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Executive Summary 
 

 People in companies, community organizations, and schools all struggle to effectively 

manage projects among team members. The ubiquity of project management makes it a natural 

opportunity for commercial CSCW products. We evaluated one project management tool, 37 

Signalsô Basecamp, to understand Basecampôs success on its own merits and what Basecamp use 

reveals about the challenges of developing software to support project management. 

To understand usersô needs and use of Basecamp, we read user blogs and conducted 

interviews. This led to the development of group personas (ñgroupsonasò), goals, and usage 

scenarios. For each groupsona, we identified a real-world user group whose goals and 

characteristics closely matched. Based on interviews with these organizations, we generated 

three case studies and draw some general conclusions about Basecamp. Users consistently 

referred to Basecamp as an easy and low cost way to manage group projects of limited 

complexity. These values correspond well to 37 Signalsô goal that Basecamp be a highly 

accessible solution for basic product management. Users reported dissatisfaction with Basecamp, 

however, when their needs matured, particularly when their projects became more complicated 

and required monitoring of partial-completion status and interdependencies. Additionally, even 

when Basecamp matched their needs well, the softwareôs ñlocationò on the Internet kept it out of 

usersô day-to-day work flows. Being out of sight meant it often went unused. 

Many users described alternative applications they currently subscribe to or have used. A 

comparative analysis of these applications found that Basecampôs competitors suffer from many 

of the similar problems. We examined Microsoft Project, ActiveCollab, and the University of 

Michiganôs CTools in detail and reviewed the features of two other products, Trac and 

WorkZone. With the exception of MS Project, whose Standard version is a client-side, single 

user application, the products we evaluated overlapped significantly in terms of features they 

offer. Each product implements its features at a somewhat different level but all target a narrow 

set of project circumstances and quickly become less useful outside of those conditions. Issues of 

visibility, workflow integration and work-benefit balance also remain. One user, currently a 

product manager at a Silicon Valley company, mentioned that she could not ask her employees 

to use any of the applications because only she would receive a reasonable return on investment 

for this additional workload. 

Re-focusing on Basecamp, we completed a heuristic evaluation of the software. Ten 

heuristics were culled from lists developed by Olson and Nielsen as well as five heuristics from 

Baker, Greenberg, and Gutwinôs 2002 work on heuristics for groupware.  This confirmed that 

Basecamp provides useful collaboration tools that are reasonably easy to use, but also identified 

a number of additional usability issues. Many of these problems are related to how well 

Basecamp supports changing needs and how well it integrates the different features offered. 

In 1994, Jonathan Grudin described eight challenges for groupware developers. More 

than a decade later, many of these challenges have yet to be satisfactorily addressed for project 

management software. At the same time as we applaud Basecampôs developers for delivering an 

easy to use set of core features, we urge them to find ways to make the application more visible 

when not in use, to better integrate it into usersô workflow, and to ensure that the task tracking is 

designed to be a resource that adds value for all team members. Additionally, we identify a 

number of keys usability areas that should be addressed. 
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About Project Management 
 

Project management has been around for decades, and people strive for more effective 

ways to carry the project life cycle from start to the end. The Project Management Institute 

defines project management as ñthe art of directing and coordinating human and material 

resources throughout the life of a project by using modern management techniques to achieve 

predetermined objectives of scope, quality, time, and cost, and participant satisfactionò (Alshawi 

and Ingirige, 2002). A project cycle usually consists of initial planning, actual execution, and 

completion. The overall role of project management is to make sure all the functions of planning, 

communicating and monitoring are carried out smoothly.  

Communication is a necessity of project management, but it is also causes most project 

failures (Alshawi and Ingirige, 2002) through the distortion of messages that can result in delays 

in decision-making.  However, technological advances like the Internet can alleviate some of 

these communication problems. As a global network, the Internet enables people in different 

locations to communicate and exchange information more easily. Biggs (1997) points out that 

web-based project management solutions that link with email or collaborative software 

effectively reduce the frequency of communication problems that lead to project failures. 

 Deng et al (2001) observe that ñtimely and accurate information is important for all 

project participants as it forms the basis on which decisions are made and physical progress is 

achievedò. The ability to transfer information in an accurate and timely manner directly affects 

the outcome of the project. Therefore, the fact that many project management systems (software) 

focus on specific tasks and act as isolated applications results in the ñbroad spread of stand-alone 

applications packages with no or ófixedô communication linksò (Alshawi and Ingirige, 2002). 

