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opment in our group. We conclude each example with a set
of hypotheses that we expect the project will help us evalu-
ate.

Email communication is surely the paramount success of
computationally -mediated informal communication. It’s
design fits well with the framework we propose since it sat-
isfies a number of communicative requirements primarily
by exploiting the asynchronous nature of the electronic
medium rather than by attempting to imitate synchronous
physical interactions. It meets our critical litmus test of
being used by groups even when in close physical proxim-
ity. In fact, in our own experience, it is not uncommon to
send email to someone in the next adjacent office, or even
someone sharing an office, In this light, it is not surprising
that email was viewed as one of the most (if not the most)
successful communication tools in an extensive study that
explored the ability of a research group to function when
located at two sites, separated by several hundred miles [1].

Yet the sense that we must imitate face-to-face is strong. In
a recent popular article on email communication it was
noted almost apologetically: “Electronic mail that includes
graphics, pictures, sound and video will eventually become
widely available. These advances will make it possible to
reintroduce some of the social context cues absent in current
electronic communications. Even so, electronic interactions
will never duplicate those conducted face-to-face [9]. ”

One direction that our approach leads one to consider is
other elaborations of email that are not at all imitative, but
move in complementary or even opposite directions. Four
of our examples can roughly be considered as such. The
fifth example looks directly at those tasks for which the very
rich, synchronous interaction and immediate feedback that
face-to-face communication provides seems essential.

Ephemeral Interest Groups

Successful informal discussions often take place when there
is both an opportunity to communicate and a natural topic of
discussion. For example, suppose you have a colleague you
would like to know better. It is easier to start up a conversa-
tion when both are sitting in a lounge reading a newspaper,
or both are waiting for a meeting to start, than interrupting
his work by knocking on his office door. In both of these
desirable situations, ones’ presence in the lounge or in the
meeting room indicates that one is available for conversa-
tion, and the approaching meeting or newspaper provides an
natural topic of conversation.

A problem with these mechanisms, however, is that both
parties need to be free at the same time. Thus, without being
too precise, the likelihood of these opportunities goes
roughly as the product of the fraction of the time that each
person is available in these circumstances.

The potentially asynchronous nature of computationally-
mediated interactions increases the potentially available
time for informal interaction to approximate something pro-
portional to the fraction of time available to each person
considered separately. This is a much larger value, and
implies the makings of a more effective way of having

informal interactions, either to get to know a colleague bet-
ter, or to maintain contact with a close associate. But how to
create natural topics of conversation?

The idea of an ephemeral interest group is to create a mech-
anism that allows a (typically) short-lived discussion to be
attached to any object in a community’s electronic “space.”
Thus, items on an electronic calendar listing research talks,
apnews stories in electronic form, and even postings to a
company-wide bulletin board can provide a seed for an
ephemeral interest group.

The word ephemeral helps to emphasize that these discus-
sions differ from those handled by specialized bulletin
boards, netnews groups, or special interest mailing lists. In
those cases, interests of a more long-standing nature are
well served. The intent is to provide a mechanism that
allows a group to be created at virtually zero cost to a poten-
tial user, and that these groups can be thought of as dispos-
able, intended only to last a few hours or at most a few days.

We have been operating a first version of such a service for
over four months at Bellcore. It has been reasonably suc-
cessful. Users report that it creates a greater sense of infor-
mality than postings to the general bulletin board, while
allowing them to potentially reach all the readers of the bul-
letin board, without bothering those that are not interested
in that discussion. And, true to its email heritage, allows
those not located at the site to keep up on what’s going on
with a system that puts them at no apparent to disadvantage
to those co-located.

As a result of formal interviews and more general user feed-
back, we have recently begun limited use of a redesigned
system, emphasizing increased visibility, and lower user
cost of access and interaction. With these changes, there are
preliminary indications of increased participation, and the
ability to handle topics that are more ephemeral. We plan to
report on this work in more detail elsewhere [2]. These
ephemeral interest groups provide a means of initiating
friendships electronically which we discuss in the next sec-
tion.

