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ABSTRACT
Meme Tags are part of a body of research d@roup-

that the groundwork fomeaningful and enduringollab-
orations can be laid at such events, and that this can be

Wear: a wearable technology that supports people in theencouraged with appropriate technology.

formative stages of cooperativavork. Conference

As a starting point for our research, we look to the wear-

participants wear Meme Tags that allow them 1o gpje “paper and stick-pin” technology that is ubiquitous

electronically share memes—succinct ideas
opinions—with eachother. Alongside of theperson-to-

Orat every conference—the name tag. Judging thogir

popularity, name tags work very well as they are. There-

person transactions, a server system collects informatioffore, as we have developeslr GroupWear Tags, we
about the memetic exchanges and reflects it back to thgaye peen very careful not to break what was galoolut

conference-goers irCommunity Mirrors—large, public
video displays that present real-time visualizations
the unfolding community dynamics. This papaesents
results from a proof-of-concept trial of tHdeme Tag
technology undertaken at a MNledia Laboratory con-
ference.
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INTRODUCTION

A new type of collaborative technology,called

the name tad2]. Our GroupWear Tagbhave twomajor

of capabilities that paper and stick-pin technologgnnot

support, however.

GroupWear Tags are aboutunderstanding relation-
ships. While a normal name tag tells yosomething
about its wearer, GroupWear tags can tell you something
your relationship to the wearer. For example, the original
GroupWear tagg[l] offered two conversing people a
simple measure of their agreement on a set of
community-relevant issues. This type oélationship
feedback can be an excellent “bootstrapito a
conversationfor building a shared understanding with a

GroupWear, supports people in the formative stages of?€W acquaintance.

cooperativework. We are specifically interested in the GroupWear Tags are aboutunderstanding commu-
conference-type setting, where people united by anity. Our latest GroupWear tags, called Meni¥eags
common interest meet to share ideas, renew friendships(Figure 1), gofurther by helping people build ahared
and forge new collaborations. understanding of the whole conference community. In

Our work is partly motivated by the irony that &SCW order for participants to build effectivecollaborations
researchers, we spend a lot of time at conferences, ye¥ith others, they need to be able to understand the
we have seen little use of CSCW ideastemhnologies ~ Structure and dynamics of this community, and dise

to help make this time more productive. This may be 0 locate themselves and othersitinPeople alsoneed
because time spent interactingith others at con- {0 be encouraged to more freeigsociatewith a wider
ferences is not considered cooperativerk: conference  SPectrum of individuals.

interactions are somewhat evanesceahd a shared This paper presents a proof-of-concept trial of kiheme
agenda is often not articulated. However, Welieve Tag technology undertaken at a conference at the MIT
Media Laboratory. We start with an overview of the
Meme Tag activity, a discussion of some of tthesign
tradeoffs we had to make to support goals, andsome
informal observations of the effectiveness tifose
choices. We then present a more focused analysis of
some of the quantitative data we collected at éhient,

and what it suggests about redesigning part of the
technology. We conclude with some plafe future
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work, including adetailed study of the impact of the
Meme Tags on cooperative activity.
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Figure 1: The Meme Tag.Worn around theneck, the
Meme Tag includes a large, brighCD screen, green
and red pushbuttons (for accepting or deleting memes), a
knob (notvisible) for reviewing and choosing memes to
offer, and a bidirectional infrared communications
device.

THE MEME TAG EVENT

The Meme Tag event tooglace over a period of two
days in October 1997. Thevent was designed to be a
part of the MITMedia Lab’sDigital Life (DL), Things
That Think (TTT), and News In the Future (NIF)

consortia sponsor meetings. Sponsors of the lab are invit-

ed to see work at the lab, visit with faculty astidents,

meet with other sponsors, and pursue collaborations. At

the event, approximately 400 sponsors, faculty, stoe
dents congregated and were each given a Mdme,
which also functioned as their name tag.

Richard Dawkins first introduced the terfmeme” to
suggest howdeas can spread and evolterough Dar-
winian selection[4]. In our use, a meme is an idea or
opinion, expressed as a shquiece text that spreads
from person to person. THdeme Tag contains commu-
nity-relevant memes that a participant has chosen.

