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ABSTRACT 

 

This paper assesses the quality of the TurnStormer thinkLet as a building block for 

Collaboration Engineering for the Implementation of the Administrative Justice Act of 

South Africa. Although a complete research paper on its own, it constitutes a 

milestone in an ongoing exploratory study that commenced in 2005 and is to end in 

2010. An assessment framework of the study as a whole was declared at its outset as 

being guided by the critical appraisal guidelines developed by Atkins and Sampson. 

However, the creation of the first thinkLet of the study in 2006, the TurnStormer 

thinkLet, required that it be assessed following some Collaboration Engineering 

design standards.  Such standards were not available yet in the literature, but a 

completed doctoral study by Kolfschoten in December 2007 crystallised them and 

they are used in this paper to assess the quality of the designed TurnStormer ThinkLet 

as a Collaboration Engineering building block. The analysis shows that the 

TurnStormer thinkLet meets four of the five dimensions of quality of collaboration 

process design for Collaboration Engineering. 

   

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 

The ubiquity of the Internet and the associated web-based Information and 

Communication Technologies enabled by it, continue to prompt Scientists, Engineers 

and Technologists to experiment with the potential use of computer-based support 

systems in areas previously unimagined. Who would have thought that anyone could 

have imagined a computer-based modelling and simulation of the implementation of 

an Act of Parliament within a South African e-Government context? For different 

reasons, such efforts could easily have been dismissed at the outset by both the 

Information Systems and the legal fraternities.   

 

The requirements of South Africa's Promotion of Administrative Justice Act - PAJA 

(Act 3 of 2000) and the Government’s Batho Pele policy directive that put the 

interests of the people of South Africa first, provided us with an opportunity for 

initiating a research project whose design involves the creation of a Collaboration 

Engineering simulation framework in support of the implementation of the PAJA. In 

terms of this Act, South Africans have a constitutional right to lawful, reasonable and 

procedurally fair administrative action, and to the right to be given reasons for 
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administrative action. The Act sets out procedures that government officials must 

follow before and after taking a decision. The procedure applies to all organs of the 

state. These procedures, together with the rubrics thereof are documented in the Code 

of Good Administrative Conduct.  

 

The rubrics of the PAJA align closely with decision support systems in computer 

science, operations research and information systems. The research and 

experimentation reported on in this study is conducted within the Informatics research 

discipline, specifically within decision theory and group decision-support systems. In 

this research, our aim is to explore innovative ways in which web-based Group 

Support Systems (GSS) tools could be used to enable ordinary South African citizens 

to effectively engage between themselves, government administrators and managers 

as required by the PAJA. The study also aims to identify and harness opportunities for 

sustained collaboration and interaction by communities who would use web-based 

GSS tools within the e-government context in South Africa.  

 

To support innovative engagement, sustained collaboration and effective interaction, 

Collaboration Engineering through the notion of a thinkLet and participation in their 

creation and packaging is adopted and used. In 2006, the first thinkLet was created 

from three simulation exercises that we conducted as part of our ongoing Action 

Research study. It is the quality assessment of this thinkLet, the TurnStormer thinkLet 

that this paper seeks to address. A completed doctoral study by Kolfschoten in 

December 2007 crystallised standards which we use to assess the quality of the 

designed TurnStormer ThinkLet as a Collaboration Engineering building block. While 

this paper focused only on the assessment of the quality of the designed thinkLet, the 

study as a whole seeks to address the following main research question: 

 

"What features are needed in web-based collaboration tools and how should 

interfaces be designed to enable citizens to interact effectively with government and 

public bodies in South Africa?"  

 

The study is currently in its fourth year of a six years life span and is partially funded 

by the National Research Foundation, with several post-graduate students and co-

investigators researching different topics. The study has received support from 

participants, municipalities and organisations from four provinces in South Africa, 

namely Northwest, Mpumalanga, Limpopo and Gauteng.  