Even though involves many different stages, project management is one big ñprojectò itself, and 

information transfer between parties and between stages is crucial. A unified system should 

successfully integrate all the functions and allow smooth information flow between various 

stages of the project life cycle.  

 One key difference between web-based project management tools and other IT tools is 

that a project life cycle involves many people and different organizations. To successfully 

implement such a system requires the participation of the whole organization. In the process of 

implementing a system like a web-based project management tool, one problem is the lack of 

participation in sharing knowledge. Huang and Newell noted that the ñprocesses of knowledge 

capture, transfer and learning in project settings rely very heavily on social patterns, practices 

and processò (2003). Project management is a dynamic and social process that involves rapid 

exchange of information and communication between participants. Nevertheless, individuals 

within an organization often wish to ñretain their own identity and do things ótheir wayô rather 

than conform to an impose standardò (Clarke, 1999). This cultural and individual issue is an 

important problem in motivating people to participate in the use of project management system 

because using such as system often requires one to change ñtheir wayò of doing work. 

 The last critical point for successful implementation of a project management system is 

the idea of ñperceived benefits.ò As Grudin observed, a disparity between work and benefit is 

one of the eight challenges in groupware (1994). As a system requiring tremendous time and 

resources to manage, a project management tool has minimal perceived benefits for the 

individual. To counter this problem, the organization should educate all the people on the 

potential organizational benefits of effective project management (Clarke, 1999).   



Prof. Gary Olson        SI 689: CSCW 

 5 

 

About Basecamp 
 

Basecamp (http://www.basecamphq.com/) is an online project collaboration system that 

comes in several plans including free accounts. Jason Fried, CEO of 37 Signals who created 

Basecamp, speaks freely about Basecamp as a very different philosophy for project management: 

that communication is the key to successfully completing a project, and that more features are 

not always more beneficial in project management applications.
1
  This is further developed in 

ñThe Basecamp Manifestoò
2
 published on the Basecamp website.  And while these beliefs negate 

many conventional views on project management, a private equity investment in 37 Signals by 

Bezos Expedition (run by Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos)
3
, and Basecampôs recent acquisition of its 

1,000,000
th
 customer

4
 attests to the growth and industry potential of the company. 

Basecamp allows users to share and assign to-do lists, track project milestones, and chat 

online, among other functions. The system is designed for a project team to share important dates, 

files and notes through a centralized portal for better communication and collaboration for the 

project team.  Basecamp enables broad functionality through the following features: 

 

Dashboard: User-specific summary of milestones, upcoming calendar and project activity  

 

                                                
1 Hedlund, Marc (2005, March 10). The Builders of Basecamp. Retrieved October 15, 2006, from O'Reilly Network 

Web site: http://www.oreillynet.com/pub/a/network/2005/03/10/basecamp.html. 
2 The Basecamp Manifesto. Retrieved December 9, 2006, from Basecamp Web site: 
http://www.basecamphq.com/manifesto.php 
3 Fried, Jason (20 Jul 2006). Bezos Expeditions invests in 37signals. Retrieved October 23, 2006, from Signal vs. 

Noise Web site: http://www.37signals.com/svn/archives2/bezos_expeditions_invests_in_37signals.php 
4 Fried, Jason (13 Nov 2006). Basecamp turns 1,000,000 . Retrieved November 15, 2006, from Signal vs. Noise 

Web site: http://www.37signals.com/svn/posts/106-basecamp-turns-1000000 



Prof. Gary Olson        SI 689: CSCW 

 6 

Project overview: Project-specific summary of milestones, upcoming calendar and project 

activity ï also lists all project participants and acts as a gateway to other project resources 

 
 

 

Message board: Project-specific blog facilitating information sharing and feedback 
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Simple scheduling and time tracking: Schedule in calendar and itemized formats to monitor 

progress and provide reminders of milestones; also tracks responsible parties for deliverables 

 
 

 

Task assignment: To-do list itemizing steps and responsible parties for deliverables, milestones 
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File sharing:  Repository for relevant documents; sortable by date/time, alphabetical file name 

 
 

 

The Basecamp project http://si689.grouphub.com/ has been created for direct 

examination of the program; in addition, this account will serve as a practical demonstration of 

its capabilities in managing this group project. 

