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Abstract 
 

Information and communications technologies have been hailed for their ability to overcome issues of distance, and 
enable communities along dimensions other than geographical proximity. Some see this shift in social organization 
as detrimental to local communities. Ubicomp, given its goal of embeddedness in environments, seems to offer some 
potential for re-establishing a sense of community among people who share a given physical environment. This 
paper describes the results of a research project that specifically addresses the potential for technology to enable the 
creation of community in place. A key, it turns out, lies not in explicitly encouraging individual relationships (for 
example, through profile matching), but rather facilitating appropriate forms of participation. 
 
 

1 Introduction 
 

Throughout the past decade, numerous researchers have pointed out that new technologies are changing the structure 
of society by enabling people to form connections around interests and activities, rather than around geographical 
proximity.  The 1990s gave us such new vocabulary as “online communities,”  “communities of practice”  (Wenger, 
1998), and “virtual communities”  (Rheingold, 1993). Wellman (2002) regards these developments as  the 
continuation of much broader social, physical and technological changes that have precipitated a shift in forms of 
community and social engagement, from geographical communities to what he calls “networked individualism.”  
“Because connections are to people and not to places, the technology affords shifting of work and community ties 
from linking people-in-places to linking people at any place. Computer supported communication will be 
everywhere, but it will be situated nowhere.”  

This shift has potentially far-reaching consequences, some of them perceived as negative. Putnam (2000) has 
suggested that the shift has resulted in the loss of “social capital” , the bonds of trust and mutual interdependence that 
characterize healthy physical communities. A number of social movements have thus arisen in an attempt to counter 
some of these forces of displacement that pervade modern technological regimes. In our own research in developing 
nations, for instance, a large premium is placed on social capital. Bonds of trust and a mutual sense of dependability 
are vital to communities where material resources might be scarce. Technological deployments in marginalized 
communities are thus often designed to maximize social capital and local bonds, as for instance among Latin 
American telecenters (Sherry and Salvador, 2003).  This is not just a “developing nations”  phenomenon; a similar 
motivation can also be found in affluent communities. From the Italian-born “slow food”  movement to a renewed 
interest in “unintentional”  communities and ecological sustainability, a variety of people are interested in re-
energizing a sense of engagement with place and geographically based communities, developing human capital, and 
revitalizing physical environments.  This agenda has been driven from a technological perspective, for instance, 
among community informatics researchers and practitioners (Gurstein, 2003) 

Ubicomp technologies seem to offer an interesting possibility in this debate over the shifting nature of community. 
Connectivity enabled by embedded systems, whether to remote devices via the internet or other services, provides a 
certain transcendence of local physical constraints. At the same time, as many have pointed out, ubiquitous 
computing technologies are potentially more firmly grounded in a sense of “place”  (McCullough, 2004).  
Technologies that are embedded in the physical environment, providing services that in many cases relate 
specifically to a given location, thus seem to offer the best of both worlds – bridging from the local to the remote, 
but in a grounded way.  



And yet, many projects attempting to create local community have met with unexpected, sometimes troublesome 
results. Explicit attempts to facilitate social interaction in person, based for instance on profile matching or other 
means of inviting direct social engagement, have elicited concerns about the rather promiscuous sharing of personal 
information (McCarthy, et al, 2004).  Boyd (2004) shows how users of Friendster – the on-line social networking 
application – repurposed, faked, circumvented or otherwise resisted the software’s profile-based approach. In 
general, the formula of these profile-based approaches seems awkward, especially in situations where people are co-
located: “A, meet B. You both like windsurfing. Now talk amongst yourselves.”  Most such approaches, even when 
they succeed, have largely focused on directly supporting interpersonal relationships, and are often aimed at 
occasioning or supporting primarily linguistic interaction – whether face to face or via text-based media.  Without 
denying the importance both linguistic interaction and direct personal connections to human social behaviour, we 
wondered whether there may be other ways for people to “socially interact”  that don’ t entail this narrow definition 
of what social engagement means. 