In positioning this paper within the goals of IFIP Workgroup 9.4 and the field of 

Information Systems, a brief discourse is necessary. Although it could be argued that 

the field of Information Systems has reached its maturity as a discipline, one could 

equally argue that, it by and large, still exists in a state of a “fragmented adhocracy” 

(Banville and Landry,1989; Hirschheim and Klein, 2003, p. 237). This means: 

That research in information systems is rather personal and weakly 

coordinated in the field as a whole; a researcher can gain a reputation by 

contributing in a way that is largely specific to a group of colleagues or a 

research site; a field is largely open to an educated public and amateurs can 

affect the field’s standards; barriers to entry in the field are weak and going 

from one fragment to another is quite easy; reputations are fairly fluid , control 

of resources is unstable, conditions are likely to be ephemeral and leadership is 
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often of charismatic nature; common-sense languages dominate the 

communication system 

 

For this reason, there is a need for us to clearly distinguish the focus of this paper 

from mainline IS research and practice. Consistent with the goals of IFIP Workgroup 

9.4, the research focus reported on in this paper is inclined towards the social study of 

the application of Information Systems within society in a developing country. In 

particular, the research is aimed at  acquiring a better understanding of how effective 

government-citizen interactions could best be enabled through effective ICT use, and 

where possible and appropriate, identify or develop such ICT tools to facilitate the 

process. It is thus an Action Research study conducted within a Collaboration 

Engineering research framework. We recognise that Collaboration Engineering 

literature and approach may not be readily available to mainstream IS researchers and 

we provide some background in the paper to compensate for this.We adopt the view 

of an Information Systems as a socio-technical system developed by people for people 

(Du Plooy, 2003). This view stands in direct contrast with the traditional notion of 

Information Systems as a technological artifact which is conceptualised through to 

development between five stakeholder groups; the systems analyst, the system owner, 

the system user, the systems designer and the systems developers. 

 

The rest of this paper is organised as follows: the next section gives a very brief 

background on Collaboration Engineering, followed by a presentation on thinkLets as 

building blocks for collaboration engineering. A detailed description of the emergence 

of the TurnStormer thinkLet from simulation exercises is given, followed by a 

presentation of collaboration process quality dimensions (Kolfschoten, 2007) used to 

assess the quality of the designed TurnStormer thinkLet. The significance of the study 

is highlighted, after which a concluding discussion ends the paper. 

 

 

ABRIEF BACKGROUND ON COLLABORATION ENGINEERING 

 

Collaboration Engineering (CE) is a novel approach to electronic collaboration 

whereby the facilitation of collaboration efforts is packaged into computer-based 

applications which are transferable, repeatable and predictable, and can easily be 

adopted and used by practitioners in their local context (Briggs et al., 2003).  

 

Briggs et al (2003) put forward that for there to be successful CE efforts, there are 

three critical requirements; a low technology related skills conceptual load (easy 

computer steps to follow); the technology related facilitation skills need to be 

packaged such that different practitioners using the same packaging will get similar 

predictable results from their groups; the technology facilitation skills blocks must be 

packaged such that they can be reused easily to create a new collaborative process by 

re-organizing the package blocks. They then recommend thinkLets as the necessary 

building blocks for CE.  

 

THINKLETS AS BUILDING BLOCKS FOR COLLABORATION 

ENGINEERING 

 

Briggs et al (2003) define a thinkLet as: 
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“The smallest unit of intellectual capital required to create one repeatable, 

predictable pattern of collaboration among people working toward a goal” 

(pg. 46).  

 

A thinkLet, according to the authors consists of three parts; a collaboration tool, the 

tool configuration and a script with step by step instructions on how to run it. The 

collaboration tool can range from a piece of paper to a technology that enables people 

to engage with each other collaboratively. When considered in this manner, it can be 

realised that Collaboration Engineering is not bound to prescriptive technology tools. 

