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Executive Summary

The United States Army Information Systems Engineering Command (USAISEC) Critical Skills Expert for Emerging Technology and other USAISEC personnel tested this software over a 3-month period. The evaluation used the Beta fielding version.  The product is scheduled for a Spring 2001 release.  This short report is an overview of the Groove collaboration tool, focusing on its usefulness for project management and document collaboration, outlining its capabilities and addressing some of the concerns for using it.
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GROOVE - An Internet Collaboration Tool 

1.0  INTRODUCTION

1.1  General

Groove is a software product from Groove Networks marketed as a “Next-Generation Internet Collaboration Tool.”  The product is a peer-to-peer (P2P) collaboration tool giving users the ability to share files, brainstorm ideas, edit documents together and maintain a record of all work done on a project.  It works by keeping copies of all project information on each participant’s machine, automatically synching the information when a change is made or when a machine comes back on-line after being disconnected. 

The United States Army Information Systems Engineering Command (USAISEC XE "USAISEC:United States Army Information Systems Engineering Command" ) Critical Skills Expert for Emerging Technology and other USAISEC personnel tested this software over a 3-month period. The evaluation used the Beta fielding version.  The product is scheduled for a Spring 2001 release.  This short report is an overview of the Groove collaboration tool, focusing on its usefulness for project management and document collaboration, outlining its capabilities and addressing some of the concerns for using it.

1.2  Overview

Groove is a P2P collaboration platform; somewhat like a cross between Lotus Notes and Microsoft NetMeeting.  It has the knowledge management capabilities of Notes and the Internet-wide flexibility and ease of use of NetMeeting.  With Groove a user can create a project space containing shared files, discussions, and document collaboration with anyone that is invited to be a part of the project.  The files are replicated on the machine of every user who participates, and changes are instantly replicated to all participants; or, if off-line, as soon as that user goes back on-line.  All communication in Groove is encrypted and traverses firewalls with no configuration changes.  

2.0  PRODUCT CAPABILITIES 

2.1  Project Space

Users of Groove establish Project Spaces for a collaboration environment.  Any Groove user can be invited to join a Groove Project Space, regardless of location, as long as they can connect to the Internet.  A user can participate in several different projects, each having a unique project space within the user’s Groove application.  Within a project space are several tools, sub-applications for specific types of user collaboration, such as a calendar tool or a file-sharing tool.  

2.2  Communication

At the core of any collaboration effort is communication between the users.  In a Groove project space, users can communicate with each other using Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP XE "VoIP:Voice over Internet Protocol" ), instant messaging, text-based chat, and threaded e-mail discussions. 

2.3  VoIP

The VoIP protocol used is H.323, the standard protocol for VoIP traffic.  The evaluator did not see any means, however, for a Groove user to communicate with a non-Groove user with VoIP.  The user interface has a Push-to-Talk button which, when pressed, sends input from the user’s microphone to the speakers of all on-line participants.  The system works well for conference calls, and the interface gives the user a click-to-hold button, allowing hands-free operation.

2.4  Chat

The Chat utility works like any other chat program to instantly display messages on the chat window of all other project users.  Users simply type the text in the chat window and press return to have the information sent to all other users in the project space.  The chat utility has a handy feature to “undo” what was written, removing it from all screens.  The contents of the Chat window are retained unless a user chooses to “delete” the entire transcript.  

2.5  Instant Messaging

The instant messaging feature works similarly to other Internet instant messaging techniques, allowing users to poll other users to see if they are available.  Groove places an icon in the Windows system tray that will display messages to a recipient even if that user is not actively running the Groove application.

3.0  PROJECT MANAGEMENT

Groove is marketed as a project management tool, allowing records to be kept of all conversations, meetings, brainstorming sessions, and e-mail traffic.  It includes a tool for brainstorming, where users can all type concurrently on a given topic, commenting on each other’s statements, and adding additional topics as needed.  A calendar, contact list, and task outliner round out the project management features.  Groove also claims to support threaded e-mail discussions, though the evaluator did not observed this.  It does not seem to interoperate with other e-mail applications; only messages sent within Groove are stored in the Groove project space.

3.1  Collaboration

Even though Groove is marketed as a collaboration product, its collaboration tools are not its best features.  Users can collaborate using drawing, web browsing, and text tools.  Unfortunately, the only text tool currently available is a simple notepad-style text editor.  Groove does not have the application-sharing ability of other collaboration products such as Microsoft’s NetMeeting; however, Groove also does not suffer the security risk of those same application-sharing products.   Closer integration with Microsoft Office products is a frequent request of Groove Beta users and some future version of Groove will likely meet this demand.  