The project described in this paper addresses these concerns, drawing on a longer trajectory of research, primarily 
ethnographic in nature, which has investigated the relationship between technology and human social bonds. Based 
on prior ethnographic encounters, we were interested in exploring technologies that fit in a particular kind of social 
setting, what Oldenburg (1999) would call a “ third place”  – an American coffee shop. Oldenburg points out that 
third places are establishments “ to which one may go alone at almost any time of the day or evening with assurance 
that acquaintances will be there.”  Third places provide a sense of “affiliation”  (as distinguished from intimacy), 
where the attraction is not any particular individual at any particular time, but rather a sense of belonging to the 
collective, rooted in place. From this perspective, affiliation is marked less by Wellman’s “networked 
individualism”  and more by a sense of participation in the life of a given establishment.  This was the mode of 
participation that interested us in this project. 

 
1.1 Background: ethnographic research in café settings. 

As mentioned, the initial motivation for this project was provided by a series of ethnographic encounters in café 
settings and other “ third place”  environments globally (Salvador et al, 2003; Sherry and Salvador, 2003, Salvador, 
Bell and Anderson, 1999). In this research, we were particularly interested to understand the nature of such places as 
an alternative to the canonical (at least at our own institution) distinction between technologies for the “home”  and 
those for the “office.”  In our initial ethnographic forays, we identified a few aspects of café life that we hypothesized 
might be relevant to this exercise. These included: 

·  A sense of participation in the life of the place. In our own research in such establishments, we have seen 
examples of this kind of participation. In a student café at a small university, patrons bring in chess 
pieces to replace missing ones in the set (which remains at the café). Taped to a wall near the cash 
register of a small café in Iowa are postcards sent by vacationing patrons from all over the world.  These 
lightweight contributions to the life and quality of the place mark one form of participation in third 
places. This is the sense of place-based participation we were hoping to approximate with technology.  

·  A consciousness of zones of activity within the space.  As Lauier et al (2001) have pointed out, in the café 
setting the physical organization of the space provides a resource by which people can make sense of 
unfolding action within the space. Within all the environments we visited we noted this at many levels of 
resolution, from the placement of objects on a table to the arrangements of furniture, counters and other 
objects. At this larger scale, objects provide relatively recognizable zones that enable or define particular 
activities in particular areas. 

·  An appreciation for multiple forms of “ legitimate participation”  within the space. Many third places, for 
instances the various bars in Barcelona, take on a very different characteristic throughout the day, can 
have differential meanings for people of different genders at various times, can provide different 
offerings, different forms of entertainment, and other changes. Throughout these changes, participation in 
the life of the place entails sometimes considerably different behaviours and senses of what is 
appropriate. 

·  An intuition that much of the excitement over “WiFi access”  at cafés and similar establishments might 
undermine, rather than enhance, the sense of community within a given place. In fieldwork leading up to 
the experiment described in this paper, we noted that WiFi access has tended to support uses that do not 
enhance participation in the space. For instance, most uses involve connecting with non-present others 
via email, surfing the web, or otherwise engaging in behaviors that limit the quality and duration of 
interactions with others in the place. 



·  The relatively greater role that such places play in many communities outside the United States. Research 
suggests that in many parts of the world, public life, and third places, play a greater role in social network 
formation than public establishments in the U.S. (Oldenburg, 1999). For that reason, we considered 
ourselves fortunate to identify a setting where the establishment of “community”  was an explicit goal. 

 
2 Project descr iption 
2.1 The setting 

Urban Grind, in the city of Portland, Oregon, proved to be a fortunate choice for a trial for a couple reasons. First, 
the goal of the café’s proprietors was to create a sense of in-place community. The café was purposely set up in a 
location that featured few amenities, and was not a likely spot for foot traffic or drop-in customers, unlike trendier 
neighborhoods with a variety of shops, cafés, bars, etc.  This location featured mostly light industry and small 
offices, with a few local residents, and no neighborhood identity. In fact, although we did not fully understand this at 
the time of our site selection, the café was fairly unique as an establishment. The proprietors, Brenda and Macker, 
were actually Christian ministers in an organization known as the “Urban Church.”  The warehouse site into which 
the café was fitted had initially been chosen as a large enough space for Sunday worship, only secondarily was it 
decided that it could be productively used as a café during the week. With the creation of the café, however, the 
proprietors made a conscious decision to keep its operations separate from their mission as ministers – there were no 
church-related functions on the site during café hours. At the same time, they maintained for the café a goal of 
establishing a strong sense of community. 

 

       

Figure 1a and b: Urban Grind, exterior and interior facing the coffee counter. 

