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ABSTRACT 
This paper investigates the basis for social awareness; 
analysing naturalistic data to understand how people convey 
availability and capability to communicate in everyday 
interaction and how they use existing presence systems. The 
findings show that people in close personal relationships 
provide intermittent information about their activities and plans 
which are used to infer and negotiate future contact and 
communication decisions. The implications for more 
sophisticated cross-media communication systems are 
discussed. 

Categories and Subject Descriptors 
H.5.3 [Information Interfaces and Presentation]: Group and 
Organisation Interfaces – asynchronous interaction, 
collaborative computing, computer-supported collaborative 
work, evaluation/methodology, synchronous interaction, web-
based interaction. H.5.2 [Information Interfaces and 
Presentation]: User Interfaces – natural language, user-
centred design. 

General Terms 
Design, Human Factors. 

Keywords 
Presence, awareness, naturalistic data, communication, cross-
media. 

1. INTRODUCTION 
In our modern lives we use a plethora of devices and 
communication tools to manage our interactions – fixed line 
telephony, mobile phones, SMS, MMS, VoIP services, instant 
messaging, email, social networking sites and internet forums 
to name a few of the more popular methods.   This, in turn, has 
made decisions about how and when to contact someone more 
pertinent. Social awareness involves achieving “an 
understanding of the activities of others, which provides a 
context for your own activity” [7]. In making communication 
decisions, presence or awareness incorporates two related 

concepts: availability of a potential recipient and their 
capability to communicate. Availability refers to whether a 
person is available to communicate, that is, whether or not they 
are involved in some activity that would preclude them also 
being engaged in an interaction. Capability indicates the means 
by which a person is contactable (e.g., by mobile phone and 
text but not video on a computer and so on). A contemporary 
example of these two levels of awareness would be the settings 
on an instant messaging system like MSN Messenger. The 
buddy list shows who is currently on-line and technically 
capable of receiving instant messages, while the busy status 
indicators show a level of availability to be interrupted.  

Presence literature focuses heavily on workplace presence (e.g., 
[4] [10]). Although this research provides a useful starting point 
there are significant differences between work and non-work 
environments. For example, Xerox’s ‘Portholes’ [8] were one 
of the earliest well-known awareness systems but such a system 
would be unlikely to be adopted in a non-work environment 
due to privacy issues. These systematic differences mean there 
are different considerations to be made in relation to presence 
in the social sphere. Therefore, “[t]he importance of this 
awareness goes beyond the workplace” [6] and communicating 
presence information has “a huge potential in domestic 
settings” [10]. The data in this paper is predominantly 
social/domestic, although because there is overlap there is some 
workplace interaction (which mirrors the general trend towards 
blurring of ‘home’ and ‘work’). 

Dabbish and Kraut concluded that “[r]ecommendations for 
designing awareness displays are clear: provide an abstract 
display with pertinent information about a remote 
collaborator’s task, while minimizing extraneous detail” [4]. 
However, what is considered ‘pertinent’ context is not 
necessarily so straightforward. Although we know we need 
context, in relation to human-computer interaction this is 
problematic as “often we don’t know what contextual 
information is relevant, useful, or even how to use it” [12]. At 
the centre of design for improved presence services is the “need 
to find out what information a system would need” [5] which is 
quite difficult as during “daily interactions we are not used to 
making social judgments based on someone’s location or phone 
alarm profile, but on gestures, gazes, looks, movement, talk and 
so on” [13]. Moreover, much of the research on presence 
systems is experimental and/or observed in a simulated 
environment (e.g., [4]). By contrast, the research described here 
uses naturalistic data to understand how people actually 
communicate information that allows their interlocutor to 
discern their availability and capability to communicate. 
Therefore, the research can identify what information is needed 
by examining what is relevant to participants themselves.  
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A very recent study using content analysis has also used 
naturalistic data (although restricted only to mobile phone 
interaction) to understand disclosure of location and activity 
information between remote parties [2]. We build on this work 
by recording a wider range of interactions across media and 
using conversation analysis inspired approach to examine 
orientation to future communication. 

2. APPROACH 
The data corpus comprises recordings of the naturalistic 
interactions of eight pairs of people in key social relationships. 
All the communications between the pair (via every media they 
used) were recorded over a two week period.  

