Enabling Informal Communication of Digital Stories

Philippe Debaty, Patrick Goddi, Rich Gossweiler, Rakhi Rajani, Alex Vorbau, Josh Tyler
Hewlett-Packard Labs
1501 Page Mill Road
Palo Alto, CA 94304
{firstname}.{lastname}@hp.com

ABSTRACT

The convergence of communication and imaging capabilitiesin a
single device, the camera phone, is changing the way people
take, share and communicate around pictures. In this paper, we
describe and discuss three complementary research prototypes -
MemoryNet Viewer, Plog and StoryMail - that we built to
explore how media can be used as part of everyday storytelling
activities. Each system focuses on informal, casua and
lightweight solutions for multimedia storytelling and
conversation. We conducted small preliminary pilot studies that
revealed interesting patterns of use of the media within socia
networks, which we plan on investigating further.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Despite today's trend of combining communication and imaging
capabilities into a single device (e.g. cell phone cameras), it is
till difficult for people to use digital media as part of their
everyday casual storytelling activities within their social
networks. As observed in [3], there are many issues concerning
the way people communicate and converse around their digital
media.

In this paper we introduce and discuss three research prototypes
focused on a casual form of multimedia storytelling that is
designed to capitalize on the capabilities of current and future
storytelling devices that integrate mobility, immediacy, and
communication. These three complementary prototypes are:

- MemoryNet Viewer [1], is a peer-to-peer system for
circulating, displaying, and annotating photos and videos
within asocia network.

- Plog [2], a system for easily capturing, sharing, and presenting
digital photo-based and location tagged stories from camera
phones.

- StoryMail, which enables camera phone users to record,
transmit, and playback voicemails augmented with a sequence
of digital pictures or video clips.

These systems emphasize informal, light-weight, and low effort
mechanisms for delivering, presenting and conversing around
personal digital media.

2. OUR APPROACH

By surveying current media sharing systems (see section 5), we
identified five categories of functionality that are relevant to
digital media-centric communication: capture, organization,

distribution, playback, and annotation. While our approach is to
focus on informal, casual and lightweight solutions, in this
section, we will position, motivate and distinguish our
contributions within those categories.

2.1 Capture

The fact that camera phones integrate mobility, connectivity and
photo taking capabilities on a single device, brings a new
meaning to capture. People no longer take a picture for the sole
purpose of saving a memory, they now can capture with the
intent of immediately communicating an experience. Saving a
memory with a traditional camera only takes one click of a
button. We wanted to preserve this simplicity on camera phones,
while supporting this new kind of capture. One of our prototypes,
Plog, simplifies the phone interface to enable performing thisin
two clicks. Thefirst click is to take a picture, while the second is
to confirm that the picture should be communicated.

2.2 Organization

Prior art [3] has indicated that organizing pictures into stories or
contextual clusters can enhance meaning, provide better recall
and greater emotional value. We explored several concepts to
make this process informal, lightweight and low effort. People
tend to take pictures in clusters around an event. Plog uses
capture time information to automatically determine these
clusters, which define stories.

However, we found that people also have the desire to have a
more reflective process about defining and editing a story after
the capture time. Our StoryMail prototype focuses on making this
reflective process as casual as possible by combining it with an
oral narration of the story.

2.3 Distribution

The process of distributing stories from photographers or
storytellers to the audience is difficult with current technologies.
Many steps are involved in getting pictures from a digital camera
to a computer to a website to your friend's house. In an effort to
simplify this process, the Plog prototype adopts a syndication
model. Pictures are automatically and immediately sent from the
phone to a central server via GPRS. The pictures, organized in
stories can then be fetched automatically by various clients from
anywhere by simply using a Web browser.

Our MemoryNet Viewer prototype explores a different angle
with a peer to peer distribution model. Each user defines afriend
list and pictures and annotations are automatically circulated
within this social network.

2.4 Playback

Just like the organization process, playback can range from a
very involved process requiring the whole attention of the



viewer, to a more peripheral or ambient model where media-
centric stories are presented in a non intrusive way. Each of our
three systems covers a different range of this spectrum.
StoryMail presents a narrated slide-show and therefore requires
the attention of the viewer. MemoryNet Viewer is at the other
end of the spectrum by being designed to be viewed in an
ambient, non-intrusive mode while still allowing for interactivity
when desired. Plog is somewhere in the middle since it presents
pictures as animated stories and alerts on new stories as they
happen. Plog also focuses on rendering the stories in an engaging
format, supporting for instance the creation of printed postcards.

Another aspect of Plog and MemoryNet Viewer is that sories are
presented in the larger context of other stories, told from other
people, encouraging the viewer to make implicit connections
between memories and people.

2.5 Annotation

Annctating and adding information to mediacentric stories is
often too tedious for users, who can be either the storyteller
himself or the viewers. To simplify this process, our approach is
to make it an integral part of the act of communicating the story.
Our MemoryNet viewer system records conversations that
collocated users have when pictures being displayed in an
ambient mode draw their attention. With StoryMail, people can
annotate a story simply by recording a voice narration over a
sequence of pictures.

2.6 System/Overall

Across all these categories of functionality, our focus is not on
sharing pictures but on communicating via media-centric stories.
A single picture can tell a story (MemoryNet viewer focus), but
stories can come from multiple pictures with (StoryMail) or
without (Plog) words juxtaposed.

Each of our systems explores a slightly different communication
style. Whereas StoryMail alows for a narrative communication
model, MemoryNet Viewer is designed to support and encourage
a conversational style. Plog offers an implicit model, where users
communicate simply by the intentional act of taking and sending
apicture.

We also recognize that there are different moments when people
have the desire to communicate stories. Plog focuses on enabling
people to communicate right at the time of capture. With
StoryMail, this communication moment happens sometime after
the capture time, when the user feels that he has enough captured
material to tell a self contained and vivid story. MemoryNet
viewer focuses on the communication that happens when the
pictures are being viewed.

Finally, whereas StoryMail and Plog focus on enabling media-
centric communication only between remote users, MemoryNet
Viewer also supports users being collocated and conversing
together around a digital media artifact.

3. THESYSTEMS

3.1 MemoryNet Viewer

The first system we developed, MemoryNet Viewer (MNV), isa
peer-to-peer system for circulating and displaying photos, videos,
and annotations within a socia network. Users can add and
remove people from a "friend list", which determines who

exchanges media with the user. The MNV displays friends
media in a continuous slideshow and was designed to operate as
aperipheral device and viewed passively (see Figure 1).

Recognizing that people often consider annotation of media a
tedious activity, the MNV encourages others to comment on
media spontaneously -- when they happen to see something of
interest. Users can "attach" text or audio comments to media
which continue to circulate with the media object to others
displays. This form of passive viewing and opportunistic
annotation, results in threads of conversation or stories around
individual media objects that form over time.