A second important aspect of the café was the technology it featured. When we arrived, there was already a wireless 
broadband internet connection present, thanks to the Portland Personal Telco Project. “PTP”  is a group of volunteer 
WiFi activists whose goal was to provide a blanket of wireless broadband coverage free of charge to a vast portion 
of the city, as an alternative to what they regarded as expensive services from the established telecommunications 
sector.1 The wireless LAN was clearly a resource we expected to utilize, though at first it was unclear exactly how. 
In addition, the site featured a desktop PC on a small counter off to one side of the space, also connected to the 
wireless LAN and available for use by any patron, to which was connected a voice-over-IP phone. 
 
2.2 Methods 

Our “experiment”  in this site was conducted through a series of phases. The first phase consisted in primarily 
ethnographic characterizations of the space, including not just interviews with patrons but attention to the physical 
organization of the space, along with observation of activities therein. In parallel with later stages of that first phase 
we embarked on a participatory design exercise, with input from local patrons, management and others with a vested 

                                                 
1 For more information see www.personaltelco.net . 
 



interest (for instance, the director of the Personal Telco Project). In addition to this informal steering committee, we 
interviewed a handful of “ regulars.”  These were individuals pointed out to us by one of the owners, Brenda, who 
served a kind of “public character”  (Jacobs, 1961) role. (In fact, this role is exactly what profile matching systems 
attempt to automate and emulate). Our goal in these interviews was to elicit people’s sense of relationship to the 
place and others within it, and to develop a baseline understanding prior to deployment. Most of these regular 
customers, who came, camped and made heavy use of internet connectivity in the space, did indeed appear to be 
“networked individuals” , more in touch with invisible contacts via email and cell phone. But at the same time, these 
same individuals chose Urban Grind because it constituted a “place.”  One regular described how patrons contribute 
items that the owners can’ t afford – an easel for the “soup of the day”  sign, for instance. This patron was clearly 
emotionally attached to the place, and actually welled up as he described his relationship to it. “Starbucks is like 
stepping into a store. Urban Grind is like stepping into a living room. This is my second home.”  These regulars, 
then, were more than casual users of the space, they were devoted patrons, and in fact personal friends of the 
owners.   
 
  
2.3 Technological deployment 

We begin this section by pointing out that the goal of this experiment was not to trial a novel technology, but rather 
use technology as a tool to elicit a better understanding of some principles for its role in facilitating “ in place”  
community. In that regard, this exercise is probably better considered a “probe”  than a “ trial”  (Hutchinson et al, 
2003; Gaver, 2001). It consisted of the following, progressively deployed: 

·  “Cow Cam:”  Prior to our deployment, on a counter-top by which customers typically waited for their 
coffee orders, lay a small collection of animal figurines (initially a cow and a pig). Customers played 
with or posed these while waiting for their orders. On advice of our “steering committee,”  we installed a 
simple digital camera, tethered to a very small form factor PC that was hidden beneath the counter. (see 
figure 2a)  “Cow Cam,”  as it came to be known, was intended to provide patrons with the ability to 
digitally photograph their animal poses, with “one button”  operation. A  5”  by 7”  display, was situated 
within inches of the camera to let people to see the images they produced  

·  A small PC that drove Cow Cam was connected to the local wireless network, thus to an internet 
connection and ultimately to a database server (offsite) where pictures were archived.  

 

   
 
Figure 2a:  Cow Cam apparatus with figurines and other props; Figure 2b: plasma display featuring photos taken by 

Cow Cam, announcements and a community calendar. 
 
 

·  A coverless flatbed scanner, also connected to a hidden PC, allowed patrons to scan images, create 
announcements, or otherwise contribute images to a separate, but similarly connected, back-end image 
database.  



·  The databases of images were accessible via the World Wide Web, on a site that permitted visitors to 
browse all archives, and enter comments about any of the images they desired. 

·  A large plasma display was mounted along one wall of the café (figure 2b). This showed various sources of 
archived information: photos from Cow Cam, images from the scanner, and images contributed by local 
artists (whose physical media were featured on the walls of the café) or contributing photographers. 
Additionally, the plasma display included a weekly calendar of special events at the café.   

 
 

3 Results 
3.1 Quantitative indicators 

While it seems somewhat misleading to place too much emphasis on quantitative results, a few counts provide some 
indication of the level of use and engagement in our trial.  For the purposes of this paper, we will focus specifically 
on Cow Cam and related technologies, leaving a discussion of the scanner and its effects for another venue. 