Several weeks prior to the Meme Tag event, a pabe

was created to allow members of the Media Lab’s
extended community to submit memes. Approximately

Sample Memes

If brute force isn’t working
you're not using enough of it
We learn best from experience...
preferably someone else’s
Microsoft-Intel won't last long.
Net computers are the future!!
History convinces more people
than philosophy

The future is best seen through
peripheral vision -- N.N.
Keyboards as we know them
will disappear by the year 2010
Content is a commodity ...
context is value added

Do not read the “Good Times”
meme

Don't talk to me

Talk to my agent

This meme good for one free
dinner with Prof Michael Hawley
A witty saying...

proves nothing. -- Voltaire

Table 1: Sample Contributed MemesMemes were
restricted to 64 characters each.

Once participants received their Meme Tags, theye
free to roam about the Media Lab and exchangemes
with fellow participants. In Figure 2, Bob andancy
meet and their Meme Tagactivate, lighting their
screens. Bob’s tag presents a new meme to Namije
Nancy’s tag simultaneously presents a fresbme to
Bob. For example, Nancy’'s tag might say

Fresh meme for Bob:
Computing should be about
insight, not numbers

400 memes wereollected. A sample of approximately While Bob's tag displays

200 of these were chosen amdch Meme Tag was
initialized with one random meme. We ensurebat

each of the200 preselected memes wdsund on at
least one tag. Table 1 presents a samplingmeimes

contributed both before and during the event.

Fresh meme for Nancy:
Make money fast—
pass this meme to your friends!

If Bob likes the memeshown on Nancy’s tag, he can

press the green button on his tag, causing the meme to

be replicated ontdiis. Similarly, if Nancy wants the
messageBob’s tag has shown her, she can capture it
onto her tag. After theexchange, the Meme Tags
become idle and do not distrafiom their subsequent
conversation.



with additional common reference poinfisr conversa-
tion. Figure 5 shows$our of the ten differentvisualiza-
tions offered by the Community Mirrothesevisualiza-
tions cycled in rapid succession continuousiyoughout
the event.
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Figure 2: Meme Exchange.“Bob” and “Nancy,” two
conference-goers at the Media Lab consoriaeings,
exchange memes.

In addition to subscribing to memdsom other people,
participants were able to author the&wn memes at a
kiosk and add them to their tags (Figure 3). When a i)
participant wearing a tag approached the kiosk, the } k.
kiosk recognized that a Meme Tag was near, and greet- Figure 4: The Community Mirror. A large-screen

ed the participant by name. From the kiopkyticipants display shows a series ofisualizaions based on real-
could then add a meme to their badge. Approximately time interaction data, reflecting a representatiosaafial
300 memes were added to the original set of @@dng activity back to event participants.

the event.

The final piece of the Meme Tag System was kheme
Server Database (Figu®. In addition to storing all of
the meme text and meme subscription information, the
server also stored basic demographic information on
each participant: gender, affiliation (sponsdaculty,
student), and consortium (DL, TTT, NIF). Thigforma-
tion was usedor the Community Mirrors as well as for
our post-event data analysis.

Each time participants met, their Meme Tags created a
record indicating who met and whanemes were

exchanged (or rejected). During the participants’ conver-
sation, the Meme Tags also invisibly shared records of
all other conversations they knew about—that is, not
only conversations in which they were involved, but

. : 4/1 conversations they learned about “through the grape-
Figure 3: Kiosk Usage.A participant authors a new vine” from other tags. Thus, each Meme Tag collected a
meme and adds it to his tag. sample of the conversation recorftem throughout the

) ) entire community.
Around the event, large-screen displays presented visuals

izations of how the memes spreadthroughout the When a participant visited a kiosk, the kioskwn-

comminity (Figure 4). These dispays frmedGom- [0808d (1 fnleracton records and sent hem to the
munity Mirror,” where in real-time participants saw X P P

which ideas were most popular and which omesre Meme Tag contained a representative sample of conver-

. . . ; tion records from thentire group, only a fraction of
dying out, as well as information about grodynamics, sa o 2 .
such as the “cliquishness’ of the gathering. the participants needed to visit kiosks ander for the

i . e Meme Server to collect a substantdrtion of all con-
These Community Mirrors also gave participantsemse  versation records. This decentralized mechanism
of knowing what other participants knew. Tlacilitated  allowed the Meme Server to collect live community
the formative stages of interaction by providipgople data from purely local interactions.



