THE SMART PHONE

Supporting Social
Interaction with Smart
Phones

The smart phone offers communication, connectivity, content

consumption, and content creativity. Seven different systems exemplify
its ability to support a wide range of social interactions, helping make
pervasive computing a reality.

Russell Beale

University of Birmingham
|

1536-1268/05/$20.00 © 2005 IEEE

he smart phone represents the cur-

rent pinnacle of mobile phone devel-

opment, coupling phone capabilities

with the additional functionalities

of a PDA. In this convergence
between phone and handheld computer, the
phone has the dominant genes—smart phones
generally look more like phones
than PDAs. The smart phone’s
evolution from the mobile
phone influences how users
tend to think of these devices,
as reflected in the handset design. Smart phones
are predominately communication devices, with
additional computing power built in.

Compare this to PCs. Originally developed
from larger computers that were pure calculat-
ing machines, PCs were initially desktop systems
used for content creation and information stor-
age. It was only with the advent of the Internet
and browsers that they became strong commu-
nication tools. Now highly capable at communi-
cation, offering systems as diverse as email, Web
publishing, instant messaging, and voice over IP,
the combination of computing power and com-
munication lets us envisage pervasive environ-
ments in which we can interact with and exploit
the advantages of digital systems. But it’s the
advent of the smart phone that will let us realize
some of these visions.

For smart phones to become successful perva-
sive system components, they must support and
enhance various user activities and offer useful,
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effective functionality. Given their origins, clearly
smart phones must support interaction and com-
munication between people. In a pervasive envi-
ronment, phones exist in a social setting where
the focus is communication, not computation.
Smart phones should still perform computations,
store information, and support other typically
computing-related tasks, but they’re likely to be
more successful if they do these things to aug-
ment communication.

This perception has guided the research of a
group of students and | into the design of perva-
sive computing systems. The systems we’ve built
focus on augmenting and enhancing communi-
cation; they’re communication devices first and
computers second. The systems | report on here
support social interaction between people—in
particular, interaction that would be difficult if
not impossible to achieve without the smart
phone technology. This dependency on the sys-
tems endows them with a degree of utility that
drives their effectiveness, which is key to increas-
ing the use of pervasive systems.

Supporting social interactions

The smart phone is a convenient, highly acces-
sible, and capable device that’s well suited to com-
munication and yet can still create interesting con-
tent, whether it be video, audio, or text. It’s a
two-way device, creating and consuming infor-
mation, is highly personal, and is almost always
available, making it an ideal system for pervasive,
supportive social computing.
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