 

 

User Preferences 
 

The nature of interaction with Basecamp depends on the profiles of its users.  Based on 

previous interaction with two known user groups, Case Studies posted on the Basecamp 

website,
5
 and online research, the team developed user group personas and usage scenarios to 

determine the key characteristics of the Basecamp audience.  Three primary user-groups were 

defined as students, small businesses, and nonprofit organizations.  And while the range of 

technical support and expertise within each group varied, all ñgroupsonasò possessed the 

following common needs: 

 

¶ Ease of use 

¶ Project collaboration among a small group of users, often working remotely 

¶ File sharing 

¶ Public accountability for project tasks 

¶ Status tracking relative to deadlines and project milestones 

¶ Mechanism to discuss issues, ideas, etc 

¶ Inexpensive solution 

 

The groupsonas and usage scenarios can be found in their entirety in Appendix 1. 

                                                
5 Full text can be found at http://www.basecamphq.com/examples.php. 



Prof. Gary Olson        SI 689: CSCW 

 9 

These requirements were echoed in the case studies presented on the Basecamp website, 

and overall user assessment of the strengths of the application were quantified by a non-scientific 

survey conducted by creator 37 Signals in November 2006.
6
  In response to ñWhat do you like 

MOST about Basecamp?ò, users reinforced the key advantages that 37 Signals intends Basecamp 

to have: ease of use (40%, or 306 of 761 of survey responses), simplicity (27%), and an intuitive 

interface (11%).
7
  Other comments also highlighted various features, its speed, low price, 

flexibility, and web-enabled access. 

As each groupsona was inspired by a current or previous Basecamp user who is 

representative of their target audience segment, the team followed-up with these real-world users 

to determine the actual usage pattern of the application.  All users agreed with their fellow 

Basecamp users about the positive aspects of the application, as highlighted in the survey and 

case studies.  However, its practical implementation often negated these cosmetic benefits, as 

adoption and regular usage emerged as the biggest issue in all three real-world cases.  Since the 

usage scenario of each groupsona mirrored the general information transfer and collaboration 

needs of its live counterpart, the following broad yet significant criticisms of Basecamp emerged: 

 

¶ Basecamp is better suited to task lists than calendaring or true project management 

¶ Inability to track incremental status of task completion limits utility of to-do lists 

¶ Necessity to integrate new program into workflow requires appropriate incentives and 

personal benefits 

¶ For simple tasks, email may be a more efficient/effective means of communication 

¶ Basecamp may not be the best project management application for the organization 

 

The actual outcomes and assessments of each real-world user group can be found in its entirety 

in Appendix 1. 

Ultimately, while Basecamp appears to meet the needs of small or young organizations 

engaging in moderately complex projects, the application is ill suited for very simple or very 

elaborate ventures.  Basecamp excels in the areas set aside in its primary tabs: Messages, To-Do, 

and Milestones; however, the integration of these functions exists only as a summary of recent 

items, as shown on the ñOverviewò tab.  As a result, the true interoperability required by many 

organizations to adequately manage their projects is lost, and Basecamp is often replaced with 

alternate means of project management. 

 

 

Alternative Applications 
 

Many users we interviewed or whose blogs and forum posts we read repeated one 

consistent message: they have tried several project management applications before getting to 

where they are, and each application brought a unique set of strengths and weaknesses. To better 

understand how different features and implementations influence choice of project management 

tool and user experience, we examined the features of five applications that users mentioned 

using before then completing a more detailed and thorough analysis of three of these applications. 

                                                
6 Survey description and verbatim responses to ñWhat do you like MOST about Basecamp?ò can be found at 

http://www.basecamphq.com/survey.php.  Retrieved December 8, 2006. 
7 Ibid. 
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¶ ActiveCollab is almost identical, feature-for-feature and visually, to Basecamp. 

ActiveCollab is a hosted application, which at least some user groups preferred. 

 

¶ University of Michigan CTools was designed to support courses, projects, and 

University committees. CTools offers many similar features to Bascamp. 

 

¶ Trac is primarily a bug-tracker with an integrated wiki. Several groups, including one of 

our case studies, has repurposed Trac as a more generalized project management tool, 

and the programôs developers appear interested in taking the product in this direction. 

 

¶ WorkZone is a more expensive competitor to Basecamp. It offers fewer features but 

much more depth for calendaring, document sharing, and tracking tasks and milestones. 

The nonprofit in our case study switched to using WorkZone for these reasons. 

 

¶ Microsoft Project  is the only client-side application reviewed. It offers none of the 

document sharing, messaging, or other collaborative features found in the web-based 

applications without the additional purchase and installation of Project Server. Microsoft 

expects Project to be used by groups that have access to these features through other 

products in the Office suite, and it instead focuses on offering Project users a way to plan 

and monitor project tasks and resources in great detail. Project particularly excels at 

critical path management. 

 

We found that all products can be very helpful when matched to the needs of the right 

project; however, beyond a fairly narrow range of projects, each tool is much less effective. 