The volunteers responded to adverts seeking pairs of people 
who communicated with each other more than ten times a week 
using four or more communication methods. The relationships 
between the pairs included best friends, partners, and parent 
and adult offspring. For ethical reasons, the data has been 
anonymised, which involves changing names, events, locations 
and other information that could lead to identification. The 
participants were active in the data collection process and were 
therefore free to choose not to record any communication they 
did not wish to include in the data they submitted.  

The resulting data corpus comprised 499 actual or attempted 
instances of communication across an array of media, 
including: fixed line phone calls, mobile phone calls, voicemail, 
face-to-face interaction, SMS, instant messaging, email, 
handwritten notes, and social networking sites (e.g., Facebook 
and Bebo). The raw data were organised into cross-media 
transcripts in chronological order from the perspective of the 
sender/initiator. For the most part, this also reflected the 
experience of the receiver with the exception of a few instances 
in which participants might, for example, read an SMS that was 
sent after an email prior to reading that email. The data were 
characterised with broad quantitative analyses and also a 
qualitative method which was shaped by a conversation 
analytic approach. This means, among other things, that there 
was focus on actual communications (rather than simulated 
interactions or only reports of communications practices), 
attention to the content of the communications (rather than only 
the incidence of interactions), and an attempt to understand 
what participants do and not just what they say they do. 

3. HOW PARTICIPANTS CONVEY 
AVAILABILITY AND CAPABILITY TO 
COMMUNICATE 
Across the data corpus it is normative for participants to share 
information that gives their interlocutors awareness knowledge. 
This is not usually direct awareness information that would be 
included in a typical presence system but rather related 
information about their everyday activities and plans. 

3.1 Talking About Current and Future 
Activities 
In the following data fragments participants give information 
about their current activity (or lack thereof). 
Extract 1 (JC:19, SMS) 
Car: Im just on my way 2 work.  
 
Extract 2 (SD:05, SMS) 
Dan: ...dunno when ill be home yet. just  come to    
     bretts... 
 
Extract 3 (MA:02, SMS) 
Mad: ...On a quick break to get a drink... 

 
Extract 4 (NC:11, SMS) 
Nic: ...I am bored and on the bus btw thats why 
     this txt is so rambling xXx 
 
Extract 5 (JC:07, Email) 
Car: I'm free now... 
 

In each of these extracts the sender of the message is informing 
their recipient of an activity: traveling to work (Extract 1); 
meeting a friend at their house (Extract 2); having a quick break 
(Extract 3); on a bus journey (Extract 4); and doing nothing 
(Extract 5). Some of these also provide location information to 
a knowledgeable recipient, such as if the receiver of Maddy’s 
text in Extract 3 knows what she is breaking from (and the 
implication is that the recipient does know). 

In the next data excerpts participants provide information about 
their future activities.  
Extract 6 (GC:02, Face-to-face) 
Cas: ...I’ve got invigilation an’ then I’m just gonna  
     go home an’ get on with marking an’ stuff so:: 
 
Extract 7 (RM:25, Email) 
Rac: ...Better go and do some work!... 
 
Extract 8 (FL:21, IM) 
Fai: im off 2 bed now 
Fai: bye 
 
Extract 9 (FL:21, IM) 
Lil: just goin 2 print off my history 
 
Extract 10 (GC:11, Email) 
Geo: ...I got a meeting now to plan the work I have  
     to do that I haven’t already done!! So that  
     should take a goooood long while!! Ooopsy! 
 

Current and future activities are often included in a single 
communication. For example, Extracts 1 and 3 above are taken 
from a longer stretch of interaction: 
Extract 11 (JC:19, SMS) 
Car: Im just on my way 2 work. B there in 5 mins x 
 
Extract 12 (MA:02, SMS) 
Mad: ...On a quick break to get a drink.  Have managed  
     to escape at 415... 
 

Although the content of these data fragments does not involve 
topicalising availability and capability to communicate, they 
provide recipients with information that allows them to infer 
when and how would be the best ways to contact these people. 
For example, in Extract 11, Carla’s SMS informs Jess that she 
is currently contactable via the means of communication that 
are available to her during her journey to work. However, in 
five minutes Carla will be at work and the methods by which 
communication can be achieved will change. The exact nature 
of these changes (i.e., which methods of communication are 
available) are unspecified as her communication is designed for 
someone who knows her sufficiently well for this information 
not to need spelling out. This short SMS, then, provides a 
resource for Jess to surmise when and how to contact Carla.  