Certain types of collaboration tools though; such as Group Support Systems, enhance 

collaboration efforts. The tool configuration describes the way in which the tool is 

setup to allow the group to achieve its group goal. In creating a thinkLet, there is a 

need to know the required group goal so as to develop an appropriate tool 

configuration 

 

. Briggs et al. (2003) adopt and define five general group goals which they label as 

collaboration patterns. These collaboration patterns are; diverge - the group moves 

from fewer to more concepts; converge – from many concepts to focusing on a few 

worthy of further attention; organize – from less understanding to more understanding 

of the relationships among the concepts; evaluate – from less to more understanding 

of the possible consequences of each concept; build consensus – from having less to 

having more agreement on courses of action. The script is a detailed easy to follow 

description of the step by step instructions to enable the group to move towards its 

goals. Besides the conceptual support for predictability and reusability, thinkLets are 

the building blocks for Collaboration Engineering design and transfer (Kolfschoten, 

2007:164). 

 

The next section is dedicated to a description of how the TurnStormer thinkLet 

emerged from the three simulations exercises that we conducted as part of our 

ongoing Action Research study. 

 

THE EMERGENCE OF THE TURNSTORMER THINKLET FROM THREE 
SIMULATION EXCERCISES 
 

The TurnStormer thinkLet, shown in Figure 1 below, emerged from a series of 

simulation exercises conducted as part of a field study (Twinomurinzi & 

Phahlamohlaka, 2006). The description of the field study and how the TurnStormer 

thinkLet emerged is detailed in the last reference which is readily available. In this 

paper, we will only briefly describe the process. As shown in Figure 1, the ideal 
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 Figure 1: The TurnStormer thinkLet (Twinomurinzi & Phahlamohlaka, 2006, 

p. 9) 

 

progression of engagement between an affected citizen and an administrator is 

simulated using a real case. This collaboration tool used to enhance the engagement is 

a Group Support System (GroupSystems®). The field study hence follows an Action 

Research method since the simulation involves the awareness raising and training of 

participants in the use of Information and Communication Technology.  

 

The ideal progression of engagement to resolve an administrative action as required in 

PAJA is identical in all the research sites. The process is briefly described here. At the 

research site, the research participants volunteer whether to be an affected person or 

an administrator and are divided into groups of five where each group represents 

either an administrator or an affected person. The script is then meticulously followed. 

Because of time, the number of interaction cycles is limited to an hour. At the end of 

the engagements, we elicited feedback from three sessions. The first session has a 

researcher facilitating a group discussion to elicit the experiences of the research 

participants. In the second session, the research participants record their experiences 

privately and individually. In the final session, the research participants are asked to 

The TurnStormer thinkLet 

 

Tool:   

1. GroupSystems Categorizer 

 

Configuration: 

1. Create the two groups in Categorizer, the affected individual and the administrator  

2. Display the Categorizer tool for both groups 

 

Script: 

1. Say this to the affected individual: 

a. “You have read the scenario and the rejection letter, with your knowledge of the AJA, 

“Grace” how would you respond to the Administrator?”  

b. Type in your thoughts on the computer. Do not send them as yet. While one person 

types, let the others engage in discussion.  

c. You have 10 minutes to complete this task 

d. Now submit your questions to your corresponding Administrator. “Grace” 1 to 

Administrator 1, “Grace” 2 to Administrator 2 … “Grace” n to Administrator n.” 

2. Say this to the Administrator: 

a. “You have read the request from “Grace” as well as the rejection letter you sent to her, 

with your knowledge of the AJA and from the Administrator point of view, how would 

you formulate a response to “Grace”? 

b. Check that the application from “Grace” complied with the criteria for a Child Support 

Grant. 

c. Wherever you find a point to note which might be of importance to “Grace”, make a 

note of it 

d. You have 5 minutes for this exercise 

e. Check that you followed the criteria for procedural fairness according to the AJA 

f. Wherever you find a point to note which might be of importance to “Grace”, make a 

note of it 

g. You have 5 minutes for this exercise 

h. Discuss the notes you have raised and write a response to “Grace”. 

i. Type out the response. Do not send it. 

j. Send the response to “Grace”.” 