None of the tools we evaluated allow for much flexibility to manage tasks or facilitate 

communication, and so they cannot change when user needs change.  Because user needs vary 

significantly, both across organizations and across projects within the same organization, this 

weakness among project management tools is quite serious. We suspect that this contributes 

significantly to the frequency with which users abandon short-lived tools and search for their 

next project management application. It is not necessarily accumulated frustration with the tool 

that causes them to change products; their projects and needs evolve and so a tool that was 

previously adequate becomes unacceptable. 

Each of these tools also requires the user to open a new application or webpage to cross 

off a task when they have completed it, and most require uses to open the projectôs web page in 

order to send an announcement to all members. In order for online project management to 

succeed, these applications must be better integrated with usersô workflow. There are some 

glimmers of hope among these applications that may suggest that project management tools are 

maturing and moving in this direction. Task lists in Trac and WorkZone, for example, are more 

detailed than simple lists and allow discussion, notes, and other details about each task to be 

aggregated. This becomes a resource to the person assigned to this task, and so they are more 

likely to integrate use of the tool into their work on that task. Basecamp and soon ActiveCollab 

try to keep users coming to the site by integrating required tasks (eg, time tracking) that users 

will need to complete anyway. Continued progress may help make project management a more 

seamless experience for users. Integration with workflow and making the tracking tools into 

resources for everyone on the team can also help overcome Grudinôs challenge of work/benefit 
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imbalance. Appendix 2 includes a more detailed review of ActiveCollab, CTools, and Microsoft 

Project, as well as a feature comparison for all six applications. 

 

 

Basecamp Evaluation 
 

Heuristic evaluation provides a way of identifying and categorizing critical strengths and 

weaknesses of Basecampôs usability, functionality, and visual design during and outside of task 

completion. The method enabled the team to quickly collect a broad spectrum of focused 

findings without involving actual end users. 

We used an aggregated list of 15 heuristics to complete our heuristic evaluation of 

Basecamp. The principles used are selected from both groupware heuristics and single-user 

heuristics. The first five heuristics, taken from ñEmpirical Development of a Heuristics 

Evaluation Methodology for Shared Workspace Groupwareò by Kevin Baker, Saul Greenberg, 

and Carl Gutwin (2002), focus on the collaborative and groupware aspects of Baescamp. The 

remaining heuristics were taken from the list developed by Judy Olson and Jakob Nielsen, and 

focus on single-user usage of Basecamp. We include both groupware heuristics and single user 

application evaluation principles because Basecamp must be effectively used by individuals 

before it can successfully act as a collaborative tool. 

 From our heuristic analysis we found several things that Basecamp does well, including 

enhancing the single-user experience and facilitating collaborative work. On the other hand, we 

also identified some areas that Basecamp can improve, to not only enhance user experiences in 

general, but also to help users to coordinate and collaborate with one another better. Here we 

highlight some key findings of both success areas and areas requiring improvements that relate to 

the collaboration aspects of Basecamp. For a complete list of the successful areas and areas 

requiring improvements, please see Appendix 3. 

 

Issue # Description Severity Heuristic Category 

1 Provide useful tools for overall project 

coordination 

 

Good #3 Manage the 

transitions between 

tightly and loosely-

coupled collaboration 

2 Nice access to group member profiles and 

contact information about individual user 

profile 

Good #5 Facilitate finding 

collaborators and 

establishing contact 

3 Minimum connection between Messages, To-

Do List, and Milestones 

 

High #3 Manage the 

transitions between 

tightly and loosely-

coupled collaboration 

4 File descriptions provide limited information 

and does not prevent file version overwrite 

High #1 Provide consequential 

communication of shared 

artifacts 

#2 Provide Protection  

5 Cannot create new category when uploading 

new files 

Medium #1 Provide consequential 

communication of shared 
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artifacts 

6 Unable to post message in Milestone  

 

Medium # 4 Support people with 

the coordination of their 

actions 

7 Cannot comment on to-do list 

 

Medium # 4 Support people with 

the coordination of their 

actions 

8 No direct hyperlink between usernames and 

user profile 

 

Medium #5 Facilitate finding 

collaborators and 

establishing contact 

9 Each Milestone can only assigned to one 

member 

 

Low 
 
 

# 4 Support people with 

the coordination of their 

actions 

 

We examine the successful areas, and issues requiring immediate attention in greater 

detail as follows: 

 

Issue # Description Severity Heuristic Category 

1 Provide useful tools for overall project 

coordination 

 

Good #3 Manage the 

transitions between 

tightly and loosely-

coupled collaboration 

 

Basecamp operates on two levels of content organization: individual and project-based.  

