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“Break the Ice”: The Use of Technology to Initiate
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Abstract. The use of mobile technologies in public spaces often serves to
disconnect users from their surroundings and alienate them from curreit soci
setting. However, digital interactions are often seen as the rppsbpaiate
method for communicating with strgers because they can be impersonal and
free people from the fear of fateface rejection andosial judgment that is
based on first appearance and impression. This paper aims to explore if the pe
ceived sense of security when using internet and madilenblogies for am-
munication could also be established in &ligusetting of a cafeteria and ben
fit individuals when they are lonely in a public space. Forghiposewe built
a technology probe that facilitates digital interactions (e.g. gameanimats-
saging, collaborative sketching, etc.) between collocated individuals iblia pu
settings of a cafeteria by placing tablet computers on all tables. Our explorator
study shows thateople could benefit from such a system as it is likely to alter
their common behaviour a result of a new possibility of initiating comniun
caion without the fear of jeopardizing their integrity.

Keywords: privacy- mobile technology security- intimacy - first contact: re-
jection - digital interactions technology:- communcating with strangers

1 Introduction

The research on internet use and its effects on sociality has producedfieasign
amount of work ranging from studies that suggest internet’s negativésesfeone’s
social network to studies that emphasiteefits of using such technology tm-i
crease one’s social capital. The latter have dominated in the last dexhatl/ing
benefits such as relative anonymity, perceived sense of security behind the screen
and absence of physical contact. However, ttoenamity and lack of nonverbal clues
can leave digital only relationships open to wrong interpretations sswnations
about the person on the other s[d¢ Moreover, all the stlies presented in next
sectionhave focused on distant communications which gained dominance with eve
greater connectivity and availability of mobile devices. In this pajeaim to exploit

the benefits of mobile technologies and internet communication to initiatdaalia
tions within physical public space where people could end up being alone (etg- caf
ria).



2 Related Work

Over the last three decades a large amount of literature on correlation betwesmn the u
of internet and social interaction has been published. Earlier studigested that
internet use at home has a strong negative impact on time sgefiemds and faiia

ly [1] and contributes to: smaller social networks, a decline in social engagement
within one’s household and increasthe risk of depression and lonelinggs How-

ever, more recent studies have found that internet usage does nouseakes-
pressed or lonely but instead facilitates communication between geicgibptis-
persed family members and frien@$, and supports communities through discussion
and mobilization around &al issueq4]. Internet can also foster new relationships
based on shared values, beliefs and intef8ktdloreover, if sufficient trust is edia
lished these retionships may reach out of the digital domggh [5, 6].

Several models of who is benefitting from online communication haea Ipo-
posed. The “rich get richer” suggests that people who do well socidtgiphysical
world benefit most in the digital domajm, 8]. Alternatively, “social compensation”
model predicts that those with ddfilties in maintaining offline social networks
might benefit from internet socialit}8]. Both models have been criticised for not
taking user beliefs, motivations and other personality variablesaotount9, 10].
Tufekci’'s study supports “seek and ye shall find” model, whiclhirass that for a
variety of reasons, users either believe or not in online frigwglsimd it is this belief,
which affects acquiringaw friends onling10].

Studies have consistently shown that users disclose large amouetsafah n-
formation online (e.g. on social networking sites (SN$}) 12] which builds one’s
personality, establishes common ground and declares friendshipctions[13, 14]

The anonymity of others who mightaess this information does not impact the
amount of informationavealed. It has been suggested that revealirgrimdtion has

the roots in the “stranger on a train” effect by making people feel c¢tahfe sharing

their lives without fearing disclosufé5, 16] Besides, other factors have been-pr
posed such as larger perceived benefits of revealed information than the perceived
costs of possible priey invasions, peer pressure, herdi@dpaviouy trust in SNS and

its members, and the service’s own default privacy setfirids

In addition to relative anonymity, internet also offers relative absencenvkrbal
interaction cues, which encourages-safpression. Lack of visual cues has been also
seen as liberating users from social judgment of physical appearanceraciivet
ness which is the norm offlind7, 18] However, these features of internet comimun
cation tend to leave a lot unsaid, unspecified, @eh to inference and interpretation.
It is not surprising thatdne’s own desires and goals regarding the people with whom
one interacts have been found to make a dramatic difference in the assumptions
attributions one makes within that informatiomald” .