How Meme Flow Connects People

We learn best from experience...
preferably somebody else's. Faculty

Staff
Sponsor
Students

Overall average

*Average number of people interacted with.

. Studenis  Staff This graph shows the average number of people
This graph shows the path thal a meme has taken that members of each group have interacted with.

traveling from person to person. Ry

Sponsors

Most Popular Memes Rises and Falls of a Meme

f all ti i i
ot _ofall time ] th" 50 computers like this badge
istory convinces more.. people than 2

philosophy. 1+ I are better than a single laptop.

Contributad by David Shattar
The purpose of computing is insight, 13
not numbers ~-Hamming 17 _

Contributad by Erlo Sohalrar
A msg with a -) is a lame excuse for
inadequate writing. 14 _

Contributad by Stave Strassnann
If it wasn't for the last minute nothing
would get done. 14 _

Contributad by Sunll Yanurl
Intelligence is no substitute for dumb
Tuck . 14 I

Contributad by Ron Raagan
Average 2 l

0
" 100115197 Now
*The number of people who subscribe to the meme. 8:55 PM
This graph shows the memes to which the largest This graph shows the change over time in the
number of people currently subscribe. number of subscribers to this meme.

Figure 5: Four Examples of Community Mirror Visualizations.



Meme Tag System Design @ conversation

When two people meet @ , their Meme Tags offer
each other a new Meme and also exchange
transaction records from prior conversations.

When an individual visits aUser Kiosk @ to add e o
anew meme, the transaction records are uploaded

and transmitted to the Meme Server Database @ . B 2 A A
The Community Mirror Display @ retrieves data
from the Meme Server and creates a series of
visualizations of memetic activity.
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Figure 6: Meme Tag System Design.

RELATED RESEARCH activities [12]. To this end, we have insur&dignment”
Our original GroupWeartags, called Thinking Tags, between GroupWear mechanics and normgioup
helped two conference participants build a shameder-  dynamics: when two people faceach other at normal

standing by showing them a measure of tlagjreement  conversational distance, their tags interact; also, tag
on some community-relevant issugd. At a Thinking output is designed to be easily comprehensible within
Tag event, participants programmed their tags withthe time and space constraints of regular social inter-
answers to several multiple-choice questions. When twoactions.

partic_ipants met, their tags flashed a green lighteach Unlike other research on face-to-fac®SCW, Group-
question they agreed upon and a red lidot each  wear attempts to augment the collaborativerk that
question they answered differently. goes on before collaborativaork is formally acknow-
Unlike the design of the Meme Tag activitfhinking ledged—~before any project meetings have takéace,
Tag content had to be determined in advance of thea team has been established, or a shared visiohdas
event—there was no wafor participants to add new articulated. GroupWear technology is designedhép
issues as the event progressed. Also, the ThinKiags participants at a conference find like-minded indivi-
did not have any support for visualizationscofmmunity duals, and begin conversations that can lay dgt@ind-
activity like the Meme Tags’ Community Mirrors. work for furthercollaboration. Although people spend a

Our GroupWear research continues the emergiggCw Ot Of time engaged in this type of face-to-fagetivity,
trend toward support for the more informal, unstructured, we know of no other technology designed to support it.
and unplanned aspects of the collaborative process [10GroupWear Community Mirrors support a type“sbcial
13]. Also, like the Xerox PARCwork on Collab and  group awareness,” anothestrong theme in CSCW
LiveBoard, ourresearch aims to augment face-to-face research. Dourish and Bellotti's definition afvareness
work [16, 7]. We have worked hard to weave Bmup- [6] is “the understanding of the activity of the others,
Wear tags into the social fabric of a norncainference,  which provides a context of your ovactivity.” Commu-
heeding Moran, et al's warning that the tools should notnity Mirrors do this by letting participants view their own
“inhibit or distort” people’s natural collaborative social activity in the context of communitgynamics



