
How Can We Encourage Collaboration in Mapmaking?

Olga Khroustaleva and Patrick Larvie
User Experience Research



Overview

What makes mapmaking a social activity?

How can we encourage collaboration in mapmaking?

User experience research and methodological challenges



Maps as instruments of debate 

Treaty of Tordesillas, 1494 Stonehenge, 2007



Collaboration in GIS

Prior work focuses on professional users
– Argumentation Maps for city planning (Rinner) 

Our work focuses on non-expert users who may have a 
common interest



Elements of social interaction

Ability to identify contributors
– Social identity of authors helps users to evaluate contributions

Sense of community and a shared purpose



Who is the author?

Best sushi in New York



Mapmaking communities

Sense of community is most apparent within special interest 
groups

Crop circles on Google Maps



Why isn’t mapmaking more collaborative?

Mapmakers mostly work alone, and then share results of 
their work



Challenges of collaborative mapmaking

Mapmaking activities are distributed in time and space

Current tools do not support collaboration well
– No built-in communication tools for direct interaction

– Impossible for several people to edit a map at the same time

– Difficult to share maps after they’ve been created

As a result, it is difficult to negotiate value of content posted 
to the map



Content overload

San Francisco, as seen on Google Earth Community layer



User experience research

Which tools and interactions are the right ones to foster 
collaboration?

Our research shows that mapmaking applications, for 
instance Google Earth, are difficult to use

Usability is especially important since the users are non-
experts, and the authoring environment is intrinsically 
complex



Research challenges

Authors of maps are geographically distributed

Contributions are dispersed in time

Often, there is no direct or indirect communication between 
mapmakers



Rapid ethnography

Field visits to capture rich qualitative information about our 
users

Additional data collection over email or phone

Ethnography allows us to observe mapmakers in context



Limitations of ethnographic approach

We can’t see the total experience – we can only observe 
one user at a time

Creative combination of research methods is necessary



Questions?

okhroust@google.com

patrickl@google.com
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