The ñDashboardò that each user defaults to upon logging into the system provides broad 

overviews of all projects that the individual is involved in: project status, recent activities, task 

responsibilities, and a calendar of milestones set for the next quarter.  In contrast, each user can 

drill down into the specific details of each project to access discussion with colleagues, file 

sharing, and general responsibilities for the tasks within the project.  This ability to clearly 

distinguish oneôs own work within a larger context is especially critical for individuals in 

organizations who run multiple concurrent projects. 

The various means of discussion (message board, writeboards and chat) provide an open 

forum for colleagues to talk about general status, potential problems, possible solutions, or even 

propose new ideas.  By facilitating this dialogue, even geographically dispersed teams can 

coordinate their activities much more smoothly, while also maintaining a written record of the 

discussion.  As individuals engage in greater discussion, people can organize message board 

threads by category to improve the ability to find relative information. 

 

 

Issue # Description Severity Heuristic Category 

2 Nice access to group member profiles and 

contact information about individual user 

profile 

Good #5 Facilitate finding 

collaborators and 

establishing contact 
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Basecamp does an adequate job facilitating finding collaborators and establishing contact 

with them. Once users have been added to the project, they are able to create a profile including 

their contact information as well as upload an image to use as their avatar. Each userôs contact 

information is accessible through the ñPeopleò tab at the top of each Basecamp page. 

Examples 

 
Access Link to ȰPeopleȱ on Every Page 

 

 
User Profiles and Contact Information 

 

 

 

Issue # Description Severity Heuristic Category 

3 Minimum connection between Messages, To-

Do List, and Milestones 

 

High #3 Manage the 

transitions between 

tightly and loosely-

coupled collaboration 

 

The greatest drawback in Basecampôs ability to facilitate tightly and loosely-coupled 

collaboration is its separation of tasks and deadlines.  In both the Dashboard and Project view, 

two different tabs exist for ñTo-Doò and ñMilestonesò, and users must toggle between the two to 

figure out what is due when, and what components are required for the next deadline.  As a result, 
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new users, especially those involved in multiple complex projects, may become frustrated with 

the amount of time required to assemble the many piece of all their puzzles.  This disconnect 

complicates project management more than it helps it. 

At this point, the separation of tasks and timing introduces a complicated facet to project 

set-up.  Though ñQuick Tipsò may be useful for new users, its persistence over several sections 

limits the relevance and utility that may be gained from it.  Similarly, the logic of completely 

separating the Milestones and To-Do list tabs is questionable: the organizer must visit two 

separate screens to enter first the Milestone, then the to-do list, and then associate the two within 

the ñTo-Doò tab.  Even after figuring out how to do so, deadlines do not appear on the to-do lists; 

the only dates are the days someone checked off an item as complete (note: NOT necessarily the 

date the task was completed).  Furthermore, checking off something as a completed Milestone 

does not automatically assume that all the sub-parts (which presumably must have been required 

to achieve this state) have been complete themselves; since tasks and milestones remain separate, 

it therefore may not be clear which items really do remain to be done, versus those which may 

not have been acknowledged as complete.  However, the system does respond quickly when one 

marks something complete; the item almost instantaneously moves to the completed section 

upon checking it off.  One related area in which Basecamp falters, though, is that it cannot 

always support the order of the project tasks it is designed to track. The tasks within to do lists 

cannot be assigned dates or dependencies, and so Basecamp cannot indicate an appropriate order 

for these tasks. 

Example 

 

Screenshot of the Milestone Page 
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Screenshot of the To-Do lists 

Solution 

 Link the Messages, To-Do Lists, and Milestones together as one inter-related application. 

When a To-Do List is associated with a Milestone, display relevant information such as the due 

dates of the Milestone. In addition, if there are pertinent messages associated with either the To-

Do Lists or the Milestone, show them to the group members. Also, Basecamp should allow better 

linking between these three features since due dates and the tasks are interrelated and their 

relationship is important for effective project management.  Therefore, when a user is in one 

section and wants to see related information located in the other sections, the system should link 

to it automatically.  With that said, a better way to support project management and multiple 

users of the system is to provide a clear link between the dates, the tasks, and messages 

associated with them.  