The above has triggered our research question whether these two-wd(ildthe
anonymity and perceived sense of security when conoating using internet and
mobile technologies, and (ii) the physical sece and nonverbal communication of
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physical wold — could be capled and benefit users when alone in public spaces.
More specifically our aim is to find out whether mobile technologies cppostithe
outreach to other people in the same physical space (and assist local ratlis-than
tant communicatio) by offering a level of privacy and anonymity when attempting to
make the first contact. The privacy can be achieved by keeping the interaitkion w
the digital domain and visible onlyetwveen the instigator and receiver whilst alio

ing users to bringomnunication to the real world through nonverbal communication
cues and fac-face interactions, whereas the perceived anonymity comes from the
nature of digital interactions commonly perceived as less personal whe@aremhio
faceto-face interactions

3 Method

For the purpose of this exploratory study we have used technology pi®heFhe
study itself has been divided into two parts: (1) the use of proteal life settings of
a cafeteria which focused at understanding the needs and desires oh useesd
world setting and testing the technology, and (2) a focus group sessiah atimme
derstanding the needs and desires of users in-avoelal seting and inspire users and
researchers to think about alternative use cases and technologies.

(a)

Fig. 1. (a) The map of the cafeteria presented to users on the tablet screen allowing table sele
tion with a screen tap. Tables are colour coded to indicate availability (available plavisi
busy). (b) Users sitting in the cafeteria and using the probe tablétsdriayr the red arrows.

Participants: We have chosen to recruit students at our universit\hfsreixploratory
study because students are regular visitors of cafeterias and are heavy unsdriéeo
technologies. In return the students were offered a drink in the cafeteriarti8 p
pants (referred to as P1 to P18) from 4 different departmentea@dppiathematics,
economics andhance, computer science and bioinformatics. Of these 5 were female
and 13males The average age was 21. All have been using mobile tecfie®for 5
years or more. Participants have been randomly divided in two gré@pstudents to
make focus groups more manageable.



1st PART. The probe are tablet computers placed on each of thesr@fetables.
On a tablet screen, users see cafeteria map with tables layout as shéwria. By
selecting one of the available kb on the screen, users can invite visitor(s) sitting at
that table to a range of activities (chat, collaborative games and sketnhselfy
picture sharing). By default, all tables are in “available” mode and visitorsetaot
the “invisible” mode orsimply ignore the requests. The first part lasted for about half
an hour in a cafeteria where participants had been having a drink and usindothe pro
They have been sitting at the table either alone or in groups up to threeg(4&¢. Fi

2nd PART. The second part was carried out in a private room where a focus group
session was conducted. The questions aimed at discussions about:g(iglba@in

public spaces, (ii) technologies to assist people in engaging with estsaimgpublic
spaces, and (iipther norpremeditatedopics. The sessions have been filmed, videos
transcribed and coded by two researchers. The main findings are presented in the
following section.

4 Results and Discussion

In this section, we present results and observations fromumdy. e describe three
main findings about: being alone, breaking the ice when making nendéfips, and
the probe built to support this process.

Being alone.All participants do not like the idea of being alone in Bligwylace (e.qg.
cafeteria). Being alone has been associated with negative feelings, stgheaid
labelledas norconformant with social norms. The majority of participants eat lunch
or drink coffee in various cafeteria around town, however, when tleeglane they
actively avoid suclsdtings and satisfy their basic needs such as food, coffee and
drink in altenative non cafeteria settings (e.g. buy a sandwich or drink from the shop
or vending machine and sit on the bench or walk around). However, thezesia-

tions when participas do find themselves in public places by themselvesekan-

ple, when they are waiting for somebody in aetafia or practicing individualistic
sport (e.g. running). In such situation they are trying to find something (brdws-

ing, crossword, observing the surrounding, reading a book, studying) Inatatdcast

to the swrounding that they are bored, lonely and unaccompanied. If someone looks
busy it is harder for others to label them as such. Having said all the,abs m-
portant to note that laparticipants were students in the age of quickly expanding
social circle and being highly socially actiie?].

