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ABSTRACT














Scripting of social interaction is commonplace in off-line systems. On-line, this technique can be even more effective, using the computer as mediator. To investigate this area, we implemented a prototype system named Lead Line that adds scripting to plain text chat. Using Lead Line, we ran a number of informal trials and conducted an experiment in structured versus unstructured interaction in a goal-directed task. We learned a number of things, some confirming previous results, and some new: brainstorming and assessment tasks work well when scripted; lessons users learn from a script persist; structure enables creativity; familiar contexts can enable communication; identity is a tool; and roles can empower the user.


Keywords


Social computing, computer-supported cooperative work


INTRODUCTION


Increasingly, social interaction is taking place online. In part, this is a consequence of the sheer numbers of people using online systems (over 300 million as of March 2000 by one estimate[� REF _Ref480699707 \r \h ��19�]). In part, it is because people are finding online social tools such as email that allow them to communicate and maintain their social circles more effectively that traditional offline technology does.


Online social systems tend to suffer from two problems: lack of context and poor scalability. The first is a result of the nature of computer networks, where any two points are, or can be, adjacent. The second is a result of transplanting offline techniques to online systems without making use of the extra capabilities added by their programmability. Both of these issues can be addressed by the use of scripting in the design of online social systems.


In the offline world, social interaction always takes place within a shared and well-known context: a preplanned meeting in a conference room, a commercial transaction in a store, an impromptu visit to an office, a dinner party at a home, etc. The context reduces the amount of time spent determining the goal of the interaction and introducing the participants. It also allows those involved to pick an appropriate model to structure the interaction. Mailing lists, email threads, and hosted communities all serve the purpose of providing online context. Lack of context is a primary reason that random real-time interactions in chat are so disappointing. With no common context, only the most generic and boring models for social interaction apply.


Social interaction is most effective when guided. In the offline world, this is most often accomplished by a moderator, either informally, as in the case of a manager at a business meeting, or formally, as in the case of a professional meeting facilitator at a team-building offsite. While mapping this approach to online systems is very effective in some cases, it is inherently unscalable, requiring the addition of scarce human resources for each increment in online population. While they will never be as effective as a live human, computer-based systems are capable of adding an element of facilitation that is extremely scalable.


We believe that an important piece in solving both the context and scalability issues of social systems is the addition of scripting to online social interactions. Scripts also provide a means of incorporating pre-designed, high-quality interaction schemas: best practices in the business environment and best sellers in the entertainment field.


In order to explore scripted social interaction, we have built a simple text chat system with pre-authored scripting, called Lead Line. We have explored the use of this system for both business and entertainment purposes. And we have conducted a more formal experiment (the first in a planned series) that compares structured versus non-structured interaction in a goal-directed task.


The results of our work confirm several existing findings – that brainstorming works well online, that controlling the degree of identity versus anonymity can significantly affect how openly people interact online, and that properly designed constraints can improve creativity. They also bring into question some existing results – that structured systems are overly constraining and subsequently unpopular. And we found that assessment, like brainstorming, is well suited to online interaction, and that lessons learned in a structured session carry over to subsequent unstructured ones.


SOCIAL SCRIPTING


Offline, scripted social interaction plays a part in systems designed to achieve articulated tasks. It is a large part of meetings, training and development, and knowledge sharing in contemporary organizations, as well as in the classroom.


Scripting is intentional and often even recognized, although it is sometimes traditional and anonymous. For example, an agenda for a meeting is a widely accepted and obvious script. And people take for granted innumerable every-day scripts for things like buying an item at a store or conducting an interview.


In strategy and decision meetings, real-time facilitation systems such as Open Space Technology[� REF _Ref480699502 \r \h ��23�], Scenarios/Future Search Conferences[� REF _Ref480949116 \r \h ��34�], and the Strategic Forum[� REF _Ref480949279 \r \h ��25�] are used to guide how people interact and subjects are explored. These systems provide structure to the social interaction to focus it and make it more effective.


