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ABSTRACT 

In this paper we describe two social software applications 

we are currently working on and explain the challenges we 

are facing in terms of developing and testing these systems 

using iterative design. We also describe our current 

approaches for overcoming these challenges and the 

tradeoffs inherent in our design choices.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Social software is becoming increasingly important and 

popular in todayôs society. In May 2007, FastCompany.com 

reported that Facebook [2] had over 15 million registered 

users visit the site in March 2007 and that the site is 

growing 3% week over week [3]. In a June 2006 study of 

the Microsoft Instant Messenger network, approximately 90 

million distinct people logged in each day, producing 

approximately 1 billion conversations per day [4]. With this 

widespread popularity of social software, many users are 

experiencing the benefits of online social spaces and the 

connections and opportunities that they provide. 

Our research group has been exploring several prototypes to 

enhance social awareness and group communication, 

advancing todayôs social software applications. Our initial 

focus has been on increasing awareness about work and 

social group patterns of behavior and conversation 

availability.  

This paper first describes GroupBanter and TapGlance, two 

applications we have developed to enhance Instant 

Messaging. Following this we describe challenges we have 

faced regarding the development, testing and evaluation of 

these applications. We then conclude with our goals for the 

workshop, followed by biographies of the authors.  

GROUPBANTER 

GroupBanter is a project that examines ways of extending 

the traditional one-to-one nature of Instant Messaging (IM) 

to create new opportunities for serendipitous group 

interactions. Traditionally, IM applications allow people to 

view their friendsô status (e.g., online, busy, offline) and 

engage in real-time conversations with people on their 

contact list. Traditionally, IM conversations are private and 

directed. In contrast, GroupBanter provides people with an 

awareness of their friendsô conversations (i.e., who is 

talking to whom) if the conversation has been designated as 

public.  

The GroupBanter prototype is shown in Figure 1. 

GroupBanter displays all conversations available to a user 

in the conversation pane at the top of the Windows Live 

Messenger (WLM) window [6]. Users designate a 

conversation as being public by either clicking on the 

ñgroup conversationò icon on the main WLM window or by 

clicking on the ñshare conversationò icon in the WLM chat 

window. Conversations that have been labeled public 

Figure 1. In the GroupBanter prototype conversations are 

listed with their title (e.g., Tequila party tonight!) and a list of 

users currently active in the conversation (e.g. Bongshin, Ed). 



 

become visible to others (e.g., people on a userôs buddy 

list). Anyone interested in participating in a shared 

conversation can join by clicking on the title in the 

conversation pane.  

The goal of GroupBanter is to provide lightweight support 

for ad-hoc group conversations, where users donôt need to 

worry about whom they should or should not invite. Groups 

can form serendipitously without requiring substantial 

overhead or pre-configuration. Users can implicitly invite 

friends to join a conversation just by making the 

conversation public.  

We believe that GroupBanter provides several potential 

benefits over traditional IM. GroupBanter: 

¶ encourages serendipitous group interactions that might 

not otherwise occur 

¶ removes the overhead of explicitly inviting everyone 

who might be interested in the conversation (and 

managing responses received from each of them)  

¶ makes conversations more inclusive to others 

¶ reduces redundancy between related conversations 

TAPGLANCE 

TapGlance is a project to provide Smartphone users with an 

easier way to view information and notifications they care 

most about (see Figure 2). TapGlance recognizes that users 

in a mobile context often have their attention divided 

between multiple activities and need their Smartphone 

operations to be simple and intuitive.  

To support the most ephemeral interactions ï pulling a 

phone out of oneôs pocket to see if there is anything 

important to attend to ï we have replaced the default 

Smartphone home screen with a tiled non-interactive 

display of the most urgent information across several 

canonical facets. This ñglanceò view is organized into nine 

tiles of information. Each tile schematically presents highly 

salient information in an easily scanned manner. When a 

user wants to see details about the information presented in 

a particular facet, the user ñpresses-and-holdsò a spatially 

associated key to temporarily zoom in on a particular facet 

(spatially associated keys for tiles in the TapGlance 3x3 

grid are mapped to the corresponding keys on a 3x3 

numeric keypad). When the key is released, the screen 

zooms back out to the tiled home page. This spring-loaded 

interaction permits users who have a limited amount of 

attention to quickly glean information from the phone. In 

contrast, when a user can give their full attention to the 

phone, ñtappingò the spatially associated key switches the 

phone into that facetôs related application. As an example, 

in Figure 2a, the top-middle tile of the home-screen is 

devoted to showing status information about a userôs circle 

of friends and co-workers. The ñglanceableò tile view on 

the home screen only shows information for one person, 

possibly the person whoes status information was most 

recently updated. If the user presses-and-holds the key 

corresponding to this tile (e.g., the ñ2ò key for the example 

shown in Figure 2), the display temporarily zooms in to 

show more information about that person and two 

additional, highly ranked individuals from the userôs social 

circle. With full-attention, the user can tap the ñ2ò key to 

enter the mobile version of our social application. In this 

zoomed in view, the user is again presented with nine tiles 

where each tile shows high-level information about nine 

people in the userôs social circle. 

TapGlance also enables users to share detailed information 

related to their current task. This may include information 

from a usersô calendar (e.g., a meeting) or be related to the 

current document they are working with (e.g., 

BracketTracker, or DynaVis as is shown in Figure 2). 

Additionally, by setting configurations on their PC, users 

choose what level of abstraction they are willing to share 

and can manually assign alternative labels to those 

suggested by the system. In general the application name 

and window title are used to discern default keywords. 

There is also an add-in ñactivity themesò mechanism (with 

several starter themes provided) that allows users to map 
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Figure 2. The TapGlance prototype shows glanceable information on the main screen (a). In the 

magnify view (b) detailed awareness information is shown for a small group of people. In t he 

focus view (c) users can see high-level status information for several people which they can use 

to drill down for additional informa tion. 