In a similar sense, Basecamp should also allow users to post messages or comment on 

specific Milestones, rather than only in a centralized Messages area. Alternatively, Basecamp 

can provide a better connection between Messages and Milestones so that members can know the 

relationship between certain messages and certain milestones, and can navigate back and forth 

between them with ease. Furthermore, enabling users to comment on the To-Do List to update 

other group members on progress or problems encountered when carrying out certain tasks will 

greatly enhance coordination among group members. The project life cycle does not only include 

a beginning and the end, but also the process and progress in between. Within a project life cycle 

users often need to notify others of their progresses or problems encountered. Therefore, a close 

connection between Milestone, Message, and To-Do List and also more communication features 

will greatly improve the interaction among users. 

 

Issue # Description Severity Heuristic Category 

4 File descriptions provide limited information 

and does not prevent file version overwrite 

High #1 Provide consequential 

communication of shared 

artifacts 

#2 Provide Protection  
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Basecamp allows users to enter optional descriptions for the file uploaded, but it does not 

allow extensive notes to be associated with each document. For example, users cannot provide 

detailed information regarding updates to the document or a summary of the content. In addition, 

Basecamp only provides two sorting mechanisms: sort by date and time, and sort by alphabet. 

However, there are other possible sorting schemes that can be used to better support user 

behavior, such as sort by the member who uploads the file or sort by file type.  

The file section also does not seem to integrate well with the whole system. It is an 

independent section from the primary Message/To-Do List/Milestone areas. Often a file is 

associated with either a Milestone or a To-Do List Item, but they are not associated with one 

another in Basecamp. When uploading a file, users cannot specify which milestone or to-do list 

item this file is for. If they are interconnected, the user can mark a to-do list or a milestone as 

completed when uploading the file, and s/he will not need to mark the milestone or to-do list 

item as a separate action. 

Basecamp is a shared workspace and thus should provide a way to coordinate 

individualsô efforts so that users do not interfere with each other. In the event of this interference, 

Basecamp should provide a way to repair damage. This is most important in Basecampôs file 

sharing feature. File check-in/checkout is a common feature on collaborative file-hosting 

applications and can prevent many versioning problems. Such a feature is not included in 

Basecamp; the file sharing page only shows file title and description, the person who uploaded it, 

and the date. This oversight has received a number of complaints on the Basecamp forums.
8
 

Users to describe some ways they circumvent this problem, including editing the fileôs 

description to indicate they are currently editing it, or adding a note to Basecampôs to-do pane. 

Some users suggest use of the writeboards for collaborative editing, but most agree that this is a 

partial solution at best, as they often make collaborative edits in a variety of documents. 

Basecampôs writeboards also do not support concurrent editing; they only lock the writeboard 

when another user edits. 

 In the event that a user mistakenly uploads an older file as a replacement for another, 

there is also no way to undo this error and no file history is preserved. Similarly, Basecamp 

cannot detect that users have submitted different edits to the same document and makes no 

attempt to merge edits, a feature that is common in both desktop word processing software and 

many wikis (eg: MediaWiki). Users who switch to writeboards rather than files for collaborative 

editing face similar problems: the software is unable to merge different versions of a file. 
 

                                                
8 File Check-in / Check-out. Retrieved November 10, 2006, from Basecamp Forum Web site: 

http://www.basecamphq.com/forum/viewtopic.php?pid=7513 
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Example 

 

File Descriptions Provide Limited Information  

Solution 

 As mentioned in literature reviews and project management overview, exchange of 

information in the form of documents is a crucial piece of communication. File sharing is often 

one of the most important features in the project life cycle. With the tremendous amount of data 

and documents, users need a way to share, organize, and track changes to the information 

circulated among different parties. In its current state, however, Basecamp only provides 

minimal support for sophisticated coordination around the shared artifacts.  

Basecamp should allow users to better organize their files according to the workflow of 

the organization, and also provide place for the users to enter more detailed information 

regarding certain documents. An improvement to support this is to allow users to add and modify 

a list of categories that can be used to tag the file upload. Different organizations often have 

different workflow and categorization schemes; however, with only one default set of file 

categories, Basecamp forces organizations to change their work processes and ways of handling 

the files. Therefore, the system should let each individual organization, but not necessarily every 

user, to decide how they will categorize the files.  

Moreover, the current system does not support versioning or any kind of history, and 

these features are important to make sure that the correct documents are updated, and mistakes 

can be rolled back. This is not only a coordination issue, but also an error tolerance problem. 

Therefore, in addition to just replacing the old file with a newly updated document, the system 

should keep the old file, rename the new file with the old version plus one, and allow users to 

trace back if needed.  

