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Figure 3.39 – Sorting Document Requests.
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Figure 3.40 – Previewing documents from the documents management page.



                                                                                                  Online Research Community Final Deliverable |    94 
 

                                                                           07 August 2007                          
 
 

94

Feature: Document Inbox 

 
Goal: To provide users a central area where they can view and keep track of the 

documents they have requested from other colleagues.  

 
Design & Rationale: 

The right column of the page is devoted to the user’s document inbox, where users are 

notified of documents that have been sent to them by colleagues (Figure 3.41). This 

section also shows users all the document requests they have sent, grouped by the type of 

document. The response status of each individual is shown here, displaying either a link 

to download a submitted document or a status message showing that the person has not 

yet replied. We provide a link at the bottom of this column again to allow users to view 

past received documents. 

 

Tradeoffs and Limitations: 

Same tradeoffs as previous feature: Requests Inbox. 
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Figure 3.41 – The Documents Inbox. 
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6. Future Direction
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Future Direction 
 

Our current design addresses the needs we have identified from our research and field 

work that are crucial to the early adoption of the system. This design consists of the 

components necessary for the construction of a larger system that will unfold in the 

coming years of the ORC project. We have identified several key features and functions 

that should be included in the next version of Digital Vita. These can be built on top of 

our current design of the system. We have divided our set of features into three phases: 

 

• Phase 1 - Implementing and deploying our current Digital Vita design 

• Phase 2 - Building on the initial system to allow for more personalization of 

requests and notifications 

• Phase 3 - Examining areas that were well-validated in user tests but fell outside 

our design scope. These features are notable in that they encourage interaction 

between researchers. 

 

Phase 1 – Digital Vita System Implementation and Deployment  
Phase one will involve implementing the features and designs that we have outlined in 

section 3. These features have the greatest cost-to-benefit ratio and are essential for the 

deployment and success of the initial system. This phase is primarily concerned with 

collecting and aggregating researcher profile data, easing the burden of document 

creation, and facilitating collaboration by allowing researchers to search up-to-date 

profiles. Additionally, the system involves a social networking component, allowing 

search results to include connections between colleagues. Digital Vita also supports the 

ability for users to easily exchange documents with their colleagues. After this first phase 

of Digital Vita is implemented, the features in phases two and three should be prioritized 

and implemented accordingly, based on user feedback gathered after system deployment.  

 

Phase Two – Personalization and Customization 
Phase two focuses on adding a layer of personalization and providing researchers with 

more control over the system. In the first phase of the document generation section of the 
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system, we aim to support the creation of the documents common to the majority of 

University of Pittsburgh researchers.  These documents include NIH and NSF 

biosketches, faculty evaluation forms, abbreviated and full CVs, and the University of 

Pittsburgh formatted CV. A number of researchers mentioned that they adjust the 

margins, fonts, ordering and other characteristics of their documents. (Appendix K, p. v, 

xxvi) Digital Vita currently supports document output to Microsoft Word format in order 

to support this subset of researchers. However, in order to make this system truly 

successful we believe that it would be prudent to provide some greater level of 

customization to the formatting of a document from within the Digital Vita system. 

Therefore, in phase two, we plan to allow users to import custom templates, such as 

personal CV formats. Users could then update information as needed and output a new 

CV in any desired format. Additionally, users could import new, grant-specific, or other 

standard-specific, formats that could be shared across users of the system. 

 

During our user tests there were numerous mentions of the role of administrative staff in 

updating and distributing CVs and biosketches (Appendix G, p. xviii; Appendix K, p. 

xviii). Since many researchers do not update their documents themselves, it is important 

to allow administrative access to the documents. In addition, the name and contact 

information of the administrator of any given researcher should be added within the 

researcher’s profile information. (Appendix J, p. vi) For example, if a user is requesting 

documents from other researchers on the same project he should be able to send the 

document request to the assistant also. 

 

Another feature is the routing of appropriate information and notifications to researchers. 

In our initial user studies we noticed that researchers were inundated with irrelevant 

information. They received notifications about potential grants, lectures, and deadlines, 

but only found a small percentage of these to be useful (Appendix D, p. i). One of the 

future goals of Digital Vita is to determine a way to channel the correct information to 

each researcher.  
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The last feature in phase two is intelligent recommendations made by the system 

regarding users’ profiles. The system would compare researcher’s profiles to others in 

their field informing them of missing or insufficiently completed fields in their profiles. 

This feature could be particularly beneficial to junior researchers, helping them best 

market themselves to their fellow researchers.  

 

Phase Three – Forums, Meetings, and Q&A Sessions 
While the first two phases are important for the adoption of the system, in phase three the 

true goal of the ORC and Digital Vita comes to fruition: improving the process of 

scientific discovery. As described in the introduction, the best way to encourage 

collaboration is through proximity and informal contact (Appendix B, p. ii-ix). 

Researchers need a way to gauge each other before entering into collaboration. Providing 

an appropriate way to do this electronically is one of the greatest challenges of this 

project. During our concept validation, we probed users on the utility of various ideas 

intended to increase informal communication. The following are our most validated ideas 

that address this issue. 

 

The first of these concepts is a forum in which researchers can ask questions about papers 

they have read. Users expressed a strong interest in discussing papers they read with 

other researchers in their field to further scientific understanding and development. One 

participant proposed that these discussions could serve as addenda to the paper itself 

(Appendix G, p. xiv). These online journal forums would provide a focused area where 

researchers could discuss scientific advances and techniques with the author and other 

researchers in the field. The main goal is to promote informal communication by 

allowing for ongoing discussions in an online arena. We discussed two possible designs 

for such a forum: a lightweight blog or wiki where users can continually post comments 

on a central webpage, or a more elaborate forum style with a discussion board for each 

paper. This would allow a different thread for each discussion about the paper. The 

benefit of this approach is that it imposes structure on the discussion by focusing debate 

around a specific paper. 
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The second concept is a live online question and answer system. Users of the system 

nominate other researchers who they feel are doing interesting work. The most nominated 

researchers are invited to conduct live virtual question and answer sessions. The speaker 

would be broadcast through streaming video and online viewers could ask questions via 

text input. This concept allows researchers to receive recognition for their work, and 

allows a richer medium for presenting and viewing work across physical space. 

 

Our third concept focuses on increasing face-to-face interaction between researchers. The 

system would inform users when someone with similar research interests is visiting their 

city. By specifying interests and privacy settings, users could choose whether to 

broadcast their location depending on their availability and preference. This feature 

would ensure researchers have more connection opportunities with other researchers. 

 

One of our most validated concepts is that of a visualization system. During our user 

tests, we received significant positive feedback from users (Appendix G). Researchers 

were excited by the idea of being able to use a visualization to locate expertise and 

resources in their area. Although this idea does not facilitate informal contact, it was so 

highly regarded by our participants that further study should be done on how to 

implement it in a way that provides the most benefit to collaboration.  
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Conclusion 
Collaboration is changing. As scientific study becomes more complex, multidisciplinary 

collaboration becomes more important. New tools are needed to facilitate the evolution of 

scientific discovery. Digital Vita allows researchers to share their information and their 

work with peers and funding organizations without concern for format, obsolescence and 

accuracy. By providing an intuitive mechanism to supply and maintain information, the 

system allows researchers to locate collaborators across geographical and disciplinary 

boundaries. Digital Vita further facilitates collaboration by capitalizing on the existing 

bonds between researchers. By combining these two aspects into one cohesive system, 

Digital Vita improves the process of scientific discovery by diminishing the barriers 

between researchers and creating new collaborative relationships. 

 