Hypotheses: People using this system that aren’t present
rate themselves as more a part of the community than those
who don’t use it and are present.

Meeting Others

While there is currently much discussion of electronic
access to information resources and new kinds of informa-
tion services that may soon be offered, one might conjecture
that many people are more concerned with meeting interest-
ing people and having richer fuller relationships than with
access to most forms of electronic information. Let’s briefly
consider what kinds of systems we might be led to propose
based on our framework.

First, we are exploring providing users in our lab with a sort
of electronic persona that provides people with access to
information about others. This includes their publications,
picture, state information that is automatically recorded
about activity on their workstation, as well as the opportu-
nity to include the kinds of information that many people
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now attach to the doors of their offices (cartoons, quotes,
etc.). The goal is not to replicate in the electronic media
what is available in other media but to provide low-cost
access to the information so that when reading about a
topic, such as an ephemeral interest group posting, one has
ready access to other information about them and an oppor-
tunity to initiate a conversation. More importantly we think
that these pieces of information can provide opportunities
for initiation of informal communication.

A second project is a more ambitious variant of the first. It’s
goal is to provide a form of what one might call computing
personals in which people would have the opportunity to
compose structured profiles describing themselves and
allow those profiles to enter into negotiation with other pro-
files on the net to attempt to locate other people that they
might be interested in meeting. The issues of how to con-
struct initial profiles and tailor them as well as the design of
the process of negotiation is challenging. Yet one can
project that such a form of interaction might provide an
interesting alternative way of meeting others,

Hypotheses: Allowing low cost electronic access to infor-

mation about others will provide an effective way of learn-
ing about people for the first time, decrease the cost of
initiating contact, and support the maintenance of interac-
tions over time.

Anonymity

One characteristic of an electronic medium that is not
shared with face-to-face interactions is an ability to be
anonymous. Sproull and Kiesler [9] note that people are in
some cases more truthful in email than in face to face, in
part because the interaction is more anonymous. Could one
not exploit this property to create a new type of email in

which exchanges could happen anonymously? This has the
potential of satisfying a set of requirements that are not
readily satisfied in face-to-face communications. Anonym-
ity could permit exchanges without some of the costs asso-
ciated with nonanonymous encounters.

Our point is not primarily that such anonymous exchanges
will necessarily be valuable (there are certainly many prob-
lems that they might generate) but rather that looking at
mechanisms enabled by characteristics of a medium and
how they might satisfy needs of individuals and groups
leads one to posit systems and services that differ from
those that follow from an imitative approach.

Hypotheses: Anonymous exchanges will encourage people
to discuss issues that they are reluctant to discuss in face to
face encounters and lead to discussion of those issues much
earlier in a relationship. There is some evidence already
available on this issue. One sees anonymous posting ser-
vices arising on the internet to allow people to interact about
very personal topics that it is clear they would be reluctant
to discuss in initial fact-to-face encounters.

Semisynchronous Discussions

The perspective we are proposing also encourages one to
explore needs, media, and mechanisms independently as
well as the lirikages between them. As mentioned earlier the

asynchronous nature of email is quite effective in support-
ing certain communicative requirements but focusing on the
medium also leads one to ask how the mechanism might be
vaned. It is clear that the plasticity of the electronic medium
allows us quite a bit of flexibility. One does not need to
view things as either synchronous or asynchronous. One
can imagine semisynchronous mechanisms that might be
useful in meeting certain requirements.

Consider for example the following problem of communi-
cating via an electronic bulletin board system. The problem
is that the tone and direction of a discussion can be set from
the first few responses to a message and people who might
well have responded to the original message are reluctant
now to enter the discussion. A variant of this problem is not
uncommon in meetings or in the classroom in which the
first response to a topic can lead the discussion away from
what many people might have thought would have been a
more productive direction.

