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< This Is where we get crazy. This is nuts. We actually—we
don't have a database of our volunteers.... | shouldn't say
that. We have probably seven databases for volunteers.
All of them have different information. It took us three to
four months to even figure out who had what databases.

< - Volunteer Coordinator at a Human Services Nonprofit (P1)



Your Whirlwind Tour of
Homebrew Databases

Method
Homebrew Databases: Example & Definition

> Homebrew Databases: Configurations & Challenges

<+ Personal Office Applications as “Databases”
<+ Paper-Based “Databases”
<+ Enterprise & Custom Databases



Method

< Semi-structured Interviews

<+ 23 Volunteer Coordinators
<+ Variety of Job Titles, Locations within the Organization
<+ Variety of Sizes (& Maturity) of Volunteer Programs
<+ Variety of Domains for Nonprofit Work

+ |terative, Inductive Data Analysis
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Challenges with a
Multiplicity of Systems

<+ Redundant data entry... have to (manually) re-enter a

different subset of the data in every system

< Version control issues... information falls out of sync

across multiple “databases”

< Information management systems are abandoned



<+ ...and at the point when you have to do multiple entries Is
when you don’t do entries. You know, it just is so time-
consuming and redundant that you have so many other
things to do, that you just don’t have the time to enter It.

<+ - Volunteer Coordinator at a Housing & Shelter Nonprofit (L2)



Homebrew Database

<+ An assemblage of information management resources
that people have pieced together to satisfice their
Information management needs.

<+ Involved multiple systems

< Sometimes included actual database software but more
typically consisted of other resources

<+ Participants referred to it as their “database” or
“databases”



Types of Systems In the
Homebrew Databases

<+ Personal office applications as “databases”

<+ Paper-based “databases”

< Enterprise or custom databases



Personal Office Applications
as Databases



Personal Office Applications
as Databases

<+ The allure...

<+ Readily available

<+ Already familiar

< Can be used flexibly



Personal Office Applications
as Databases

The problems that arise...
< Failure to scale

The allure... % Number of users

<+ Readily available <+ Number of records
<+ Already familiar <+ Dimensions of data
< Can be used flexibly < Inaccessibility

< Access and aggregation
< From off-site locations



<+ We were crashing the system for a year and a half and
no one told us. Our network would go down every time
we sent an emaill out to all the volunteers, but there was
never the connection made. And one day | was pulled
over to the data room and, “Do you recognize these emaill
addresses?” I'm like, “Yes, those are our volunteers!”

<+ - Volunteer Coordinator at an Animal Welfare Nonprofit (D2)



Personal Office Applications
as Databases

The problems that arise...
< Failure to scale

< Number of users
< The allure...

. . < Number of records
<+ Readily available

! <+ Dimensions of data
<+ Already familiar =
< Inaccessiblility
< Access and aggregation

< From off-site locations



Paper-Based Databases



Paper-Based Databases

The allure...

< Supports collaboration

<+ Tangible “master’ copy
doesn'’t fall out of sync

% Serves as a lowest common
demoninator

<+ Provides a shared
awareness of process



Paper-Based Databases

The allure... The problems that arise...
+Supports collaboration +Failure to scale
+Tangible “master” copy +Inaccessibility

doesn'’t fall out of sync
< Serves as a lowest common

demoninator ..but magnlfled'

<+ Provides a shared
awareness of process



Enterprise or Custom
Databases



Enterprise or Custom
Databases

<+ The allure...

< Ability to handle scalability

of data and users



Enterprise or Custom
Databases

The allure...

<+ Ability to handle scalability of
data and users

The problems that arise...
<+ Overhead & setup cost

<+ Developing t

< Training peo
the system

ne system

nle to use

< Initial data entry

< Inaccessibility of the data

<+ 0Ongoing overhead with data

entry



<+ S0, | guess that’s part of the daily [work], too, Is the input
of the night before’s volunteer hours, which is a little
backed up right now... My volunteer who does that has
been sick for a while.... We try to keep up with it and it
just gets away from you. We could use extra hands, but
that means extra computers and extra spots to sit.

< - Volunteer Coordinator at a Food & Nutrition Nonprofit (K1)



The Cycle of Reconfiguration

Search for one
system that
does it all

o 7 Change systems to
Avaracl i~ try and consolidate

management

Abandon Migrate data
information that from one system
can't be migrated | to another
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Improving the Human Factors Aspect
of Database Interactions

BEMN SHNEIDERMAMN
Unversity of Maryland
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Thee widespredd dussemanation of comguber and mlfermation sveleme o pontechnically traned
individuals reguires a new approach to the desgn and development of database interfaces. This paper
provides the mativalional backgrouand for controllsd paychadogical erperimenlalion in explorng (e
peermon/ mschine interface. Frameworks for the reductionist approach are given, research methods
distussend, reséknch bsues presented, and a small experiment i offeréd &8 an eximple of what can be
accomplished, This experument & & companson of natural and artificsl anguage query [acililes
Alshough subjecia posed approcimeiely egunl nambsrs of valid queries with eliher Factlity, nabural
Language users made sipnificantly mone invalid queries which could not be answered from the datatuse
that was described.

Hay Words amd Fheases b Taciera, datalk EELama, dila nihela, LA |||I‘1..|.I‘:ru mabural
langunge imlerdaces, paychalagy, experimentation
CH Categories: 4.3, 4.6, 1.72

1. INTRODUCTION

As questions of technical feasibility and performance of database syalems ane
resolved, increased attention is being paid to human factors. There is widespread
recogmition that future svstems will be commercially viahle only if the user
interface & in harmony with user skills and task requirements. Mansgement
increasingly focuses on human factors, but technical professionals have shown
little predilection to go bevond introspection and their own expenience. Unfortu-
nately, the background of o ayatems of language designer may be profouncdly
different from the background of the intended users. Even if this were not the
case, causual imrospection hardly seems an adeguate basis to develop costly and
wiidlely used computer and information svatemms,

The programming language community has begun to take a more psychologi-
cilly oriented approach to studying programmer behavior and otilization of
language facilities [1-8). Research in this area is leading to improved guidelines

Permission to copy without fee all or part of this matenal is granted provided that the copies are not
malds of disenbited lof disec commarcial advantage, the ACM copyright notkge amid the Ligle of iho
publication and its date appear, asd notice & given thst copying is by permissson of the Association
for Computing Machinery, To capy otherwise, or to pepublish, require a lee andlor specilic
peTTisAion.

This work wis partislly supparted by (he Nations! Selence Fousdstion ander Grants MUS 700042
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Anthar's sddress: Department of Information Systema Management, University of Maryland, College
Park, ML} 570742
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