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Awareness – My Definition

When reading the numerous papers that have been published for CSCW there is one topic that is commonly used throughout many of the papers; awareness. When awareness is presented in these papers, the description of awareness can often be different from paper to paper. This causes each researcher to claim to their own definition of awareness and because of this, there is no de- facto definition that can be applied as a standard definition of awareness. 
This lacking of a uniformed definition of awareness causes problems when reading one paper whose researcher might define awareness as “knowing who is ‘around’, what activities are occurring, who is taking with whom; it provides a view of one another in the daily work environments” (Dourish and Bly, 1992, p. 541) whereas another researcher will define awareness as something completely different. There are just too many ways to define awareness.
However, when looking at all of the papers that we have read about awareness I would define awareness as the ability to know what is going on around you, which then gives a certain social context to your own activities or actions. 
In my definition there are two important parts: the ability to know what is going on around you and the social context. For each of us are aware of different things when we are in the same situation. But, this is often because we are teasing out different aspects of our surroundings. This is why I feel it is also important to include a social context into my definition. By adding social context, you are giving people a frame for their activities. It helps provide a purpose or a reason for what is happening around them. They don’t need to wonder how it applies, because when you are aware of what is going on around you it enables you to add a social context to these actions. 
Awareness Applications Typology

Even with a single definition of awareness, there are still multiple applications that will use the definition of awareness in various ways. What follows is my typology for the different applications of awareness that we have read and discussed in class.
Peripheral – These tools provide awareness on a much lower scale than the others. These systems do not take up the entire screen, but “provides awareness visually via a sidebar on one’s primary display that cannot be covered by other applications” (Cadiz, et al., 2002, p. 315-316). The information that is displayed can be updated at larger intervals or at a more rapid pace.  An example of minute updating changes can be seen in the Sideshow “tickets.” The “tickets are designed to have a minimal amount of motion” (Cadiz, et al., 2002, 317). Or you can have a system that has more content updates but is “designed to take up minimal space – the active area is a single line, and borders, colours, etc., can be tailored to make the Tickertape ‘fade into the background’” (Fitzpatrick, et al., 2002, p. 454). Example Applications Include: Dashboard, Elvin.
Textual – These tools provide awareness through text. The use of text allows one to “forgo conversational conventions and reduces the overall time spent on the interaction” (Grinter and Eldridge, 2001, p. 236). These applications are strictly text only and the use of graphics is forbidden. Example Applications: Text Messaging, Textual Chat, Instant Messaging

Video – These tools use video as their primary way to convey awareness. These tools are often used with geographically distributed workgroups, but this is not a requirement of this type. The use of video could be used to enhance another type of awareness (e.g adding video to a PowerPoint presentation). Also, there is no interface requirement (e.g Portholes versus Media Spaces). Overall, the main point of this type is to provide real-time or near real-time interactions via video. Example Applications: Video Conference, MediaSpaces, Portholes
Collaborative/Groupware – These tools are dependent on the fact that they will be used by more than one person at one time. The applications of this could range from a MUD to a shared collaborative workspace. These shared spaces range from a “meeting room, a work area, a place to store documents, […], and more generally, as a venue for communication within the group” (Roseman and Greenberg, 1996, p. 325) to “virtual worlds shared by participants across a computer network” (Benford et al., 2001, p. 79). The actual application can vary greatly, but the constant of collaboration and group activity must be maintained. Example Applications: TeamRooms, MUDs
Shared Spaces – These tools require the use of more than one person at a time working in collaboration on the same space (e.g. document, drawing, etc..), or just the ability to view, on a specific task. The context that group members collaborate in is “comprised of both the object of that collaboration and the way in which the object is produced” (Dourish and Bellotti, 1992, p. 107). This is to say that what each person contributes should be moving the entire group towards their common goal. Overall, these tools should provide a “context for individual activities and thus facilitat[ing] group progress” (Dourish and Bellotti, 1992, p. 113). Example Applications: ClearBoard, ShrEdit, SubEthaEdit, Microsoft OneNote
Presence – These tools provide a way for a person to check the status, or presence, of another user using the system. This concept can be conceptualized by thinking about instant messaging and chat, as was done by Herbsleb et al. in their paper about instant messaging and chat in the workplace. The ability to check another user’s status or to see when was the last time they have interacted with the system are a must. Applications and tools in this category should be able to show when contacts are available or not, and should allow the user the ability to notify another user non-obtrusively that they wish to communicate with them. (Herbsleb et al., 2002, p. 172)
Example Applications: Instant Messaging Buddy Lists, Babble
From the above typology it can be seen that it is not all encompassing. There could be instances where a tool or device might not fall into a category at all. These cases are usually reserved for theories, like “Beyond Being There” (Hollan and Stornetta, 1992). This paper is more based on the theory side of it rather than an actual application of the theory, so it is difficult to apply it to a typology since the application could vary so much. However, there can be theories that translate into one of the above categories. The paper “Videoconferencing: Recent Experiments and Reassessment” by Poltrock and Grudin is an example of a theory paper that could translate very well into my video typology above.

