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An Approach for Developing Applications 
in Lotus Notes 
ABSTRACT: Lotus Notes, an innovative groupware, is evolving from its origins of facilitating 
collaboration among small groups into an integrated and open platform for building and 
running client-server applications for automating workflow and office activities. Since both 
the application domain and the development environment are new, the development 
process for Lotus Notes applications is naturally ad hoc. To facilitate the creation of Notes 
applications, Lotus Development Corporation has provided a set of templates that can be 
configured and adapted by the application developers. However, the issues of how to ana­
lyze the applications domain so that the requirements can be mapped on one or more of 
these templates has not been addressed in the literature. The analysis problem becomes 
more acute because the key attributes of the applications domain and the Notes environ­
ment, namely, the collaboration among physically dispersed users who have different access 
rights to data that resides on distributed databases, are significantly different from MIS/ 
database applications and the traditional analysis methods are not directly applicable. This 
paper presents and illustrates an orderly approach for developing applications in Lotus 
Notes that addresses the issues of analyzing the problem domain so that the requirements 
can be mapped onto a Lotus Notes template. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Lotus Notes is an innovative groupware 

product of Lotus Development Corporation. 
Physically, Notes is an environment where 
personal computer users over local- and 
wide-area networks communicate infor­
mation and share databases to perform their 
portions of the application tasks. This 
computer-based work environment where 
group members, who may be geographically 
dispersed, communicate and share infor­
mation without any predefined order or 
time represents a new computing paradigm, 
called Computer-Supported Cooperative 
Work, or CSCW. Today the more user­
friendly and marketable term, Groupware, 
has virtually replaced CSCW. 

Groupware applications are quite different 
from the traditional management infor­
mation systems (MIS) applications, and they 
need new development strategies and 
methods. Specifically, it has been found (7, 
8) that group work is hard to describe from 
an information flow perspective and the tra­
ditional systems analysis and design 

· methodologies are deficient for modeling 
groupware applications. It should also be 
noted that in the Lotus Notes environment 
end-users invariably become applications 
developers. Although this notion of end­
users becoming applications developers is 
not new because the penetration of personal 

computers in the work place created both 
the opportunity and need for end-users to 
build their own applications, the scope of 
the problem being addressed has dramat­
ically changed. For example, in a typical 
personal computer environment most end­
user built applications are created for 
personal use. In Lotus Notes, applications 
are always built for group use where the 
group members often cross departmental 
and organizational boundaries. This change 
in the number of users of an application 
from one to many alters the characteristics 
of the application in terms of both the 
quality and behavior of the requirements of 
the application. This is the reason why MIS 
applications are generally developed by 
information systems professionals (IS) who 
use formal methodologies and computer 
tools to systematically address the com­
plexities of multi-user applications. 

To ease the task of developing Notes appli­
cations, Lotus Development Corporation 
provides a set of templates that can be con­
figured and adapted to build user appli­
cations. Experience has shown that it is not 
easy to correctly adapt a template to build a 
workflow or office automation application. 
There are two reasons for this. First, the 
Notes implementation environment is very 
rich and the development language is func­
tional. Second, the traditional MIS analysis 
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methods are inadequate for analyzing and 
generating the requirements for this new 
domain of workflow and office activities. 
This paper presents a pragmatic approach 
that can be used by both end-users and IS 
professionals to systematically build Lotus 
Notes applications. Specifically, the paper 
describes and illustrates a systematic 
approach for analyzing a Lotus Notes appli­
cation in such a way that the requirements 
can be directly mapped into the structure 
and elements of a Notes template. This 
approach is different from the design phi­
losophy of Winograd (10) who suggests that 
group work needs to be modeled using a 
language-action perspective. 

This paper begins with a discussion of the 
evolution of groupware computing 
paradigm whose objective is to expose the 
reader to the computing facilities embodied 
in Lotus Notes. Next, a functional archi­
tecture of the Lotus Notes is sketched to 
provide a conceptual model of the Notes 
environment. The fourth section describes 
and illustrates the analysis and design steps 
for developing Lotus Notes applications. 
The fifth section presents a systematic 
approach for analyzing a Lotus Notes 
template. The sixth section shows how to 
link the application requirements to the 
template elements and complete the devel­
opment of an application. 
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