The synchronous nature of face-to-face communication
does not afford one many options here but in the electronic
medium we can explore a variety of semisynchronous
mechanisms. Suppose for example that people sending mes-
sages intended for discussion could avail themselves of
such a mechanism. One variant would permit people to
respond to a message at any time but all responses would
get batched up and come out at fixed times.

Hypotheses: Use of semisynchronous mechanisms will
encourage a greater range of responses than the normal
asynchronous or synchronous mechanisms.

Beyond Face-To-Face

The previous examples have emphasized the idea that many
things which currently occur in face-to-face, synchronous
interactions might actually benefit from being handled in a
way that is not, at least superficially, very imitative of face-
to-face encounters. However, we certainly feel that some
interactions require very rapid, synchronous feedback, and
as much information richness or social presence as can be
brought to bear.

There is a great deal of enthusiasm, both among telecom-
munications researchers and the general public, for the pos-
sibilities that widespread use of cellular/PCS phone
systems, and pen-based wireless computers will allow. How
will they change our world? Certainly we can imagine sim-
ple extrapolations of current phone and computer use, mak-
ing computers easier to work with, and phones more readily
available. Does the beyond being there approach suggest
more imaginative possibilities for these new technologies?

We’ll start by asking a question that’s easy to ask in our
framework. Much telecommunication research has aimed at
achieving the level of information richness that we currently
have in face-to-face interactions, But no one seems to be

asking the question, “what would happen if we were to
develop communication tools with a higher information
richness than face-to-face?” In the framework proposed in
this paper, such tools are actually not all that hard to imag-
ine. We begin by thinking of needs that are not well met in
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unassisted face-to-face interaction. While we are just begin-
ning to investigate this area, the following examples illus-
trate the style of approach we are advocating.

Clarity: Could things be clearer in spoken natural language
than they are today? Americz% Sign Language provides an
intriguing possibility. In ASL, pronoun reference is handled
by indicating spatial locations-for objects of discussion, and
then referring to the various objects by pointing. Thus,
while there may be a reference ambiguity in an English sen-
tence using the word “he,” there need be no such confusion
in ASL.

Feedback: Facial expressions, head nodding, and verbal
cues all are used to indicate back to the speaker that one
understands and is following the conversation. We would
argue that all these mechanisms are rather imprecise. The
speaker may wonder: what aspects of what I am saying does
the listener understanding? What does the listener think my
key point is? But with the spatial location of key pieces of
the discussion in a shared visual space, the listener may be
able to use tablet gestures to provide a rich range of feed-
back that simultaneously indicates what aspect of the speak-
er’s comments he is responding to.

Archive: One problem with spoken words in unenhanced
physical proximity is that they leave no easily-searchable
archive or trace. Recording and making transcriptions, or
annotating records after the fact seems a cumbersome pro-
cess at best. We are pursuing a way to make a system tightly
integrated into the spoken interaction, in such a way that the
combination of audio and visual record is created without
additional effort beyond that needed to converse, and is eas-
ily searchable.

What we are suggesting here is a kind of auditory paper, a
real-time visual extension to natural language itself.

Hypotheses: Face-to-face conversations using auditory
paper will be rated as having higher social presence than
unassisted face-to-face interactions. We conjecture that
auditory paper will some day, even without the face-to-face
component, be viewed as having greater social presence
than unassisted face-to-face conversations.

RESPONSES TO POTENTIAL CRITIQUES

We admittedly are trying to present an extreme position as
our use of the phrase beyond being there might suggest. Our
purpose in taking such a position is to highlight our argu-
ment and make crisp an alternative approach to support of
informal communication in the electronic medium that we
feel isn’t currently being adequately pursued. Here we
respond to a collection of potential critiques.

Advantages of Imitation

There surely are advantages that arise from the imitation of
physically proximate reality. An obvious one is that people
are used to it and so they will know how to act in the new
situation, We would like to suggest though that there can be
subtle problems, even when the imitation is successful,
because of slight differences in what the media can support.
An example is the eye contact problem associated with

video conferencing systems. More importantly though our
concern is that in trying to build things that are easy to get
use to because they are familiar we will never get beyond
the level that the familiar solutions have taken us. In addi-
tion, W of the novel representational and communicative
uses of the electronic medium almost by definition fall out-
side of what people are used to now.

