
memos, calls, meeting agendas or meeting sessions.
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Figure 1 - Interaction between users and genre
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Using agenreisjust aphaseinthegenrelifecycle. Infact, the
communication genre life cycle can be decomposed in creation,
choice and use. This last phase can be decomposed in artefact
production and artefact use.

1) Creation of genres

The genre creation is a socia process that may take a long
time. Typically, the artefact is produced with a purpose and is
composed of aset of components. By producing several artefacts,
sometimes there is the need of classifying them, consequently,
genresarecreated.

Associated with acommunity of users, arepertoire of com-
munication genres may be identified. As noticed by Agre, 1998,
any kind of life involves the routine use of several genres. For
example, tourism involves guidebooks, menus, street signs, time-
tables, roadmaps, phrase books, photos and postcard notes back
home.

2) Choice of a communication genre

The choice of acommunication genre depends on the situa-
tion. Typically, associated to each situation there is a set of com-
munication genres that compose a genre system. Like in the tour-
ism example, thereis a system of genres, composed with a set of
genres. Each genreis enacted according to a pre-defined order but
some events may al so contribute to change this order. In an annual
general meeting (AGM) of an enterprise, ameeting agendahasthe
same structure most of the times, the same support and context
documents (profit and lost accounts, balance sheet, management
report and auditor report) and the same expected results (approval
of the financia statements and instructions to the accountancy).
But some genres may be enacted according to the approval, or not,
of thefinancial statements. If thereisprofit or losses, theresulting
genre produced may also be different. Therefore, in a particular
meeting there isaspecific communication genre associated withiit,
but according to decisions taken during the meeting session, or
some external factors, other genres may be used.

3) Using a communication genre

The use of acommunication genre consistsin the production
of an artefact (e.g. book, software or leaflet) based in the genre
template and also in the use of the artefact (reading or listening). In
fact, in opposition to literature genreswhere thereisaclear differ-
entiation between producers (e.g. novel writer) and consumers
(novel reader) of the artefacts (book) which are the support of the
genre (novel), inthe organi sational communication everybody may
be producer and consumer of memaos, meetings or reports.

1.SYSTEM DESIGN
Based in the concept of communication genreit was created

a software system to support the meeting process. This system

was implemented in the web (with HTML, Javascritp and Perl).

The processes, which are supported by the system, are:

- Analysis process, where it is made the identification of the
repertoire of genreand genre systems. Thisprocessisrelated to
the genre creation phasein the genrelife cycle.

- Planning process, whereit is produced the plan of the meeting,
by choosing communication genres and genre systems among
the repertoire of genres. This process corresponds broadly to
the choice of communication genreinthegenrelifecycle.

- Meeting session process, where the meeting is performed. In
this process genres are used.

In order to understand the system it is presented the data
structure that supports the analysis process as well as what was
called the“ genre system mechanism”. Finally it is described when
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users and specialy facilitators choose the communication genres
and genre systems.

In thisanalysis process, it is made the identification of pos-
sible organisationa situationsinwhich usersidentified what genres
they expect to use. In this process the community of usersisasked
to participate in the identification of the repertoire of genres and
genre systems. They may also participate in the process of change
of genres and genre system repertoire if needed. Thisinformation
is stored in order that in the future all this information could be
easily changed or used. The system produced to support the phase
meeting of analysis processis beard a database structure based in
the class diagram presented in Figure 2.

Compenents

Figure2 - ClassDiagram

After using a functionality that supports the analysis pro-
cess, users have arepertoire of genre and genre systemsthat can be
used in a specific situation. It means that by having al thisinfor-
mation stored in adatabase, thereisarepertoire of communication
genresand agenre system, ready to be used in the meeting planning
process. Here, the concept of communication genre is supported
mainly informs, help menus and context description. With all this
elements, artefacts are produced. Among those artefacts there are
agenda, agendaitems, meeting sessions, decisionsor outcome state-
ments

The “system mechanisms” is the structure of the genre sys-
tem linked to a specific meeting session or repertoire of meeting
sessions. As long as the “system mechanism” is nuclear in the
implementation of the genre system, it is broadly described in the
following paragraphs.

The system mechanism used in the system is presented in
Figure 3. The agendaitem (A ) isused to plan the meeting issue or
meeting decision (M,). To support thismeeting issue thereis addi-
tional information (C, to C,-.l)- As result of the meeting process,
oneor al of the expected results may be produced. Possible results
are O, to O, ,. Results produced may be incorporated in the next
meeting issue (M,) or included in the support data (C,, C.C. etc.).

0,0 O, , includesall the possible results produced in meet-
ing issue M,. Itincludesthe most likely resultsif M, is decided,
the most likely results if M, is not decide and the less likely but
possible results.

Those possible results are defined when the analysis pro-
cessis performed. Then, the expected results are defined when the
issueisplanned (A,) and more strictly defined during the meeting

M.

Context

Figure 3—"System mechanism”

After describing the data structure and the “ system mecha-
nism” it isalso important to describe how, and specially when, the
communication genres and genre systems are chosen in the meeting
process.