3.2  File Sharing

Groove allows the sharing of files, pictures, and contacts.  Large files can be placed in the Groove project space and seamlessly replicated to all project members.  There are two problems with the file sharing system, however.  First of all, two users can edit the same file at the same time, but without knowledge of the other.  This is a major problem because changes made by one user will be over-written by the other.  The second problem is when one member saves a file in a format that others’ computers do not recognize (e.g. an Autocad file), there is no means available to read the file.  Without an application sharing capability, this file is not usable by other members of the project.   

Another potential downside of the file sharing in this P2P product is that a user with a small hard drive could find he is running out of disk space because of the replicated files of the project space.  While this may not be as big of a problem in this era of cheap storage space, it can be a problem if the user installs Groove into a small partition.  USAISEC engineer Eric Sundius encountered just this problem: 

“I installed Groove on my primary boot partition of my hard drive which is less than 2 gigabytes (GB XE "GB:gigabytes" ) in size.  My computer almost ran out of disk space one day and upon investigation, I found that my Groove data files had swelled to over 500 megabytes (MB XE "MB:megabytes" )!   Groove encrypts the data and I was unable to delete individual documents and files.  Groove was not replacing updated versions of files, it was simply adding changes and treating it as new data.  Likewise, if a team member deleted a file from Groove, it probably was not deleted from the Groove space on my machine.  We had been using Groove like an File Transfer Protocol (FTP XE "FTP:File Transfer Protocol" ) server, so there were often large files posted.  I uninstalled Groove and reinstalled it on my large drive partition and have not had the problem since.  This problem is discussed in the Groove Forums, and will likely be fixed in later releases.”  

3.3  Web Surfing

Groove also has a tool to allow collaboration while surfing the Internet.  The tool is based on Internet Explorer, though it lacks many of the convenience features users may expect in a full Internet browser.  The tool allows all users to view the same browser screen.  It downloads the file to the active user, the one who clicked the browser link, and then replicates it to all the rest of the users, instead of each user downloading copies themselves.  This is good in that logins to web sites or other user specific navigation is done once and synchronized with the rest, but the replication of the data is slow, making web-browsing seem much slower than usual.

3.4  Miscellaneous

3.4.1  Whisper Mode

A number of users of Groove have suggested a whisper-mode be included which would allow two users to conduct a conversation that would not be stored in the project space for all to see.  Groove offers a work-around solution in that those two users can easily create a unique shared space for themselves only, accomplishing the objective without affecting the main project area.  Groove Networks may include a more direct whisper mode in future versions.

3.4.2  Navigate Together

Groove has a Navigate Together feature, which allows project members to hop from one tool to another in synch.  The tools in Groove show up as tab buttons on the bottom of the screen, with a number showing how many users are currently using a specific tool.  If all the users enable Navigate Together, they will move as a group from tool to tool, always working together and seeing changes each makes.  Any member who wants to work independently can toggle off the Navigate Together option, leaving the rest of the group to work together as they wish.  

3.4.3  Additional Tools

Everything in Groove is XML-based, so others can develop additional tools as needed.  Groove maintains an archive on its web server of specialty collaboration tools and offers a software development kit for users to create whatever specialty applications they require.  

3.4.4  Dial Up Connections

Groove has the ability to support dial-up connections, though this wasn’t tested in this evaluation.  Users connecting to the network remotely are advised to have at least a 56K modem to effectively use Groove.  

3.5  Security

Probably the best aspect of Groove’s implementation is its security.  The makers of Groove made security a primary foundation to its structure.  All traffic between Groove clients is encrypted, using a 192-bit DES Encryption key.  The only network traffic that is not encrypted is the initial invitation to join a project space.  

3.6  Traversing Firewalls

Another good aspect of Groove is its ability to traverse firewalls without requiring modifications to the firewall’s configuration.  All communication across a firewall uses Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP XE "TCP/IP:Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol" ) Port 80, the Hypertext Transfer Protocol (HTTP XE "HTTP:Hypertext Transfer Protocol" ) port, which in almost all cases is already allowed through firewalls.  