 

3. Allow 3 cycles for this exercise. 
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openly offer their opinions and observations within the context of the day on anything 

they wish to comment on. This is also a facilitated discussion and takes the form of an 

open debate. It should be noted that all the research participants formally consent to 

the research. 

 

Because the interpretive tradition is followed and we use an Action Research method, 

we are aware of the unavoidable bias since the study is designed to raise awareness 

and to provide training on the PAJA. The criteria of the analysis were also based on 

the notion of a thinkLet. The researchers were fortunate in that the independent 

researcher was one of the inventors of the thinkLet concept.  

 

Having succeeded in creating the TurnStormer thinkLet, the logical question to ask is 

how can we assess its quality in line with the Collaboration Engineering design 

standards developed by Kolfschoten as pointed out in the introduction? How do we 

know that this thinkLet meets quality standards of a good collaboration process design 

for PAJA implementation? 

 

The next section is dedicated to addressing this question. 
 

COLLABORATION PROCESS QUALITY DIMENSIONS: AN ASSESSMENT 

OF THE QUALITY OF THE DESIGNED TURNSTORMER THINKLET 

 

Background on the quality of collaboration process design for Collaboration 

Engineering 

 

Kolfschoten (2007) describes quality of collaboration as having a process and a result 

component and defines it as appreciation of joint effort by relevant stakeholders. In 

order for a collaboration process to be successful, the group members need to 

participate. There is a need to distinguish between quality of collaboration and the 

quality of a collaboration process design for Collaboration Engineering. The later is 

defined as the degree to which the Collaboration Engineering design supports a 

practitioner to support the group in achieving its goal. The concepts is strengthen by 

adding that group members do not just participate, make effort towards the goal; but 

that they also spend other resources to the process such as time, effort, knowledge and 

physical resources (Kolfschoten, 2007:32).  

 

“These dimensions may at times be conflicting or incompatible. For instance, 

if the outcome of a collaboration  owner can be very pleased with the results 

of a session, while the participants did not feel that all their interests were 

taken into account. Quality thus can be measured from different perspectives, 

and it varies based on the goal of the process and the intentions of the 

stakeholders with respect to the results” Kolfschoten (2007:32). 

 

Kolfschoten (2007) developed five quality dimensions for describing quality of a 

collaboration process but she indicates that there is no independent objective quality 

measure for collaboration processes. 

 

The support of high quality collaboration process design for Collaboration 

Engineering could be enhanced by good conceptualization of sets of thinkLets as they 

support both the design and transfer of collaboration processes. 
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 Table 1: Quality dimensions of a collaboration design process to assess the design quality of the TurnStormer ThinkLet 
Dimension Dimension Description Applicability to TurnStormer 

Efficaciousness The extent to which the design, when used as prescribed 

will focus the expense of resources to achieve the group 

goal. 

The TurnStormer appears to us to be the master thinkLet that could guide the creation of smaller 

thinkLets each addressing specific features of the PAJA. However  in comparing the TurnStormer 

with  the master thinkLet conceptualization developed by Kolfschoten, it does not seem to be well 

conceptualized  

Acceptance The extent to which the design when used as prescribed 

accommodates individual stakes sufficiently, to motivate 

stakeholders to commit the required resources for goal 

achievement. 

The TurnStormer thinkLet emerged out of designed collaboration process with active involvement 

of stakeholders. The taking of turns between the affected individual and Administrator in their 

engagement as required by the PAJA afforded them sufficient stakes. The fact they are all still 

participating in the workshops is a good  indicator of commitment towards achieving the goal   

Reusability The extent to which the design can be used successfully in 

different instances of the task 

 

We claim that the TurnStormer thinkLet is perfectly suited for reusability. Its design is made up 

very simple turn taking by the intended stakeholders.  It captures the process flow that could be 

used to guide the different  features of the PAJA process  

Predictability The extent to which the design, when used as prescribed, 

creates a process and results as intended by the 

collaboration engineer. 