In the cases above the information provided is a resource for 
recipients to make decisions about when and how would be the 
most appropriate way to communicate. However, this is a 
resource only when combined with the recipient’s knowledge 
of the particular circumstances of the individual and in this way 
the originators recipient-design their communications. 

3.2 Unavailability and negotiating future 
communications  
As detailed above, people usually just describe activities and 
leave it to their recipients to infer information about their 
availability and capability to communicate. However, 
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sometimes this implication is spelled out. Extracts 13-15 make 
clear the link between their activities and the consequential 
impact on their availability and capability to communicate. 
Extract 13 (GC:48, IM) 
Cas: Right sweet cheeks, I've got to run as I've got  
     to shut things down and get myself sorted to  
     meet everyone in a few minutes. 
 
Extract 14 (MA:53, SMS) 
Mad: ...I’ve got to got to an allocation  meeting this  
     morning, which may take a while, so sorry if    
     can’t text... 
 
Extract 15 (JC:45, SMS) 
Car: Heya, just got bk. 2 tired 2 type but yeh il  
     help if i get a chance. Gona pass out in bed  
     now, c u 2mora x 
 

Extract 15 hints at the proposed next communication between 
the sender and the recipient (i.e. “c u 2mora”) but in many 
instances this was more explicit. In addition to providing 
information about their own future activities, participants often 
combined this information with details of when and/or how 
they would contact their recipient next (Extracts 16-18) or 
request their recipient to make next contact (Extracts 19-20). 
Extract 16 (GC:09, Email)  
Cas: ...Right, I've got invigilation in a bit so  
     I've got to run but I'll chat to you when I get   
     out (sounds like prison doesn't it?!). 
 
Extract 17 (SP:16, Facebook) 
Sim: ...am in tomorrow, will pass by the office. 
 
Extract 18 (RM:09, SMS) 
Rac: ...off 2 work this pm,will call this eve xxx 
 
Extract 19 (JC:67, Email) 
Car: I'm going 2 help julie with analsis now as well  
     so give me an e-mail back and i'll read it wen i  
     am back in the office. today is super busy,  
     quite exciting really. n e way, see u later xxx 
 
Extract 20 (GC:16, SMS)  
Cas: ...Im going 2 b marking lab reports all evening,  
     boo hiss! Let me no if u want 2 go in 2Gether  
     2moro. We can chat about logistics later. Have  
     an Edamame for me in waggas! Speak 2 u later  
     honey xxx 
 

People’s activities are not static and messages about plans and 
next contact are subject to negotiation. The data above are 
asynchronous but in synchronous interactions it is easier for 
participants to negotiate future contact taking into consideration 
each party’s upcoming activities as Extract 21 illustrates: 
Extract 21 (GC:53, Call) 
Geo: I’m not- I don’t plan on staying very much more  
     than about half an hour.= 
Cas: =Okay no: that’s perfect yeah 
Geo: (That’s [why)]  
Cas:         [Cool] do you wanna just give me a  
     little ring when you’re: when you’re ready 
Geo: Yep  

 
These interactions are negotiations that show participants’ 
orientations to the relevance and significance of future 
availability and capability to communicate.  

3.3 Separating availability and capability  
Even when an interaction has been established successfully, 
participants may continue to ascertain availability: 
Extract 22 (NC:07, call) 
Cec: ...Are you having your dinner?... 
 

Extract 22 shows the distinction between availability and 
capability to communicate. By answering, Nicky has made 
apparent that she is capable of communicating, but Cecily does 
not assume Nicky is available to communicate which is 

evidenced by Cecily’s enquiry offering a candidate account for 
unavailability (i.e. ‘having your dinner’).  

In sum, participants’ communications about their current and 
future activities provides a rich resource for those with prior 
knowledge of them to make inferences about their availability 
and capability to communicate. Availability and capability are 
distinct elements – which are open to negotiation – that are 
integral to communication choices and, although they are 
generally not talked about in these terms, these concepts are 
relevant to assessing someone’s presence (as Extract 22 shows). 

4. HOW PARTICIPANTS MAKE USE OF 
PRESENCE SYSTEMS 
Few mobile phones give availability information, but there is a 
default expectation that mobile phones are ‘always on’ [9]. So, 
unless a person is otherwise engaged in an activity that 
precludes mobile phone use then it is expected that contact can 
be made this way. It is expected that a person will always be 
capable of mobile phone contact. IM applications normally 
give presence information and have some automated features 
but they may be overridden by the user. However, the presence 
information that is given on many instant messaging systems is 
often not regarded as very useful [1]. Social networking sites 
usually give information as to whether a person is online. 