Job training, teambuilding, and corporate learning centers are all specific environments that intentionally build on social interaction in order to complete the task[� REF _Ref480708415 \r \h ��16�]. SimuReal[� REF _Ref480708520 \r \h ��15�] and Gemba Kaizen[� REF _Ref480709812 \r \h ��14�] are two of many authored approaches that use experiential methods and strategic thinking to both train the individual and change the overall organization. Board games, outdoors ropes courses, and on-line simulations are all means through which social interaction and job skills are developed using scripts. Approaches like Bohmian dialogue[� REF _Ref480709270 \r \h ��2�], Think Like a Genius®[� REF _Ref480708743 \r \h ��31�,� REF _Ref480709060 \r \h ��32�], and The World Café[� REF _Ref480708644 \r \h ��4�,� REF _Ref480699663 \r \h ��5�] provide a focus on business tasks by structuring social interaction. In classrooms, teachers utilize collaborative structured activity, small-group dialogue, and role-playing for academic subjects as well as social objectives[� REF _Ref480709666 \r \h ��27�].


EXISTING ONLINE SYSTEMS


The most common activities on computer networks are information sharing, information publishing, and email, followed by document management, electronic forms, corporate directories and policies, and workflow management[� REF _Ref480699729 \r \h ��13�]. As more person-to-person interaction takes place online, there are increasing opportunities for computer-mediated structuring of those interactions. The study of group technology, especially in business environments, and including structured systems and techniques, is known as computer supported cooperative work (CSCW), and has been active since the 1980s[� REF _Ref480699817 \r \h ��12�]. 


Workflow Systems


Many workflow systems are designed based on speech act and/or situated action theory. According to Winograd and Flores, “… language cannot be understood as the transmission of information. Language is a form of human social action, directed towards… ‘mutual orientation.’ This orientation … exists as a consensual domain – as interlinked patterns of activity. The shift from language as description to language as action is the basis for speech act theory…” [Winograd in � REF _Ref480699882 \r \h ��26�]


 Suchman pioneered a related theory, the situated action perspective: “plans are resources for situation action, but do not in any sense determine its course.” [Suchman in � REF _Ref480699983 \r \h ��29�] This theory “brings forth the situatedness of human work in terms of the community of practice cooperating on a common task, of the work-space they live in, of the experience they share….”[� REF _Ref480702102 \r \h ��17�]


The Coordinator


The Coordinator is an email system based on speech act theory and designed with conversation as a unit of work. “Instead of providing a uniform command to initiate a new message, the Coordinator provides options that identify different linguistic actions such as a request that can be promised, counter-offered, declined, cancelled, or completed…”[� REF _Ref493045679 \r \h ��10�]


Reaction to the Coordinator has been mixed. Flores observes that the Coordinator has been most successful in organizations in which the users are comfortable with their role in the organization[� REF _Ref493045679 \r \h ��10�]. Dur also found that in a strict company like EDS, the Coordinator was a “good communication tool and it gets the job done by enforcing compliance.” [Dur in � REF _Ref480699882 \r \h ��26�] In another study at Pacific Bell, workers stopped using the system and complained that it was “unnatural,” “uncomfortable,” and “made no sense.” [Grantham in � REF _Ref480699882 \r \h ��26�, � REF _Ref480699922 \r \h ��6�] found that users thought the system opened communication within their companies, but through use of its email and messaging capabilities rather than its linguistic actions. Overall, the imposed structure led to fears of a “fascist computer system.”[� REF _Ref480699882 \r \h ��26�]


Lead Line focuses on separate linear sessions of interaction. It does not attempt to structure all interactions between users or maintain multiple simultaneous transactions. However, we found that acceptance of the structuring depended greatly upon the design of the scripts. Some were seen as over-constraining by users, while others, just as structured, were seen as helpful and even liberating. Unlike the Coordinator, Lead Line does not attempt to distill a generic set of human interactions, but leaves it to the author to structure a specific interaction at a higher level of granularity. This allows the author to be more sensitive to the potentially constraining nature of scripting.