 

The processes as well as the results as intended by ourselves as the facilitators were in accordance 

with expectations. 

Transferability: The ‘ease of training’ and the ‘ease of execution’ from the 

perspective of the practitioner 

 

 Ease of training The ease of training is determined by the training load: 

Training load is the amount of cognitive effort required 

from the practitioner to sufficiently understand the process 

prescription. 

 

We have enough evidence of practitioners expressing a level of understanding of the process. This 

has being demonstrated through the three simulation field studies conducted in 2006. This led us to 

think that the design of the TurnStormer thinkLet has reduced load on participants’ cognition.  

 Ease of execution The ease of execution is determined by the execution load: 

Execution load is the amount of cognitive effort required 

from the practitioner to execute the process prescription 

We think that the designed thinkLet will be easily executable by the practitioners without much 

involvement of the collaboration engineer. This however must still be tested in the next field 

exercises in 2008. 
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Table 1 contains a bird eye view of our assessment of the TurnStormer thinkLet in 

accordance with the five quality dimensions. The detailed analysis thereof is 

presented in the next section. 

 

Using the quality dimensions of a collaboration design process to assess the 

design quality of the TurnStormer ThinkLet 

 

Efficaciousness: The extent to which the design, when used as prescribed will focus 

the expense of resources to achieve the group goal. 

  

The TurnStormer appears to us to be the master thinkLet that could guide the creation 

smaller thinkLets each addressing specific features of the PAJA. However in 

comparing the TurnStormer with the master thinkLet conceptualization developed by 

Kolfschoten, it does not seem to be well conceptualized. Although it has components 

that could be mapped onto the master thinkLet UML class conceptualization 

developed by Kolfschoten, some work still needs to be done to achieve this. We know 

that the thinkLet design as presented does enable the group to engage in a process in 

accordance with the  PAJA requirements, at least in a simulated environment, but 

probably not as efficacious as it could be. 

 

Acceptance: The extent to which the design when used as prescribed accommodates 

individual stakes sufficiently, to motivate stakeholders to commit the required 

resources for goal achievement. 

 

The TurnStormer thinkLet emerged out of designed collaboration process with active 

involvement of stakeholders. The taking of turns between the affected individual and 

the Administrator in their engagement as required by the PAJA afforded them 

sufficient stakes. The fact that they are all still participating in the workshops is a 

good indicator of commitment towards achieving the goal. The surfacing of specific 

cases in which practitioners play a role in assisting other members of the communities 

from which they come serves as indication of accommodated stakes, commitment of 

their own time resources as well as a source of motivation for their ongoing 

participation in the research project.    

 

Reusability: The extent to which the design can be used successfully in different 

instances of the task 

  

We claim that the TurnStormer thinkLet is perfectly suited for reusability. Its design 

is made up of very simple turn taking by the intended stakeholders.  It captures the 

process flow that could be used to guide the different features of the PAJA process. In 

fact it emerged out of successful use in different instances of the task. For example 

field studies are conducted at different places using different cases. Also, in one of the 

field exercises in Lebotloane, GroupSystems could not function properly on the 

intranet and we immediately switched to Microsoft Word as a technology tool and 

achieved the same results as we would have using Categorizer tool in GroupSystems. 

The process that the TurnStormer thinkLet creates is reusable and sufficiently and 

sufficiently independent of the tool used.  

 

Predictability: The extent to which the design, when used as prescribed, creates a 

process and results as intended by the collaboration engineer. 
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The processes as well as the results as intended by ourselves as the facilitators were in 

accordance with expectations. The design was intended for awareness raising and 

training so that the practitioners of and understands the PAJA process that it 

prescribes. The turn taking in roles as prescribed by the TurnStormer thinkLet design 

produces what we intended. 

 

Transferability: The ‘ease of training’ and the ‘ease of execution’ from the 

perspective of the practitioner 

  

Ease of training: The ease of training is determined by the training load: 

Training load is the amount of cognitive effort required from the practitioner 

to sufficiently understand the process prescription. 