Overall, when reviewing the readings, there is not one system in particular that does not fit into one of the typologies that I have outlined above. This could be because I have a fairly broad typology or that I have tailored so finely to the reading material that I am not accounting for much outside of what we have read so far. I am sure that as the reading series progresses that the different types of awareness that I have outlines could contract or expand. So, I am not claming by any means that this is an all inclusive set. But, this proves a valid point on how difficult it is to clearly define the problem of a uniformed definition of awareness. There is no one “right” way to define awareness, there just is not one consistent way that researchers define it. With my definition above, and the typology that follows, I better hope to round down the definition of awareness, as many other researches have done in their various papers and studies of or about awareness.
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Social Networks Over Time – thefacebook.com

Over the past couple years, online social networking applications have taken off in their popularity and their use. There are many different flavors of these applications, ranging from use by professionals to students to just anybody who wants to join with their friends. The social networking application that I will be focusing on is called Thefacebook (http://www.thefacebook.com). To get a better understanding of this social networking application, I will explain how this application differs from other similar applications found online. 

Firstly, this application is aimed specifically at those who are in higher education and actually restricts membership to those in it. When you register an account you are then entered into that university’s page of the online application. You are then allowed to browse for people you might know by classes, interests, or through other friends on your “friends list”. Overall, the main thing that makes this different from other similar application is the aspect of building community within the larger university community. This is done by only allowing users to browse for other users within their university. But, for this community to maintain its presence over time there are six main considerations that Ackerman and Palen point out that must be addressed for an application of this nature to survive over time. Below I will discuss how Thefacebook addresses these six considerations.
Shared Understanding of Purpose

One of the first things that a user needs to be aware of when they are signing up for Thefacebook is to understand what its purpose is. As stated on Thefacebook website, the project of goal “is an online directory that connects people through social networks at colleges and universities” (thefacebook.com). This is limiting the user base to those who are active in higher education.
As Ackerman and Palen point out when discussing the Zephyr system, there was a “common-enough” understanding of its purpose. I feel that the same could be said for Thefacebook. Right away, when you reach the front page of the site, you are confronted with a brief overview of the system and how you can use it. They list some of the uses as:

· Search for people at your school

· Find out who is in your classes

· Look up your friends' friends

· See a visualization of your social network

They also provide a list of schools that that system currently supports. This is important because there are some schools that are not currently supported as of yet, but are in higher education, and by listing them online they are better defining their purpose down to a smaller subset of schools.

They also state, before you even register, that your facebook (your friends, groups, etc..) are limited to your own university. This is done as a security measure to make sure that people are not registering to gain extra information about users that are going to a different university. However, you can search for friends from your high school which you attended before college.

One thing that is not as prevalent in Thefacebook as is in Zephyr is social policing. The only real social policing that takes place comes when a user asks to be a friend of another user on the system. They do not instantly become this user’s friend; they have to be approved first. But, this is really where the social policing ends. You can get unwanted spam messages (messages are stored online and are not e-mail messages) from users on the system just by being registered and in a group or by having friends. There is no real way to prevent that since there is no real time interaction with all of the users on the system. However, since these messages are stored online, your inbox is not loaded with these unwanted messages.
User Roles

In order for Thefacebook to continue over time they need to keep their users coming back. Right now I see there being two distinct users that use the system. There are the “active” users and the “inactive” users. An active user would be one who uses the system frequently and is often interacting with the features it has (updating profile, participating in group discussions, finding new friends, etc..). An inactive user is one who might have just registered to see what it was like, but then never really came back to the system except for the occasion that they had a friend to approve.