Group Decision Support Systems (GDSS)


GDSS’s are systems that attempt to structure a group decision process in some way, sometimes through decision models. Generally, a human facilitator controls the decision process. Overall, GDSS’s focus group members toward the task, increase the quantity of effort put in the decision process, and increase reaching of consensus[� REF _Ref480700200 \r \h ��24�]. 


GroupSystems


GroupSystems is a groupware technology with several components: a categorizer to allow users to enter ideas, a group outliner for subtopics, an electronic brainstorming tool, and multiple criteria voting methods. Nunamaker et al performed experiments to make group meetings more productive. They focused on synchronous interactions in a meeting room set up to use GroupSystems with workstations and a video display as an electronic blackboard, to provide tools for session planning and management, group interaction, organizational memory, individual work, and data collection[� REF _Ref480700004 \r \h ��20�]. These tools supported both a facilitated style of meeting, and an interactive style using parallel, anonymous communication. Results varied depending on the group and situation. Nunamaker found that parallel communication promoted more input and less dominance by a few people, and anonymity allowed issues to be discussed more candidly.


Lead Line also found that parallel, anonymous communication made brainstorming more effective. And we found that the use of a guided, or facilitated approach was very effective. Lead Line uses a facilitatorless, computer-based script approach to providing this guidance.


MUDS and Virtual Worlds in Education


Multi-User Dungeons, or MUDs, are place-based, multi-user networked environments with roots in role-playing games of the late 1970s.  MUDs represent a world of interconnected rooms, populated by active objects and avatars representing users. Actions and descriptions are displayed using text[� REF _Ref481168075 \r \h ��18�]. Virtual worlds are also place-based, but usually have a 2D or 3D graphical interface. There are a number of different MUD systems in use. We discuss two below that are used specifically for education.


Pueblo


Pueblo is an elementary school-centered learning community supported by an object-oriented MUD, or MOO. Pueblo emphasizes collaboration and mentoring between students, teachers, and senior citizens, and is based on the theory of informal, situated learning[� REF _Ref493045804 \r \h ��21�]. To manage collaboration, Pueblo's designers considered creating a technical tool but instead used a social mechanism, text-based chat, for floor control. To translate traditional power structures into Pueblo, the designers developed special types of avatars and badges that users could wear to display their status. O’Day concludes that both established authority structures and technical issues should be considered in the design of community.  


Zora


Zora is a virtual world designed to help young people explore their identity and values by building artifacts as representations of themselves and creating an online community[� REF _Ref481169419 \r \h ��1�].  Zora supports the creation of a city with spaces and interactive objects, and encourages introspection about role models and values.  It is based on a constructivist educational philosophy that says people learn better when they are engaged in building an external artifact.  In Zora, students can create their own artifacts with attributes to structure a way of thinking about them: appearance, description, values, conversation, stories, ownership, and permissions. Bers found that Zora was a powerful tool in exploring identity and values though creation of artifacts, story-telling, and social interaction.


Lead Line draws on the social and place-based aspects of MUDs and virtual worlds, but not on the object authoring capabilities. Like a MUD, Lead Line uses text to immerse the user in a particular role and place. Unlike a MUD, Lead Line sessions follow a simple, linear script.


LEAD LINE


In order to explore the use of on-line scripting in social interaction, we built a prototype called Lead Line. The prototype adds pre-authored scripting to simple text chat. We used text chat for three reasons: First, it was the simplest to develop and to write scripts for. Second, it allowed the work to focus on the social aspects rather than on the media. Third, it was the easiest to record for later analysis.


Lead Line sessions are divided into scenes over time. During the session, each user takes on a role. Authors can give different roles different instructions in each scene. Advancement from one scene to the next is primarily under the control of the users. Authors can require that a set of users must all agree in order to go to the next scene, they can require that any one user of a set decide to go on, or they can use timed scenes that continue to the next one unconditionally after a set length of time.


This relatively simple structure provides for a considerable range of potential structures. Authors can provide cooperative instructions to users; or they can provide conflicting, or even contradictory instructions. Users can be required to cooperate to complete a scene, or one user can be given control over the others. By having the users decide when the criteria for scene advancement has been met, those criteria can be made very abstract – something that is not possible in more mechanical, computer-driver systems.