  

 

We have enough evidence of practitioners expressing a level of understanding 

of the process. This has being demonstrated through the three simulation field 

studies conducted in 2006. This led us to think that the design of the 

TurnStomer thinkLet has reduced load on participants’ cognition. It does 

appear to us that the design of the TurnStormer is parsimonius and thus 

substantially reduces its complexity. Coupled with the schemata prescribed by 

the PAJA itself, the TurnStormer thinkLet process seem to be easy to follow. 

 

Ease of execution: The ease of execution is determined by the execution 

load:Execution load is the amount of cognitive effort required from the 

practitioner to execute the process prescription  

 

We think that the designed thinkLet will be easily executable by the 

practitioners without much involvement of the collaboration engineer. This 

however must still be tested in the next field exercises in 2008. We will 

carefully monitor, observe and document the behaviour of the group following 

instructions as prescribed by the TurnStomer with a view to refining to 

refining them for increased parsimony. 

 

In short then, the TurnStormer thinkLet fulfils four of the five quality dimensions of a 

collaboration design process. In work going ahead in the next two years, more 

attention will be paid to addressing the efficaciousness quality dimension while at the 

same time refining it to improve its fulfillment of the other quality dimensions. 

 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

 

In order to underline the relevance and the importance of this study, one needs only 

look at the 2006 State of the Public Service Report of the South African Government. 

In this report, the public Service Commission refers nineteen times to the importance 

of the PAJA and identifies it together with the Promotion of Access to Information 

Act No. 2 of 2000 (PAIA) as the cornerstones of good governance and transparency. 

The report points out that despite this, the Public Service is as yet to abide by the Act, 

indicating that work still needs to be done to enable the Public Service to comply. The 

Act requires departments to have mechanisms for explaining administrative action 

and redress where necessary. It requires public officials to understand what constitutes 
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lawful administration and what does not. According to the report, the capacity to 

establish mechanisms for explaining administrative actions and redress as envisaged 

in the PAJA is totally lacking in the public service. The report contents that 

Departments that cannot provide reasons for their administrative actions and comply 

with the provisions of the Act are less likely to conduct themselves in a manner that is 

fair and impartial, and argues that at a management level, most decisions should 

comply with the requirements of PAJA. Of interest to us is an observation in the 

report that it would have been easier if decisions were plotted against the procedures 

for PAJA as gaps and deviations would be easily identified. 

 

The report concludes with a warning message which underlines the importance of 

compliance: 

 

“Paralegal organisations have used the provisions of PAIA and PAJA to 

compel departments to provide information, notably around the non-provision 

of social grants. Such pressure has resulted in court orders against 

departments and has helped to improve their performance. Should the 

frustration of civil society and paralegal organisations over non-compliance 

with these two Acts mount and lead to legal action, this could cost the 

government financial resources.” 

 

In supporting the implementation of the PAJA through Collaboration Engineering 

simulation framework and thinkLets, our aim is to show people that computer-based 

technology can help in these processes.  

 

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION  

 

While we have not yet reached the point where we could describe with confidence all 

the features that are needed in web-based collaboration tools and how the interfaces 

could be designed to enable citizens to interact effectively with government and 

public bodies in South Africa; progress as presented in this paper indicates that we 

will eventually achieve this aim.  The creation of the TurnStormer thinkLet makes us 

believe that a mechanism of doing this research on a larger scale, using a repeatable 

and predictable process that has the potential to be transferred to the participating 

communities and government departments to run on their own, following the 

principles of collaboration engineering has been found. It is possible that the various 

thinkLets that are expected to emerge from the subsequent simulations could be 

automated and used within a web environment in support of the PAJA 

implementation. 

 

In an exploratory study such as this where you want to demonstrate the value of 

technology, there can't be a better way than through simulation and the TurnStormer 

thinkLet provides the framework within which further simulation exercises could be 

conducted. 
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