Summary 

 From our heuristic analysis we conclude that overall Basecamp is a versatile and simple 

to use tool to coordinate projects. It supports collaboration and coordination among different 

parties, and the tools that it provides are very useful. Basecamp, nevertheless, fails to integrate 

these tools into one interrelated application that can better help users communicate with one 

another. As a project management tool, Basecamp should not only focus on the deadlines and 

milestones, but the progress of the whole project. Milestones and To-Do Lists are very useful in 

assigning tasks and defining deadlines, but users need more coordination and communication 

than just dates and tasks. Basecamp should allow users to see all the messages, tasks, and dates 

that are related in a easy way without making the link themselves. In addition, the file sharing 
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feature included in Basecamp is very primitive, and users may encounter issues when dealing 

with huge volume of files and data. Basecamp does not keep track of the updates of the 

documents nor the history of the files; thus, it does not have the function of rolling back to 

previous versions of the file. When circulating and sharing large volume of files, coordination is 

important, and users should know the difference between different versions so they can better 

coordinate and communicate. If all these features can be unified and improved, Basecamp will 

become a better project management that help different parties to collaborate throughout a 

project life cycle. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

 Jonathan Grudin laid out his eight challenges for groupware more than a decade ago, yet 

our work finds that many of these challenges are substantially unaddressed in Basecamp and its 

competitors.  In addition to adoption issues, the two of Grudinôs challenges that most need to be 

addressed are the disparity on work and benefit and unobtrusive accessibility, including both 

workflow integration and visibility. We find some reasons for hope, including: 

 

¶ Third party widgets for the Mac OS X dashboard that allow users to monitor their 

Basecamp projects 

¶ Basecampôs integration of time tracking 

¶ Tracôs outstanding ticketing system that helps overcome the disparity in work and 
benefit by making the entry for each task a valuable resource for members of the project 

team 

¶ CToolsô use of email listeners so that users can interact with the site from their favorite 

web client 

 

These actions suggest that developers are aware of the shortcomings and are working to mitigate 

them. Other efforts at integration, such as the Campfire chat feature in Basecamp, are not as 

encouraging.  In the example of Campfire, Basecamp developers hope to address workflow 

integration, but pursue an approach that requires drawing users away from tools of their choice. 

We are optimistic that these efforts, both successful and unsuccessful, will lead to best practices 

for project management groupware. 

 In addition to Grudinôs challenges, we also find that changing user needs impact project 

management software. A user may work on one project that needs only the most basic features, 

while another project needs advanced and detailed task management. Even a user group that 

provided an overwhelmingly positive endorsement of Basecamp for the productôs website found 

that as their needs and projects matured, they quickly outgrew Basecampôs functionality. While 

37 Signals values ease of use ï something they have certainly achieved ï we believe that this has 

been achieved at the expense of flexibility, a value 37 Signals celebrates in their Basecamp 

Manifesto.
9
 We do not believe that users should have to migrate to a different tool when their 

projectsô needs change.  Project management software designers must continue to create 

products that are easy to approach ï we agree that Microsoft Project can be too intimidating ï 

but they also must find a way for their products to scale and adapt to changing project needs.  

                                                
9 The Basecamp Manifesto. Retrieved December 9, 2006 from http://basecamphq.com/manifesto.php. 
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 In addition to these broader themes, we also take note of Basecampôs specific 

implementation of its project management features. Overall, this is a competent interface that is 

easy to use and takes advantage of modern web technologies, such as AJAX, to provide a 

positive user experience. Improvements can be made with respect to how users link items 

together, how well other 37 Signals applications are integrated, and file versioning. 

 Basecamp and the majority of its competitors have by and large succeeded at producing 

accessible products that offer a good set of core project management and collaboration features. 

To continue to improve, Basecamp must address a number of usability issues ï something its 

developers say is on their agenda for 2007
10

 -- as well as many of the issues central challenges 

for all groupware products. Finally, Basecamp and other project management tools will need to 

find a way to grow and adapt as their usersô needs evolve in order to retain existing users. 

                                                
10 Basecamp Survey. Retrieved December 9, 2006 from http://www.basecamphq.com/survey.php. 
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Appendix 1: Groupsonas, Scenarios and Case Studies 
 

To understand the use of Basecamp within a CSCW environment, we needed to first 

determine the needs and personalities of Basecampôs target audience.  Based on information 

gathered from user testimonies on the Basecamp website, blog sites, and initial user interviews, 

we developed profiles of three user-groups to reflect the most likely users of the application 

within the context of their organizations.  Furthermore, we created user scenarios for each of 

these ñgroupsonasò to identify common tasks and projects engaged by the users.  These scenarios 

were taken into account during our heuristic evaluations, which helped to ascertain how well 

Basecamp appears to service the tasks required by its users. 