(for instance, “The averageerson has met fifteen
people, but I've spoken with only six”). We alsxtend

the definition of awareness to include understanding of
the knowledge and beliefs of others, in order to provide
contextfor one’s own knowledge and beliefs. Commu-
nity Mirrors let participants examine the beliefs of others
by allowing them to see statistics such agpaticular
meme’s current popularity within the community.

Community Mirrors offer viewers knowledge dafther
people’s knowledge (specifically, knowledge of the
collective beliefs of a community), allowing them to
serve as a partial solution to the “Mutual Knowledge
Problem.” Krauss and Fussalharacterizethis problem
as the work communicating parties must do in
“constructing their common cognitive environment—that
is, ascertaining and representing the informatibmat

Initializing tags with memes

In order to bootstrap thevent, each tag wasitialized
with one meme. By seeding participants’ tags with
memes, people could start exchanging mermame-
diately without having to go to a kiosk to enter a new
meme. However, it was extremely important tipatople
feel a bond with their tags [2}vhich could belessened
by the presence of random content. Neverthelest)-
out a substantial pool of memes in circulativom the
beginning, the activity might not have been able to get
started. As a compromise, tags were initialized with
exactly one random meme.

As another way to bootstrap the event, we plaleede
posters with Meme Tags attached to them. Tregsecial
“Poster Tags” had several memes in théParticipants
could walk up to the poster and receive a mefnoen

they and the other participants can (and will) assume tothe poster tag. In this way, people could easily seed their

be known to all.” [11]

Because Community Mirrors are displayed in foliblic
view, and people can assume that most peddee
seen them, they reflect a gathering’s comnecognitive
environment, in terms of a set of shared beliefs, and
shared knowledge of these shared beliefs. TKmew-
ledge, shared by the community about twmmunity,
can then be a powerful resourf individual conversa-
tion. By locatingthemselves within thispace, partici-
pants in a conversation can begin to build a moze
sonal shared understanding that can leadcdatinued
collaboration.

The Community Mirrors feedback visualizations of
community dynamics in real-time to a co-present com-
munity. Real-time community visualizations haveeen
previously exploredfor on-line communities[5]. Also,
sociologists engaged in Soci&letwork Analysis have
produced many interesting representations of real-world
community activity [15]. However, theirrepresentations
were not available for the real-time consumption of their
subject community.

DESIGN DECISIONS

During the design of théMeme Tag event, th@bject
was to ensure that the activity and technoldagilitated
meaningful interaction between participants that could
lead to further collaboration. All of the followindesign
decisions follow from this purpose.

Tag Design

How many memes per tag

Though there were over 30@emes circulatingduring

the event, the Meme Tags were restricted to hold a
maximum of seven memes. This was notteehnical

restriction, since there was enough free memory in the

Meme Tags to hold many more memes. Rather, we

tags with memes of theiown choosing before joining
the social activity.

Meme Exchanges

Identity

As part of the design of the Meme Tag, two tags within
infrared communications range start an exchange by
displaying a greeting that included the name of the
conversation partner. This was importdygcause in a
group of more than two people, it made clear which two
Meme Tags were interacting by creating vasible
connection between conversation partners.

Which Meme to Offer

After the greeting, each tag selected a meme to offer the
other. We considered different methofis the Meme

Tag to computationally determine whickould be the
best meme tmffer in an exchange. Proposalsicluded
using a collaborative filtering algorithm tdetermine
which among a given set of memegould be most
relevant. After somedebate, we concluded thahteme
selectionwould appear fairly arbitrary regardless of the
method, since the interface could not reveal iedec-

tion process. The final design attempted poesent
persons with a memdérom their conversation partner’s
tag that they had not seen before. As such, the choice of
meme was based on both participants’ history: one had
subscribed to the meme, and tl¢her had not yet
encountered it.

