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Abstract— In this paper we describe the underlying 
workflow of collaborative music composing uncovered by a 
series of ethnographic encounters with a group of musicians 
from Nottingham. These observations raise design challenges 
for computer-supported cooperative work applications for 
musicians, such as version control for compositions that 
depends on collective agreement of song structures, evaluation 
of new musical arrangements as well as peer tutoring. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

For most contemporary music groups, getting together to 
improvise with their instruments (also known as “jamming 
sessions”) is a crucial part of their composition process. For 
this ethnographic study, a series of observations were made 
as a member [1, 2] of a rock band from Nottingham. This 
band frequently gathered to play at an empty establishment 
owned by an acquaintance of the bass player. In particular, 
there were two types of sessions: (a) unstructured jamming 
sessions, in which the band would freely improvise new 
musical material and record it with mobile devices; and (b) 
collaborative composition sessions, in which the raw material 
was glossed out and restructured by the members of the band 
in order to compose original music. The workflow underlying 
collaborative composition is the main focus of this study. 

II. WORKFLOW 

In this particular band work began by playing recordings 
of previous improvisations and reviewing them 
collaboratively until a particular fragment was selected to be 
further developed. In order to build upon a fragment the 
musicians needed to construct a shared knowledge about its 
musical features, e.g. the sequence of notes and rhythms. In 
some cases this required the musicians to engage in a tutoring 
process, in which one or more members would demonstrate a 
sequence of notes clearly and slowly for others to learn, and 
would also provide feedback on correctness. Conversely, 
when a new musical arrangement was introduced, the 
members of the band first had to evaluate its adequacy within 
the song [4], before deciding to learn it. Nonetheless, this 
learning process was required by all in order to test a 
fragment’s adequacy for the composition as a whole, even if 
it was subsequently discarded. The workflow would then 
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alternate between the evaluation and subsequent integration 
of new arrangements into the composition until a relatively 
finished version was reached. To wrap up the session, the 
composition was documented on sheets of paper and text 
files in a laptop, which would also contain lyrics, chord 
progressions and other annotations (e.g. context and motives 
of the song). These files were usually shared through a 
cloud-based file storage, which was administered and 
compiled by the leader of the band. These documents were 
organized mainly in three categories: (1) Raw 
improvisational music material, (2) Songs in progress, and 
(3) Consolidated songs.  

III. DESIGN IMPLICATIONS 

The workflow described in Fig. 1 evidences the 
importance of constructing shared knowledge and the role of 
negotiation in collaborative music making environments [3]. 
This raises new challenges for the design of collaborative 
music composition software that can support the end-to-end 
process. Moreover, this study leads the way to future in depth 
ethnographic research on peer tutoring and the processes 
embedded in the act of learning an instrument, and its 
computer-supported cooperative work (CSCW) implications 
for collaborative music composing. 

 
Figure 1.  Collaborative composition workflow 
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