This distinction of user roles is important because for a system like this to survive the number of active users needs to be larger than the inactive users. It is difficult to tell what users are considered active or inactive, but because of the many system affordances there are, many types of reinforcements keep users coming back. These could range from participating in groups, searching for friends, or updating your profile, just to name a few.

Reducing Burden

As Ackerman and Palen described, continual use will only be maintained when the burden on the user is minimal. This minimal burden can be found on Thefacebook in the form of interactions needed to maintain activity with the system. One could create an account and log-in once and never be bothered again by the system (with the exception of confirming a friend). This is because the system does not send out any global messages to the entire user base via e-mail.  Because of this low burden to the user it is easy to get people to sign-up and be inactive because there is such a low requirement for interaction with the system.

Also, with the way that the information can be searched, it is very easy to find people that you know are on the system as well as finding people that you might not have known to be on the system. This reduces the burden on the user when they are looking for people. This burden reduction is due to the fact that the implementers of the system have done a good job reducing the burden of the user on the system by making the system stand on its own without a lot of user interaction. This implementation of the provider (the system) is what I will discuss next.

Role of Provider

In order for users to keep coming back, the system must be able to provide a service to the users without belittling or causing undue burden on the users. Thefacebook makes it easy for the users to find their friends, update their information, and to stay informed with groups that they are in. This then enables the users to be “clueful” of the system and what it provides for them. The feedback that the user receives is different than that found in the Zephyr system, because the feedback is provided by the system and not another user. However, the feedback that the system provides gives the user confidence that the system is completing the actions that they wanted it to and if they make a mistake along the way a promptly displayed message is sent to the user to inform them that something has not been completed as planned.

Visibility of Expertise

One of the main reasons that systems like Thefacebook have been so popular is that friends can find other friends on the system with little hassle or second guessing. A way that this system does this is by letting users upload an image of themselves as well as having users confirm a friend before they are added to their friends list. This adds a level of expertise to the system because users are in control of who is added as a friend, who can see their profile (only friends can see profiles), and what image of them gets displayed (user uploaded image).

The system also shows a level expertise based on who is on the system. Nobody is going to use a system where they do not have any friends using it. So, by the system having friends that the user can add they are gaining expertise and therefore credibility as an application that can help users (students in our case) find friends and build an online social network.

Background Attending and Lightweightness

Since Thefacebook does not require a lot of attention from the user it is easy to create and account and forget about it. The user only needs to pay attention to the system when they want to. If they do not interact with the system it will still be there when they come back to check it in the future. When they do decide to come back, they will find the system in the same way that they left it (barring any major upgrades). They can then go to their friends and see who updated their profile and can keep track of the conversations that they missed in the groups they are a part of. All of this information is saved and maintained by the system when the user is not present. Because of this, it makes it very easy for the user to set all of their information, leave for however long they wish, and then return to find the system exactly how they left it. This makes it easy to not be distracted by it (since everything is logged).

How About Over Time?

One of the largest issues that these social networks face is how they will perform over time. Yes, they are very popular now, but in 5 years how will they perform? Will they even exist? I feel that with Thefacebook that the system provides just enough features and interaction to be sustainable over time. There are college students coming in and out of higher education every year and this makes the market for a product like this remain very constant. This is one of the major advantages of this system. 

However, one of the disadvantages facing a system like Thefacebook is when users are members of more than one network (Orkut, Friendster, LinkedIn, etc..). They then need to be attentive to all of the information that they have stored on these different services. This can cause the user to not care about them anymore or just give up on using them because they find it tedious to keep updating their information on these multiple systems. But, the fact that Thefacebook has a specified audience, college students, I feel that over time this system will survive where systems that do not have a specified audience may not.
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