In trial runs, some users wanted évangelize a specific
meme or carefully choose a particular mefoe a col-
league. So, a feature was added that would allow a user
to offer a specific meme: by turning the knob on the tag
to a specific meme, that menweould be offered in the
subsequent exchange.

Double Interactions

wanted participants to have a sense that the space oo ensure that when a pair of tags finishedeawhange,

their Meme Tag was precious. By restricting the number
of memes, people needed to be selectiveadoepting
memes. (Participants could delete memes to nraken

for new ones they found more interestingyrthermore,

by restricting space on the tags, we hopedirtd inter-
esting global trends in meme popularity.

they did not start another onenmediately, a feature
was added that prevented a thgm initiating an ex-
change with the same tag twice inraw. However, in
early user interface tests, people sometimes wanted to
initiate a second session with the saperson. The de-
sign was modified to allow people to reset their tags by



pressing the red button. Though this overloaded the redhat if they walked past someone and thaags
button to mean botlidelete a meme”and “reset the inadvertently started to interact, it wdsard to resist
tag,” the added feature proved valuable to power users. stopping and talking when he saw his name lit up on the

Design of the Community Mirrors other person’s tag.
Showing the whole meme Of course, it is highly ironic that finding one’s name on

The purpose of the Community Mirrors was to convey a SOmeone else’s name tag is compelling. Conventional
variety of information about the event in real time to Wisdom would say that this is the last thimmyone
event participants. Included within these displaysre ~ needs to see on someone else’s name tag, since we all
the actual text of the memes. In the initial design, theknow our own names. There is something more important
entire text of the meme was not displayed. Yéasoned happening here. Part of the salutation’s significance is
that if people had seen a meme on a CommuMityor that it demonstrates to Meme Tag viewers thdtat
before they encountered it from a fellqarticipant, the  they are seeing has been created just for them. It hints at
meme might be less intriguing and their reaction to it fulfilment of the childhood fantasy world that tstally
would be muted. However, participanfeund the dis-  constructed for one’s own viewing pleasure.

plays confusing without the entire text of tmeeme.  More importantly, the Meme Tag personsdlutation
Therefore, we reversed this decision in favor of showing seemed to have th@ower to create whatGoffman
the entire meme in the Community Mirror and kiosks. called a “focused interaction” betweetwo people,
RESULTS which involves *“individuals who extend one another a
The focus of this pilot study was on getting tleehno- special type of mutual activity that can exclude others

logy working, not oncollecting detailed data on its use Who are present in thesituation” [9]. In fact, we
and impact. However, the data that the Meifiags designed the Meme Tag software to ensure that one
themselves collected tells us something about the sucMeme Tagwould seek out a single other one, and
cess of the projecDuring the course of thevent, the exclude other tags in the_ vicinity. We_dld not want one
400 participantscollectively hit their greerbuttons to ~ Person’s tag starting an interaction with several others’
subscribe to a meme approximatép00 times.Also,  t@gs at once, leading to multiple menudfers and
during theevent, 147 different people took the time to Subsequent confusion about which meme might be
go to a kiosk and author, on averageio new memes  accepted by pressing the green button.

each. This data paints a picture of a gathering that wasGoffman describes arelaborate human protocol for
fairly engaged with the Meme Tag activity. negotiating focused interactions, that includesich

Unfortunately, due to a software bug, the Meffiags rituals as thi_rd party introductions of two people who
relayed only about 45% of the transaction data to thehave something in common. In some ways, Meme
server, where a transaction consisted of a medffier ~ Tags enacted thiprotocol by choosing two people in a
between two people, seme acceptance, or raeme group and lighting up their tags witmemetic content
deletion. Although we were disappointed with tlost-  drawn from one angersonalizedfor the other.Whether
come, we eventually came tegard the data glass as this is too much power to give to a name tag is worthy of
half full, rather than half empty. The networking algor- further consideration.