User Interface


Figure one is a screen shot of a Lead Line session.


�EMBED PBrush���Figure 1: Lead Line User Interface


The Lead Line UI is divided into several distinct areas:


Title The top of the window contains the title of the script concatenated with the title of the current scene.


Chat History The largest section of the window, on the middle left, is the chat history. This contains a complete transcript of this and other users’ inputs. It also includes the per-scene instructions given to the user by the script author.


User Input Below the chat history is the user input area. This includes a text entry field as well as a pop-up list of formats. Given that user “Fred” types in “xyz”, he can choose from the following formats:


Fred: xyz


Fred thinks: xyz


Fred shouts: xyz


Fred xyz


xyz [Fred]





Scene Advance Checkbox Between the chat history and the text input area is the scene advance checkbox. This is where the user specifies that the scene advance criteria have been met and it is time to move on to the next scene. Depending upon the script, clicking this checkbox may be sufficient to cause the script to move on, or other users may need to click on their checkboxes as well.


User List On the right side of the window is a list of roles and the names of the users who are playing those roles. If a user has clicked on his/her scene advance checkbox, the text “(ready)” appears after her/his name in the list.


Other Above the text input area are two buttons: Rename allows the user to change his or her name. Reconnect allows the user to force a reconnect to the server in the event of connectivity problems. At the bottom right, a “?” button invokes a help window with information about Lead Line and about the particular script being run.


Earlier versions of the Lead Line user interface were more complex, including separate areas for scene, script, and role backgrounds. Usability tests showed that users only focused on one area. Once the text history started to scroll with new input, any attention initially paid to the other areas was withdrawn and never returned. As a result, users often missed important instructions placed in these areas. Based on this, we redesigned the interface to place all of the information in the text history, whether it comes from the script or from other users.


XML Script Format


Lead Line scripts are written in an XML tagged format[� REF _Ref480700615 \r \h ��3�]. This allows authors to create scripts with a simple text editor, in a format that is at least partially familiar to anyone with HTML experience, and that is extensible to allow for later changes to the prototype. The following is a simple example of a Lead Line script:


<llScript>


<llScriptTitle>Debate


</llScriptTitle>





<llRoleInfo role="Pro">


<llRoleInfo role="Con">


<llRoleInfo role="Audience" min="0" max="4">





<llScene advance="all" participants="Pro; Con">


<llSceneTitle>Pick a subject</llSceneTitle>


<llSceneBackground role="Pro">Pick a subject to debate. You’ll be arguing for it.


</llSceneBackground>


<llSceneBackground role="Con">Pick a subject to debate. You’ll be arguing against it.


</llSceneBackground>


<llSceneAdvanceButtonName>Click here when you’ve decided on a subject </llSceneAdvanceButtonName>


</llScene>





<llScene advance="10 minutes">


<llSceneTitle>Pro Arguments</llSceneTitle>


<llSceneBackground>For the next ten minutes, the Pro side will argue his or her point.


</llSceneBackground>


</llScene>





<llScene advance="10 minutes">


<llSceneTitle>Con Arguments</llSceneTitle>


<llSceneBackground>For the next ten minutes, the Con side will argue his or her point.


</llSceneBackground>


</llScene>





</llScript>





It is helpful in understanding this script to walk through it once from the perspective of the Pro role: At the start of the session, he/she sees the text “Pick a subject to debate. You’ll be arguing for it.” in the chat history, plus a scene advance checkbox with the text “Click here when you’ve decided on a subject.” Following a discussion of possible topics of debate, she/he clicks on the scene advance checkbox. When the user taking the Con role also does so, new text appears: “For the next ten minutes, the Pro side will argue his or her point.” For ten minutes, the user then argues his or her point. Last, “For the next ten minutes, the Con side will argue his or her point.” is seen in the history and the other user takes their turn arguing his/her side. After that, the script ends.


Most of the tags allow an optional “role” parameter that specifies which role or roles they apply to. Multiple role names can be supplied in a semi-colon-separated list. This allows authors to include different specifications for each role. The most common use of this is to provide different <llSceneBackground> sections for different roles.