Having as basis a repertoire of genre systems and a reper-
toire of genres, users and specially the meeting facilitator chooses
the genresin severa moments:

- duringlogisticsprocess the most adequate meeting systemsare
chosen;

- agenda definition consists in the identification of a meeting
system aswell aseach communication genrefor each moment;

- sometimes the agenda must be redefined, so the meeting sys-
tem or each one of the communication genresmay be changed;

- decisions taken during meeting, more specific outcome genre
aredefined, aswell as context genres;

- even after themeeting and according to type of decisions, some
outcome genres may be changed.

In conclusion, the system developed supports the analysis
process, meeting planning process and meeting session process. In
the analyse process, users identify the repertoire of communica-
tion genres they use or need to use in a meeting process and then
store (throughaHTML interface) all thisinformation in adatabase
(Figure 2). In the meeting planning process, the facilitator (or the



group of participants leaded by the facilitator) chooses the ad-
equate communication genres to plan a meeting. In the prototype
developed, this process consistsin the production of HTML forms
and Perl script. Behind this, an important tool was the “system
mechanism” already described. Finally, during the meeting on,
participants are supported by the system to produce results.

1.EXAMPLE

The system described before was used in asmall accounting
firm, with the purpose of supporting annual general meetings
(AGMs) and extraordinary general meetings (EGMs). In thiscon-
text it was produced the repertoire of genres and genre systems
presented in the Figure 4. This repertoire of genres was obtained
by interviewing accountants and al so by consulting legislation.
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Figure 4 - Meeting Genre System Repertoire

For illustrative purposes, it is presented here the meeting for
financial statement approval. Thisisaready a specific genre sys-
tem belonging to arepertoire of genre systems

This genre system is chosen when, in thefirst quarter of the
year, financial statements of the last economic year must be ap-
proved. Then, based in this information, it was created a system
architecture (Figure5).
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Figure 5 — Implementation of an AGM genre system (a
schema)
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Then it was produced a prototype that implements this
AGM genre system (Figure 6). As it was mentioned, this proto-
type was developed in HTML, Javascript and PERL. The figure
shows the screen that the participants use during the meeting ses-
sion. This screen is composed of an agenda, a set of tools to sup-
port the actual task (decision) and links to support documents
(profit and losses account, balance sheet) and help/comments. It
also may show images of the other participants, a feature espe-
cially important in adistributed environment. Thefacilitator screen
isamore sophisticated one because he has the possibility of lead-
ing the group by locking some tasks (e.g. items of the agenda),
changing the agenda, or handing out other documents.
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Figure 6 — Implementation of an AGM genre system (a pro-
totype)

Deducing from statements, several decisionsmay changethe
initial genre system. Supposing that financial statements are not
approved. In those circumstances other kind of decisions must be
taken, instead of deciding what to do with profits.

1.PRELIMINARY RESULTS

At this moment, a formal evaluation of the system devel-
oped was not performed yet. The system was implemented in a
small accounting firm to support the process of production re-
ports by the annual general meetings (AGMs) and extraordinary
general meetings (AGMs). Through the use of the system some
observationswhere already collected.

It was found that performance of the server and databases
employed were modest, what made the process slow and theinter-
action between userswas affected. But, because of the existence of
a clear agenda that everybody could follow it was noticed that
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participants did not spend time in accessory subjects. It was also
noticed that results produced were much clear to the accountants,
as long as in addition to the meeting report it was produced a
specific document to the accountancy.

By comparing this system with some commercial EMS al-
ready used by the participantsit was found that this one was more
adjusted to the specific situation but less flexible. In fact, the pro-
duction of the repertoire of genres is a process that takes some
time.

The use of HTML and Javascript for the interface with
users was also an advantage because it was possible to make little
changes very easily. Those changes on the interface were made
according to the needs or preferences of the users, in order to
facilitate the introduction of the system. Some of the changeswere
the following: changes in colours, the use of the trademark of the
client or the use of an additional window or frame.

This preliminary evaluation consisted in the reporting of
user opinion about the system. At this moment it is possible to
classify opinions according to some categories: performance of the
system, flexibility, perception of fitness to the activity, partici-
pants' interface, ease of understanding results and ease of convert-
ing results to the other processes.

2. CONCLUSIONS

Electronic meeting systems have some weaknessesthat make
difficult the organisational integration of results produced during
the meeting. In order to deal with this problem, it was developed a
new system supported in the concept of communication genres
and genre systems.

This system supports (1) the identification of arepertoire of
communication genres and genre systems; (2) the planning of a
meeting session by choosing specific genre systems; and (3) the
use of a specific genre system in the meeting session and post-
meeting phase of the meeting process.

A prototype was implemented and used in a corporate envi-
ronment. This system proved to be more adjusted to specific situ-
ations, but less flexible than commercial electronic meeting sys-
tems (EMS). In fact, this system can better fit in the needs of the
organisation than other EM S al so tested in the same organisation.
But, the process of analysis needed to identify and produce or
enlargetherepertoire of genresor genre systemstakesalonger time
compared to the meeting planning process in others electronic
meeting systems.
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