ithm we designed for the Meme Tags was complex, andTechnology as Fashion

this was our first opportunity to test it with a largeoup Before anyone could use the Meme Tags to Hetm

of people over an extended period of time. Furthermore,collaborations, we saw that they had to overcome a
we could find no reason tdelieve there was any conceptual hurdle. Some people had a hard tiealing
selection bias in the data that was captured. Thereforeyijth the fact that although they were the ones wearing
we believe the CommunityMirrors—and our further  this small computer, its LCD screen was desigiped
analysis here—were based on a representative samplingnarily to be viewed by other people. In facteveral

of the data. Media Lab members demonstrated difficulty withis
In addition to the above quantitative data, we have aconcept: in a brainstorming session on po_ssM_Ieme
collection of informal observations and anecdotetat-  Tag uses, they repeatedly suggested applicatisnsh
ing to the impact of the Meme Tags. as using them as pagefsy which they were notvell

. . suited. Of course, Meme Tags are unusual in wioeld
Compellingness of a Meme Tag Personal Greeting of technology, where pagers, PDAs, and cell phdhes

When one of the conference speakers concluded hig,, ; look ; i
speech and walked up the aisle fo the exit, he e carry are designed to be looked at primarily by us.

purposefully shielded his tag with his hand.skemed Over time, however, as participants looked at the tags.of
clear that this was to avoid the potentially awkward the others, they seemed to get more comfortable with
situation of his tag “striking up” an unwantedteraction  the idea that their tag was medot others to view. In
with a member of the audience. Many people told usfact, this is a communicative modeiith which we are
they found theMeme Tag introduction protocol—where aII_ familiar: namely,f_ash|on. Fash!on is about wearing
a Meme Tag on a person you are facing lights up with athings that communicate somethmg.about us to others
salutation that includesour name—extremely engag- [3l- In some ways, the Meme Tag is another type of
ing, almost to the point of distraction. One persaid wearable display like a neck-tie, a piece of jewelry, or a



T-shirt with text on it. Of course, the Meme Tag has the ity, while students have the largest—they are twice as
special ability to change its appearance depending orlikely to interact with another student as theguld be
who is viewing it. We believe people willbecome if they mixed randomly.

increasingly comfortable with this model of “interperson- Insularity: Within-Group Interactions as a

alizable” hi-tech fashion. Percentage of Expectation
Testimonials 200%
We got a lot of feedback like the following part of an e-
mail from one participantwho wrote asking if heould
keep his tag after we asked sponsors to return them: “In160%
all of the conferences that | have attended and produced,iso%
the meme tag is the most unique and high-tech solution

to a low tech-problem: getting random peoplectmnect

and converse with each other.” Other people also told us100%
the Meme Tags helped them have meaningful inter- gu,
actions with others that they otherwise might not have.

We have little hard data on the impact of the Commu-
nity Mirrors. We knowthat many people stood around
and watched the displays as the visualizatistreamed 20%
past. One faculty member reported talking tcs@onsor 0%
who kept glancing over at the display. At one point, the
sponsor suddenly stood up, pulled outcamera, and

took a picture of the Communitiirror. He told the

faculty member that one of his memes had made it toSince insularity can have a negative impact on the
the “Most Popular Memes” list, and that he wanted to initiation of useful new collaborations, we would like to
be able to show this to his friends at home. A much morehighlight it in future GroupWear Communitylirrors. Of

180%

60%

40%

Sponsors Faculty Students

Figure 7: Insularity Between Groups.

thorough study of thempact of the CommunityMirrors course, we are not trying to interfere with the Constitu-
will be undertaken in a future study. tion’s guaranteed right to freedom of associatidimere
ANEXT GENERATION OF COMMUNITY MIRRORS are times when people may want to be insular. However,