IRC Protocol Additions


We implemented Lead Line as a distributed client, using Internet Relay Chat (IRC)[� REF _Ref480700681 \r \h � \* MERGEFORMAT �22�] for communications. This approach has two advantages: First, all of the code for Lead Line is in the client, simplifying the design and debugging of the prototype. Second, existing IRC servers can be used, with no special installations or modifications.


IRC provides facilities for client-to-client text messages, but not for separate, out-of-band data. In Lead Line, we use the same channel for user-to-user messages and machine-readable client-to-client messages. Client messages are prefaced with an escape character, a tilde (~). The client strips these messages out of the stream being displayed to the user and interprets them.


The client connects to the IRC server using a random nickname made up of a randomly selected nine-digit number. User-readable user names are maintained within the client and are not used as the IRC nickname. This allows us greater freedom to change names in mid-stream, to have duplicate user names if desired, and to format the user-readable messages in a variety of forms.


The Lead Line client protocol operates in two separate phases: first to find a set of users willing to fill the required roles of a script; and second to coordinate scene advancement as the script proceeds.


Finding Players When users first connect to the Lead Line system, they choose a script to run. The client reads the script and parses it. From the script, it determines the list of available roles, which are displayed as checkboxes that the user can select to state that they are willing to play that role. The clients then determine when a sufficient set of roles has been selected to start the script.


For each script, there is a single unique IRC channel that is used to coordinate the role selection process, and also to allow users to chat with each other until a sufficient set of roles have been filled. Whenever a user checks or un-checks a role selection checkbox, a message is sent on the channel to notify all of the clients. Thus, all of the clients are aware of the state of all of the other clients in terms of the role selection requests made by their users.


In order to simplify the role selection process, one of the clients on the channel is considered to be the master, based on the client’s nickname. The master takes into account the role requests of all of the clients, giving preference to clients that have been waiting the longest – first come, first served. Once the master has found a set of clients that fill all of the required roles, it sends a message to the channel listing the clients and the roles assigned to them, plus the name of a new channel. All of the listed clients then leave the current channel and join the new one, which is used during execution of the script. The role selection process is then repeated for the next set of users waiting to play, with each new set of users being assigned a unique channel.


Coordinating Scenes Once play has started, all of the clients are considered equal – there is no master during this phase. The primary task is now to remember what the current scene is and when to advance to the next scene.


All of the clients start out synchronized on the first scene. However, it is possible for them to become unsynchronized in the event of an unplanned disconnect – a dropped dial-up line, for example. In that case, the client reconnects to the server, but the other clients may have continued on to a new scene in the meantime. To resynchronize the current scene, a reconnecting client sends a message asking the other clients to post their current state. Each client responds with its current state. Since scene advancement is monotonically increasing, clients can safely synchronize to the largest scene number posted.


Advancing to the next scene can take place either after a fixed interval, or due to a script-specified set of roles requesting the advance. In the case of timed scenes, all of the clients maintain their own timers and advance when they expire. In the case of a user-driven scene advance, clients post the current state of the scene advance checkbox on their machine whenever it changes. Thus, all clients have the same information concerning scene advancement, and can make the same decision, based on the script.


Java Implementation


Lead Line was implemented using Java[� REF _Ref480700644 \r \h ��11�] and the 1.1 version of the Abstract Window Toolkit (AWT)[� REF _Ref480700657 \r \h ��8�]. It was implemented as an applet intended to run within a web browser. The Abstract Window Toolkit provided a sufficient set of UI elements to implement the fairly basic user interface used with Lead Line. Its wide distribution as part of the browsers we planned to support was crucial. Java also provides a well-designed set of network classes, which made development of the prototype quick and easy.