While the three groupsonas are largely based on factual organizations, the details of their 

day-to-day tasks were generally expanded to create more a wider range of potential needs and 

projects that could be theoretically examined.  Therefore, after each usage scenario, a short 

synopsis highlights key discrepancies between reality and the groupsona portrayed, as well as 

hypotheses to understand why Basecamp succeeded or failed in the real-world organizations. 

 

Groupsona 1: Student Project Group 
Five students at Sandia College, a small engineering school in California, are working on 

their senior design project, sponsored by Armacham Technology Corporation, a federally funded 

systems engineering company. Armacham ï a company of almost 5,000 people ï is interested in 

having the students review how employees casually interact with each other in the hallway, and 

then suggest and prototype some ideas for how to capture and share the knowledge produced in 

these meetings. At Armacham, the students are working primarily with Dr. Benjamin Anderson, 

who heads the companyôs internal software design department. 

For its part, the college wants the students to have a meaningful, year-long real-world 

project experience in which they learn about engineering and how to work with a customer. Each 

team is assigned to a faculty member who acts as an advisor and is responsible for assigning 

studentsô grades. Each advisor is assigned to two teams, the combination of which counts as a 

half-course in their teaching load. The Armacham Technology team is assigned to Professor 

Mark Wittel.  

 

Margaret Harris 
Margaret is the teamôs project coordinator, a title created by the 

projectôs faculty that gives her responsibility for communicating with 

the teamôs sponsor and faculty advisor, as well as updating and 

maintaining the project schedule. Margaret is interested in learning how 

to lead teams, but is definitely apprehensive about her role: this is the 

first time she has ever run a project or had the responsibility to 

communicate with external clients. 

Margaret is also determined not to let the huge project 

coordination workload interfere with her desire to immerse herself in 

the design and technical challenges of the project. This has, however, sometimes gotten in the 

way of communicating with her faculty advisor and sponsor. Itôs not that she chooses not to, but 

just that she finds the technical challenges so interesting that she often starts working on that 
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when she sits down to work on the project and forgets all about her communication and 

coordination responsibilities. This became a problem at a recent design review, when Dr. Wittel 

had some scathing feedback on their progress so far. No one has said it outright, but she thinks 

the team blames her for not keeping him in the loop. She also feels that she needs to do better 

about keeping Dr. Anderson involved, and has a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach about how 

well she is doing this. 

After graduating, Margaret hopes to attend business school, and knows that if she does 

well this semester, she can talk about her experiences in her application and interview. Doing 

really well also can only help her get good recommendations from Drs. Wittel and Anderson. 

She also knows that Harvard, her top choice, sometimes tells students to go work elsewhere for a 

couple of years before entering the program and thinks that Armacham might be a good place to 

spend this time if she ends up going that route. 

 

Robert Allan 
 Robert is the teamôs budget coordinator ï heôs responsible for 

keeping track of how the team is spending its money and coordinating 

with the programôs staff member on purchases. This does not take a 

whole lot of extra time for their particular project, which pleases him, 

since he did not really want the responsibility. Rob is pretty pleased 

with how things in the team are working out ï he thinks their meeting 

schedules and email discussions are good, but he wishes that they had 

more involvement with the sponsor. From his perspective, it might as 

well be just another school project; they do not get much input from Dr. 

Anderson, and when they do, it is all through Margaret.  

 Speaking of Margaret, Robert thinks that he could do better at communicating with Dr. 

Wittel and the sponsor, but has not said as much. To himself, though, he compares how well he 

keeps the team updated on money the team has spent with the (lack of) updates Margaret sends 

her sponsor and advisor. If it continues, he plans to say something, but hopes that things will turn 

around on their own with the new Basecamp plan. 

 

Other students 
Other students on the team are Ryan Sweeney, 

Melissa Saltari, and Susan OôDonnell. All team members, 

as well as the sponsor and advisor, are technically 

proficient and have used websites such as Flickr, last.fm, 

and Wikipedia.  

 

Dr. Mark Wittel 
Dr. Wittel cares a great deal about seeing his two project teams 

succeed ï he had a similar experience in his undergraduate career, and 

found it to be incredibly rewarding. More pragmatically, he also knows 

that if the teams succeed, he will not have to spend as much time on the 

road recruiting companies to sponsor teams next year. 

 Wittel is one of Sandiaôs most junior faculty members, having 

just started this fall after completing his PhD. Heôs full of idealism, but is 

struggling with the challenges of his teaching load, committee 