Designing the original Community Mirrors turned out to €S€arch suggests that group behavior like insularity can
be a bootstrapping problem. Part of the reason for@CCUr despite the wishes of individugtoup members
building the Meme Tags in théirst place wasthat  [14] This could occur if people had a sligipersonal
people—including ourselves—do not havegood preference toward insularity, and no sense of hbeir
intuitions about community dynamics. Therefore, we actions were contributing to an undesirable trend. A
were in the position of building visualizatiorier a data ~ COmmunity Mirror could make this trend visible, helping
set that we could barely imagine. We relied on our people link their owrchoices to this otherwismvisible
intuitions and on relevant resear{t3] to come up with macro ?enawor. Furt'herm'ord:)e_cauTe of the phjbl'c
the first set of visualizations. Now, however, having run Naturé of the Community Mirror, insular groups vallso
a large-scale event and collected a setinéraction € able to see that other people can see their behavior.
data, we can propose a set of views based on interestingNiS 1S in contrast to the perceived invisibility of in-
patterns in the data. The following sections sketch thelividual interactions in agroup situation. These two

content of some of these views, without presenting thefactors could contribute to a shift in an individual's
specifics of the visualizations. ' perceivedtrade-off between insular and non-insular be-

) havior. This matter will be taken up in future GroupWear
Insularity research.

During our work on Groupwear, one of tiemplaints A word about statistical significance: The insuladitias

we have heard is that organizations will go doeat . L S : 2
lengths to bring a diverse set of people together, only toS statistically significant,with p<0.01. However, it is

see them interact with the small subset of pedpigt Important to k_eep in mind that the_se_ gfaph_s are not
they see every day. This pattern of behavior eaisient meant to pro_wde an after-the-facttatistically signifi-

in our Meme Tag data (Figure 7). The grashows the cant sociological a_nalyses of_the event. Rathe(, t_h_ey are
amount of face-to-face interactions that occurred bet-'€3ding us to design new visualizations whasgnifi-
ween members of the same group (i.e., spongacsyity, cance\_/wll be rlghtfully determined by theparnupants
and students). Each group’s data is displayed as the rati ho will be able to discuss them as they unfolddal-
between the number of interactions that occurred and thé M€ at a future Meme Tag event.

number that would occur if people were mixing random- Communities of Believers

ly (i.e., without bias toward interacting witparticular Communities are partially constituted by the set of
groups). Therefore, the line at 100% represents what théeliefs they hold in commof8]. Sub-groups within a
values would be if there were no insular bias. As one cancommunity will share some beliefs, but divide on others.
see, sponsors have the smallest tendency toward insulatdentifying these “belief communities” at eonference



gathering, and locating oneself and others wittliem, to your friends.” Figure 9 shows that sponsdosind

could be helpfulfor identifying potential collaborators, these memes less appealing than facultio in turn
establishing common ground, and creating a sense ofound them less interesting than students. Th&ta
group identity. supports the stereotype that sponsors prefer ideas that are
By putting the memes into thematic categories, we were2P0ut the real world, whereaacademics are more
able to analyzevarious Media Labgroups’ predispos- [nterested in ideas about ideas and students appear to be
ition to subscribe to certain types of memes. This 1€ most invested in this kind ehetaphysical contem-
analysis is somewhat costly to include in the Commu- plation. By presenting such a graph at a fuevent, we

nity Mirror because itwould require humarattention ~ Would hope people would think about these patterns and
during the progress of an event. Foemes that were heir relationships to them.

added during anevent, someone—either theneme Group Subscriptions to “Self-Referential” Memes
author or someone behind the scenes—would have to
categorize them. 200%

Many of the disparities between differegtoups’ sub-
scription rates to different types of memes were telling. 16.0%
For example, Figure &hows thatDigital Life sponsors
had a larger percentage of subscriptions fhiaimgs That
Think sponsors to memes that sounded a cautionatg 12.0%
about technology (e.g., “New does not eqgabd. More 10.0%
does not equal better”). This is in keeping with the
Digital Life Consortium’s focus on looking aechnology

in a broader, human context, and not just likindoit its 6.0%
own sake. Both groups had roughly egparcentage of 4.0%
subscriptions to memes with expliciechnical content,

18.0%

14.0%

8.0%

however, showing that Digital Life sponsors aertainly 0%

not technophobes. A Communitirror that pairedsuch 0.0% . .

graphs showing disparity and commonalityetween Sponsors Faculty Students
groups could be very powerful tool to hegstablish a Figure 9: Group Subscriptions to Self-Referential

shared sense of individual consortia identities in the Memes by Percentage of All Group Subcriptions.
context of a larger Media Lab identity. Once agdhis
shared understanding would be very useful starting point
for collaborations.