However, there were some problem with using Java and the AWT. Because of the lack of good text display facilities in the AWT TextArea class, we were unable to employ established text chat techniques such as using different fonts, colors, or weights to set off selected portions of the chat history text. Nor could we easily insert graphical elements into the history. Since we focused on simple text as the medium, this was not a serious problem, but the inclusion of some graphical elements would have been nice. Another limitation was Netscape’s incomplete implementation of AWT 1.1 in their Macintosh browser. Some features associated with user input were not available. This meant that only Internet Explorer could be used on Macintosh. Future browser releases are expected to fix this.


RESULTS


Using the Lead Line prototype, we conducted an extended series of trials to determine which types of scripted social interactions work well and which do not. We ran over forty sessions with over thirty distinct scripts, covering a wide range of business and entertainment activities.


Following this, we conducted an experiment to compare structured and unstructured interaction in performance of a goal-directed task: ranking interview candidates. The experiment involved nineteen groups of three or four people (65 total, 31 female and 34 male, with a median age of 37 years, and a wide range of previous chat experience). Each participant was given notes from a set of hypothetical interviews with three candidates. Their task was to pick the best candidate. If all of the information in the notes was shared, the ranking of the applicants was obvious. Each group participated in two sessions, one structured and one unstructured, with the order randomized in order to counter-balance the results. The unstructured session simply gave the group twenty minutes of text chat time to come to a consensus. The structured session lead them through the steps of considering the requirements of the position, considering each candidate, comparing the candidates, and deciding. More details can be found in [� REF _Ref493045933 \r \h ��9�].


We learned or confirmed a number of things:


Brainstorming Works


As other researchers have found[� REF _Ref493046469 \r \h ��30�,� REF _Ref480700004 \r \h ��20�], one of the most effective on-line activities is brainstorming. The ability of multiple users to simultaneously create input – a fact that in other uses of the media is actually a deficit – means there is more input generated per unit of time. And since there is no imposed ordering or control of the “floor,” users feel freer to contribute their own views, whether extending a previous point or contributing a new one. Anonymity can also be used to help equalize the participants.


One of the trials used an established meeting facilitation technique known as SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats). The script contained a scene for each of these. Within each scene, users were encouraged to do open-ended brainstorming. The result was an effective evaluation of the topic at hand, without the involvement of a human meeting facilitator.


Another trial developed a fictional product, from conception through development, naming, marketing, and post-release evaluation. Although the script was used for fiction, it followed well-established procedures for product development. Each stage of the process involved free-form discussion and idea generation. The simple structure of the script, leading the users through the phases of the product, freed them to concentrate on brainstorming the part currently at hand.


Assessment Tasks Work Well


Another category of successful tasks is assessment. There is, in fact, quite a bit of similarity between assessment and brainstorming. Both are oriented toward getting as many ideas, facts, and opinions out in the open as possible. The SWOT trial described in the previous section is really an assessment task, as well as brainstorming.


In our goal-directed assessment experiment, described earlier, we measured the quality of the decisions and whether the groups reached a consensus within the allotted time. Figure 2 shows how many groups reached complete or partial consensus, and figure 3 shows the quality of the decisions. Note that in some cases no explicit consensus was reached even though the members of the group had, in fact, come to the same conclusion concerning the candidate ranking. In each graph, we separate the sessions where scripted chat was used first (right pair) from those where unstructured chat was used first (left pair). As you can see, when it was used first, scripting improved the quality of the decision, but even more, it increased the probability that consensus was reached within the available time.


�EMBED Excel.Chart.8 \s���Figure 2: Consensus
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Figure 3: Quality





Lessons Learned from a Script Persist


People do not just blindly follow a script. They also learn from it, and what they learn is used in subsequent interactions, whether those interactions use the same script, a different script, or no script at all.


In figures 2 and 3, notice the difference in consensus and quality of plain text chat when it follows a structured session, as compared with the results when it comes first. When scripting was used first, the subsequent unscripted session was more effective. A closer analysis of the content of the session transcripts reveal that people learned effective techniques from the first session and applied those techniques to the following one.