Culture

A more difficult criticism is that in advocating our beyond
being there position we do not adequately address the issues
of culture that surround the use of any media. This criticism
would take us to task for failing to give adequate due to cul-
ture. That culture provides an important backdrop for our
informal communication with others can not be minimized.
Our position is that as we explore the new characteristics of
media and how they might better meet our requirements we
may well see culture change to incorporate and support
mechanisms enabled by the new medium because they pro-
vide better ways of meeting underlying requirements.

Intersubjectivity

One of the factors that makes face-to-face communication
so compelling is how it supports intersubjectivity. Intersub-
jectivity is a topic that a number of modem philosophers of
communication have discussed. Simply put it refers to the
creation of a context in which I know that you know that I
know what we are talking about. In face-to-face interactions
it is constructed via mechanisms of facial expressions, tone
of voice, and body language. Much of the richness of face-
to-face conversation has to do with exploiting mechanisms
of intersubjectivity. Careful examination of almost any
encounter will demonstrate their pervasiveness. One will
see how a glance can be used to convey a question or to
elaborate or even change the underlying context of a discus-
sion.

No matter how powerful and important such mechanisms
are there is no reason in principle that the underlying
requirements might not be better serviced via mechanisms
of other media or via a combination of mechanisms of mul-
tiple media. While current techniques, such as ,embedding
little pictures of smiles in email text, to afford the electronic
media some of the mechanisms of face-to-face pale in com-
parison to the richness of direct interactions, one must
remember that the electronic medium is still very young.
More importantly, looking at nonimitative approaches that
focus on underlying requirements and the distinctive char-
acteristics of the electronic media rather than on imitation of

the mechanisms of face-to-face might lead to even better
solutions.

For example, the ability to remove or selectively enable
intersubjectivity might itself have distinct advantages. This
is something that is certainly easier to accomplish in elec-
tronic forms of communication. A number of people have
commented that they can operate more efficiently when
viewing a lecture via video or using multiple authoring soft-
ware precisely because others are not provided with infor-
mation about them that would be communicated in face-to-
face interactions. They can, for example, timeshare their
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attention with other activities without making the kinds of

statements that doing that would do if they were attending

the lecture. Thus, they are able to meet other requirements

that might have higher value to them precisely because they

don’t have the kinds of intersubjectivity afforded so readily

in face-to-face interactions.

Thus, it is instructive to realize that since there are certainly

costs associated with the maintenance of intersubjectivity

there may well be occasions when being able to decide not

10 bear those costs is advantageous.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Let us summarize our argument:

1. The general telecommunication problem seems to be to

create a system that affords us the same richness and variety

of interaction that we have when we are physically proxi-

mate, even when we are physically distant.

2. Many current efforts to accomplish this attempt to create a

sense of “being there,”. chiefly by establishing audio and

video channels between distant locations.

3. Any system which attempts to bring those that are physi-

cally distant into a physically proximate community by imi-

tating physical proximity will always keep the former at a

disadvantage. This is not because of the quality of the sys-

tems, but because of what they attempt to achieve.

4. If we ever hope to solve the telecommunication problem,

we must develop tools that people prefer to use even when

they have the option of interacting in physical proximity as

they have heretofore. To do that requires tools that go

beyond being there.

5. To create such tools, we suggest framing the problem in

terms of needs, media, and mechanisms. The goal then

becomes identifying needs which are not ideally met in the

medium of physical proximity, and evolving mechanisms

which leverage the strengths of the new medium to meet

those needs.

In conclusion, we return to the quote at the beginning of this

paper. At least since 1898, people have had a vision of a
future where new technologies would allow us to interact

with others that are far away just as we do with those that are

near. We share that vision, but differ from Strand’s quote in

how best to accomplish it. In our view of the future, it is not
so much distance that will be abolished, but rather our cur-

rent concept of being there.
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