Icebreaking communication. Participants have all mentioned finding it stressful to
initiate a conversation with a stranger. P5 remarked“thla¢n starting aconvers-
tion, | fear I'll make a fool of myself. The majoity have agreed that starting aneo
versation with a stranger is subjecting them to scrutiny; thus,atteetrying to avoid

it asobservedn [18]. However, there are certain circumstances when thistishe
case such awhen asking fora little help or asmall favour. For exampleasking



someone for time, directions, a chaithe cafeteria, bus timetables, or a lighter. Even
if these conversation starters losiknilar they have a désive property whethehe
conversation will last or die after a couple of sentences. If the cotiverssarter is
established on participants’ common ground (e.g. both are smokerspriversation
maylast longer. However, participants did stress out that the majoritychicenve-
sdions finish after a cqule of sentences are exchangedhich is whenthe stated
conversation starting aingétting helpor a favouy is achieved.

Even higher fear of rejectiof20] has been detected if a group of strangers is in
guestion. P7 mentioned that joining a group of strangers, even if beingdinig
risking of being ridiculed if saying somethingappropriate. A constant themenco
ing up was not knowing strangers and their habits and thus not knowing whk to t
about. One exception is team sports, which were mentioned byakeaeticipants.
Joining a game played by strangers is not an issue since it doespose one to
communicate topics outside the scope of the game. As before, common graékind fac
tates collaboration and communication. Perhaps surgiysithe participants would
not join the same group if encountered in féedént setting (e.g. cafeteria) even after
playing a sport game with them.

Technology prdbe. Participants in particular liked the possibility of breaking the ice
with the probe. It was seen as an initiator of newtigeiship between people in the
same physical space in a similar fashion as this happens of8EN&king a contact
through technology does not feel so personal and even rejection (eiteingepr
being rejected) is easier to handle. Rejecting otherstéafsee is consideretinsult-

ing for person being rejected and uncomfortable for the person rejecti?igy’ This
sense of anonymity behind digital interactions boosts one’sdmrde and makes
playing games over the probe with a stranger (or a group of stramgeigy than
playing physical board game even if both (all) are present in the same physical space.
Immediate physical presence requires conversation which is not requiusihg the
probe. Answeng to invitations and inviting through the probe is thus not perceived
as poblematic and does not present a threat to one's’ integrity. Nelesghpartic
pants missed the chat feature in games to be ablentmwaoicate. Communicating
over the probe provided less chance to a make fool of oneself as users hatienmo
thinking about what to type. Pcipants also enjoyed the scalability of playing- o
tions: table to table ¢mboration (between single players or groups of players at each
table), single table collaboration (people at the same table collalzov@teanpete
togetler against other tables), and all tables collaborate fommono goal (e.g. sut

ing a quiz for a shared prize).

Another raised issue has been privacy. No technology that wouldeegjther
personal information (login) or one’'s own device would beegable as it would
require user’s intervention to make their table lalde. Moreover, participants also
mentioned that the additional step of making a table available througtotre de-
vice or login would posbly categorize them as socially weak indivals. While
dedicated devices all being available all the time would not highlight therarindf
others in the cafeteria. Moreover, they mentioned that safimtlogy would even
encourage them visit such public physical spaces alone.



5 CONCLUSION

This paper presents an exploratory study into how the use of mobile teghasoénd
internet could help users to initiate communication in public spacesmam finding

of the study is that even in public spaces where people are physicallyt peebed-

ogy provides a sense of amymity and security, and can help people to break the ice
in forming new friendships. However, technology should be providedhancequire
any user intervention for system setup. For the future warlkplan to devep the
probe inb a fully functional product and deploy it into a cafeteria over a longesgeri
of time to conduct a longitudinal study in rdié¢ settings and conduct a survey and
interviews with the willing partipants.
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