Structure Enables Creativity


It is tempting to make the assumption that adding structure dampens creativity. Previous structured online system were considered overly constraining[� REF _Ref493046188 \r \h ��7�]. But we found exactly the opposite: an appropriate level of structure allows people to be more creative. It frees them from uncertainties of the context and goal and lets them concentrate their imaginations where it really counts. This has been known and exploited in improvisation for some time[� REF _Ref480700726 \r \h � \* MERGEFORMAT �33�,� REF _Ref480700728 \r \h � \* MERGEFORMAT �28�].


An entertainment title that we created set the stage for user-driven farce. The setting is a date at a fancy French restaurant. The roles are the snotty waiter, plus a couple who are somewhat less than sophisticated. This is a very simple setting, immediately understandable to users, with very little plot, but it provides enough context and grounding for users to create wildly imaginative content. Of particular interest was the fact that every time this script was played – and we played it a lot since it was used often to demo the prototype – the dynamics as well as the details were completely different.


Recognized Contexts Can Speed Interaction


People are used to working within an established framework or context. With an on-line system, that context is not always immediately obvious, as it usually is in a face-to-face encounter due to the process of physically arriving at it. If a script creates a setting that is well known to the users, it can speed the process of getting down to the core business at hand and can make them more at ease.


The French restaurant farce described in the previous section is an example of this. Since everyone is familiar with French restaurants, including their occasional reputation for snobbery, players immediately understood where they were, what was expected of their characters, and even what sorts of jokes to start out with.


In another trial, Lead Line was used for pre- and post-conference support for the International Forum of Visual Practitioners. These scripts were intended to break the ice before the conference and get people thinking about what they wanted to get out of the conference; and as a debriefing after the conference both for those who had attended it and those who could not. Both scripts were set in a fictional social setting, with a host that guides the conversation through a series of topics. The pre-conference script took the form of a walk in the park. The post-conference script was called Café El Marko, complete with fictional fresh-baked cookies.


Identity Can Be Used As A Tool


Unlike face-to-face interaction, it is possible on-line to control the degree of identify versus anonymity that a person exposes. This can be used to dramatically alter the nature of an interaction. More anonymity can make users feel freer to share their true opinions. More identity can make the interaction hit closer to home. And changing the identity of the user from one associated with them as an individual to one associated with their professional role can make the proceeding more business-like and impersonal.


In one Lead Line trial, we simulated a personnel problem. An employee was found browsing X-rated sites on the Internet using company equipment. Roles included the employee, his immediate supervisor, and his wife. Even though this was envisioned as a workplace training exercise, the ability of users to distance themselves from their true identities through role-playing allowed a much freer exchange of ideas.


In another title, we explicitly tried to bring out the real person. Rather than having roles, people were simply themselves. The script took the form of a dinner party, and encouraged people to reveal personal details about themselves. When this script was used within our group, where people already knew each other, it was quite successful. But when we tried the same script in a usability trial, where the participants were strangers, they were extremely reluctant to share any personal information.


Roles Can Empower the User


Users take their assigned roles very seriously. It defines for them who they are and what they can do. They are surprisingly unwilling to break the bonds a role imposes.


In a morality play script used in the Lead Line trials, there were roles for a well-to-do character and a panhandler. The panhandler tries to get money; the other role tries to get away without giving any. In the second half of the script, the users reverse roles, but otherwise rerun exactly the same story. This proved quite enlightening, and somewhat disturbing, as users realized how much difference perspective makes.


In the product development script, described earlier, the roles are identified by professional title. Since this was an entertainment title, the titles were made up: Mesaphase Engineer, Altonian Designer, and Project Folder. But people invariably mapped these titles to real life: engineer, designer, and manager. Often, people would make product suggestions only in keeping with their perceived role.


SUMMARY & FUTURE WORK


Using a simple text chat scripting system, we have explored several aspects of online scripted social interaction. The results of these explorations have confirmed existing expectations of what types of interaction can be effective online, and added some new ones.


In the future, we plan additional formal experiments using the Lead Line prototype. We are particularly interested in determining aspects of scripted online systems that can be made as or more effective than their offline equivalents. We also want to investigate how to make scripted social interaction in task directed activities interesting as well as effective. And we have already started a project to explore computer-augmentation of face-to-face interactions.
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