3.7  Relay Service

The relay service is a capability built-in to all Groove clients to deal with off-line synchronization issues.  Groove clients replicate their project space on a server maintained by Groove Networks called the Relay Server.  This server’s function is to provide transparency for the Groove clients when, for some reason, communication between the peers is disrupted.  For example, the dial-up user who is off-line part of the time.  When reconnecting on the network, the dial-up machine will contact the relay server to get a complete set of changes to the project space.  A similar thing happens when a user is first invited to join the project space.  All information in the project space is sent to the user from the relay server.  

In this respect, Groove violates the notion of true P2P communications.  It seems like P2P because all of this occurs in the background, and most users are oblivious to it.  The reason for doing this is to provide seamless, transparent communications for the users, protecting them from temporary outages and IP address changes due to Network Address Translation (NAT XE "NAT:Network Address Translation" ).

Without a relay server, a client coming back on-line is completely unaware of its peers.  No updates will reach that client, even if other clients are in the same project space or on the same local area network (LAN XE "LAN:local area network" ).  Groove Networks does allow creation of company-owned relay servers, so users need not relay solely on Groove Networks’ relay servers for this service.  

For some reason, the automatic synchronization of files within Groove’s Beta release does not always occur properly.  Mr. Sundius writes again:

“We noticed a problem with synchronization of data in the Groove space.  Sometimes a member could not see new data that was posted to the Files section (even after leaving all machines on overnight).  Groove is aware of this problem but there are no known fixes (we are already using Build 760 as mentioned in the Groove Forums).”
3.8  Set Up

The Groove application is very easy to set up.  The Groove Networks web site, www.groove.net, has the program available for download, and the installation is simple and straightforward.  It runs over the Windows family of operating systems (95/98, ME, NT and 2000).  The resource requirements might be a problem for some older user systems; the Groove stated requirements are shown in the sidebar. 

3.9  Creating a Project Space

Once installed, creating a project space is also simple; just select the type of space, based on its purpose – e.g. conversation, collaboration, or generic.  Groove then establishes the space with a set of typical tools, e.g. the collaboration space will be automatically equipped with the File, Photo, and Web Browsing tools.  Other tools can be easily added to configure the project space to meet the users’ specific needs.  

3.10  Invite Others

Users are invited to this project space by either selecting their names off the broadcast list (if on the same LAN), from the Groove.Net listing (if registered Groove users) or by composing a simple e-mail message.  If the invitee does not already have Groove installed, the e-mail message contains instructions to download and install the product.  

4.0  PRICING

At present the software is in Beta test and is free, but is expected to run $50-100 per client when released.  

5.0  USER EXPERIENCES

Some USAISEC users have been using Groove’s Beta release for the last 3 months.  CPT Susan Miller of ISED finds the file sharing capability to be the most useful.  “We work with a contractor in California who sends us regular updates of a 300-MB file.  Sending this file by e-mail caused server problems and FTP was inconvenient.  Using Groove, our contractor simply updates the file in the project space and it is replicated to our stations overnight.  We know we are always working with the most current version of the file.”

6.0  CONCLUSIONS

Groove is a useful collaboration tool that may assist users, especially geographically-separated users, in managing projects.  While it is not a perfect solution for all cases, this tool should be considered when project collaboration is needed.  

7.0  ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS

FTP
File Transfer Protocol

GB
gigabytes

HTTP
Hypertext Transfer Protocol

LAN
local area network

MB
megabytes

NAT
Network Address Translation

RAM
random access memory

TCP/IP
Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol

USAISEC
United States Army Information Systems Engineering Command

VoIP
Voice over Internet Protocol
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Application Sharing


A major productivity feature of many collaboration products is the ability to share applications.  This means that a user running an application such as MS Word can collaborate with other users across the Internet.  All users will see the same application screen at the same time, and can each make changes to the file being accessed.  While very beneficial to users, there is an inherent security risk in that collaborating users can have access to the entire hard drive and even network of the primary user, the one who initiated the application sharing.  [� HYPERLINK "http://www.hqisec.army.mil/TIC/97036.doc" ��TIC report 97036�,  “Microsoft NetMeeting Evaluation”]  





Groove Recommended System Requirements


Pentium 233-MHz or higher processor 


64-MB system random access memory (RAM) 


200 MB free disk space


Display resolution 800 x 600, 15-bit (32,768) color minimum


Sound card, speakers, and microphone required to use voice features 


Microsoft Internet Explorer version 4.0 or greater 


56-kilobits per second (kbps) dial-up minimum LAN with Internet access, DSL, or cable modem preferred.
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