The instant messaging systems used by participants all showed 
whether their contacts were online. However, participants did 
not always treat those listed as ‘offline’ as actually offline.  
Extract 23 (GC:27, IM) 
Cas: ...Was that coinsidence that you just signed in  
     at the same time as me or were you hiding?! 
     ... 
Geo: i was hididng and sighed in to say hello to you 
 
Extract 24 (GC:42, IM) 
Cas: Hello hello, are you hiding? 
Geo: hehe 
Geo: yep 
  

This lack of trust in the validity of the ‘offline’ listing means 
that participants may pursue an instant messaging session with 
an absent intended interlocutor which is of course unsuccessful 
(as happened in the following extract, for example). 
Extract 25 (GC:15, IM) 
Geo: dude is there there  
Geo: i'm heading off soon  
Geo: tried to ring you but got no reply  
Geo: i am heading off into town or all the shops  
     might shut  
Geo: i'll txt you or call you later hope your day was  
     ok  
Geo: i'm guessing you didnt go home early???  
Geo: speka later darling  
Geo: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
 

It is not only the online/offline distinction that is treated as 
inaccurate; participants also queried ‘busy’ statuses. 
Extract 26 (GC:62, IM) 
Cas: Are you really busy or are you just yanking my  
     chain?? 
  
Extract 27 (JC:68, Email) 
Jen: ...i should talk on msn since u're there,but ur  
     busy... 
 

As well as treating others’ displayed availability as inaccurate, 
they also overwrote their own. In an email to Cecily, Nicky 
accounts for the fact that she is listed as offline despite the 
evidence of the email showing that she is online with reference 
to the fact that she should actually be doing homework.  
Extract 28 (NC:15, Email) 
Nic: ...I am supposed to be doing my homework now but  
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     heyho this is more fun (just in case you're  
     wondering why I'm not online)... 
 

Status information varies depending on the recipient: there is no 
single description for everyone. This email shows that despite 
people’s routine questioning of the displayed availability status 
there is still the underlying assumption that people do check 
what is listed. This is evidenced by Nicky’s assumption that 
Cecily will have already been aware of her ‘offline’ status. 

5. CONCLUSIONS 
Although “[l]earning a person’s availability is a very hard task” 
[5], it is one that humans achieve adeptly. The real difficulty 
lies in the creation of a system that incorporates this level of 
information.  

Perhaps most significantly, the work presented here highlights 
the importance of communicating information that allows 
future availability and capability to be discerned. People plan 
their activities and this provides a resource for others who want 
to plan their communications and make decisions about media 
choice. Since it is important for a presence system to be easy to 
read [6] [10], an ideal system would indicate current and future 
information in a way that requires little interpretation to read 
(interpretation of the implications of that information is 
acceptable as this is what people are used to). 

Previous research suggests a “sender calls when their situation 
is conducive to communication, but they do so with little 
knowledge of the receiver’s situation” [5]. However, this was 
not the case for the participants in this data set. In interviews, it 
was almost universally reported that each participant had a 
rough understanding of the other’s daily routines and, when this 
is coupled with the interactional data which shows regular 
updating about people’s activities, we can see that they do have 
knowledge of their recipient’s likely situation. This may be one 
of the ways in which social communications differ from 
workplace interactions in which the extent of personal 
knowledge may be less. A system cannot replace the complex 
interpretations and prior knowledge that exists in periphery of 
human consciousness but it should be a conduit or support for 
that information. 

These findings support the requirement of a good presence 
system that “allow[s] users to manage expressions of presence 
to different groups and across different communication 
channels” [3]. We can see already that people do manipulate 
presence systems to manage their availability and capability to 
communicate profiles depending on the individual who is 
accessing that information. Therefore, an ideal system would 
allow for group and individual differentiation. Although since 
control and privacy are important requirements [11], the ability 
to override the automatic functions is important. In this way, 
the system needs to suggest rather than direct. These presence 
indicators are largely confined to methods of communication 
facilitated by the internet. However, these data show that 
people’s communication that index availability and capability 
to communicate are trans-media. Therefore, an ideal presence 
system would require interaction across all media types. 
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