Not all visualizationswould perpetuate stereotypes. For
example, although one might predict some gendiér
ferences in terms of memetic taste, the data does not

Subscriptions to “Cautionary Technology” support it. Categories such as “attempt at humor,”
Memes by Consortium “techie,” “self-referential,” “cautionaryabout techno-

10.0% logy"—any category we looked at—showed no signifi-
cant gender-based preferences. Even if thiegd,
9.0% however, what would it mean? We believe vstyongly

8.0% that the community in which these visualizations are

embedded should determine their meaning. Thal-
time nature of these visualization is important because it
6.0% keeps them within the “hermaneutic circle” of thqsar-

5.0% ticipating in the event: they get to decide thignifi-
cance of what they see, and whetheslibuld impact
their behavior.

CONCLUSION

2.0% Our informal observations suggeshat the proof-of-
1.0% concept trial of the Meme Tags was successRdople
enthusiastically used the tagbrough both days of the
event, and everthrough dinner on the first night. The

7.0%

4.0%

3.0%

0.0%

Digital Life Things That Think

Kiosks were in fairly constant use through balhys,
Figure 8: Cautionary Technology Subscriptions by with people lining up to author memes that they hoped
Percentage of Total. would reach the “big board{the Community Mirror).

Several people told us that the Meme Tags helpean
; - - wealf - feel comfortable about approaching people they other-
The variance in popularity of *Self-Referentiafiemes wise would not have. Finally, although we asKedthe

among different Media Lalgroups was alsoevealing. a0s back. many peoole asked to keep them as conversa-
These were memes that were explicitly about memes, ofd ' y P€Op P
tional props to explain the event to their colleagues.

about the meme tag activity. Some examples were “This
is not a Meme” and “Make money fast. Pass thisme



We also found some flaws in the activity. Probably the 6. Dourish, P. and Bellotti, V. Awareness and

most significant was people’s seeming lack aifach- coordination in sharedworkshops. Proceedings of
ment to the memes in their tags. Often, we dhat Computer Supported Cooperative Work '@Poronto,
people did not really know whamemes theyowned. CA 1992), ACM Press.

Also, the data showed that no memes really reached a
“mass audience”—the maximumumber of peoplg¢hat /- Elrod, S., Bruce, R., Goldbergp., Halasz, F.,

subscribed to any one meme was about f(sty cannot Janssen, W., LeeD., McCall, K., Pedersen, E. R.,
determine this exactly due to the previoushentioned Pier, K., Tang, J., antVelch, B. Liveboard: Aarge
data loss). interactive displaysupporting groupmeetings, pre-

. . . ) sentations and remote collaboratidhroceedings of
Rigorous study of the hypotheses discussed in gaer CHI '92 Conference omuman Factors in Computing
were beyond of the scope ofrr initial study. However, SystemsMonterey, CA, 1992.

now that we have the technology operating drave
seen its potential power, we are applying what we 8. Fish, S.Is There a Text in this Class?:The Authority of
learned to the design of a more methodistidy. While Interpretive CommunitiesHarvard University Press,
we will not vary the technology greatly, we are Cambridge, MA, 1980.

interested experimenting with a different context. We

would like to seehow the Meme Tags\Nork at amore 9. Goffman, E.Behavior in Public Places: Notes on the
narrowly focusedntellectual gathering, such assanall Social Organization of Gatheringsthe Free Press,
academicconference. We believe such an environment  New York, 1963.

might offer a more focusetheme pool, and result in
stronger bonds between memes and participants. Thi
should provide us with the opportunity to further test the
impact of the Meme Tags and CommunMijrrors on
the early stages of collaborative activity.

éo.lsaacs, E., Tang, J., and Morris, Hiazza: A desktop
environment supporting impromptu anghlanned
interactions. Proceedings of Computer Supported
Cooperative Work '9§Cambridge, MA 1996), ACM
Press, 315-324.
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