 
3.1.1 Cow Cam 
Cow Cam proved to be the most popular deployment of the set, although its popularity is also dependent on the 
plasma screen, as will be discussed below. Over the first six months of the trial, Cow Cam was used to create 1420 
images. Use frequency patterns were bimodal. One group – a handful of girls in their early teens – proved to be the 
most avid users. When they were in the café, daily use numbers averaged about 70. Otherwise use averaged about 
eight images per day. Interestingly, despite its apparently trivial nature, Cow Cam did not seem to suffer from a 
novelty effect or ensuing habituation and decline. This daily average was sustained throughout the study. 

Patrons found a variety of different purposes and subjects for the camera.  Just under 50% of the first 1450 photos 
are of the animal figurines (figure 3a). Use of the Cow Cam to shoot posed figurines represented a natural – and 
expected – use of the camera. As had been done before, the figurines constituted a sort of non-verbal story form in 
the life of the café. The camera permitted, among other things, a much more rapid unfolding of narrative events, at 
least as suggested by our observational evidence. That is, on some days, re-posing of the animals happened more 
quickly in the presence of the camera than it had previously. 

Use of the Cow Cam in the creation of portraits was also expected, although it happened far more than we might 
have guessed – 44% of the photos are portraits of one or more people (figure 3b). One patron, who shot his self 
portrait on an almost daily basis, said: “ I suppose that might seem narcissistic. But I just like snapping a shot and 
saying, ‘oh how am I looking today.’  I don’ t think too much about who else is going to see it. I know other people 
will look at it, but I don’ t think about that too much. Mostly it’s just fun. It’s a fun thing to play with.”  

A small number are of other objects – tattoos, hats, even other digital media – for example, photos taken of digital 
images visible on a cell phone screen display (figure 3c). This interesting media transferral is discussed briefly in 
section 4, below.  Some photos are simply indecipherable.  

 

   
Figure 3 (a, b, c): Uses of Cow Cam: posing figurines, portraits, pictures of other objects and media. In the 

background of (3a), beyond the pig’s head, is the plasma display, providing some sense of the space.  
 
 



3.1.2 UGcommunity.com 
The Urban Grind community web site sustained about twenty five thousand hits during the first six months of the 
trial. Not unexpectedly, written comments numbered far fewer – less than a thousand in total. We had hypothesized 
that the UG community site might provide a space for discourse about the images, but it clearly was not heavily used 
in that manner. In many ways, particularly with the posed figurines but also with many portraits, the images 
constituted a sort of “discourse”  in themselves, where subsequent pictures can be read as responses to preceding 
ones. The ease with which such images are made, and the fact that they convey just enough communicative content 
to be useful in this regard, was important, as we will discuss in section 4. 
 
 
3.2 Qualitative results: still unfolding 

Beyond these initial indicators, some other comments can be made about how these technologies were received. We 
note here that our deployment coincided with a time of business growth for the establishment itself, creating a 
dynamic situation. We thus offer some tentative discussion of qualitative results. 
 
3.2.1 Who used the technology? An unexpected population.  

We were modestly surprised to discover those who we first thought would be the most active users of our 
technology – that is, the users whom we interviewed and consulted prior to any development – turned out to be only 
marginal users.  The most frequent users of Cow Cam were people who worked in the neighborhood. These were 
highly “ regular”  patrons – some were in the shop multiple times per day, but not the original “ regulars”  Brenda had 
pointed us to. 

On closer scrutiny, this may not be oo surprising: the “old regulars” , already had their own technology (primarily 
laptops) for use in the space.  Many had their own ways of interacting in the space as well. One patron, for instance, 
had access to the music system, and thus could play his favorites. Others routinely held lengthy conversations with 
the owners or staff while in the space.  Thus, these patrons already had sufficient resources for – and a well 
recognized mode of participation in the space.  

On the other hand, the lightweight design of Cow Cam made it a perfect way for individuals who had a more casual 
relationship with the café to engage in a form of participation in the life of the place. In effect, Cow Cam and the 
displays provided a new mode of participation and self-expression, making it more attractive to those who didn’ t 
bring their own technology or interact heavily with the staff.  It was “something to do”  (as we explore below) for 
those who didn’ t have their own gadgets to play with. 

  
3.2.2 Physical placement and its effects 

Closely related to this distinction between types of “ regulars”  was the issue of the physical organization of the space. 
Figure 4 provides a rough schematic of Urban Grind’s floor plan.  The shaded region to the left provides a rough 
characterization of the flow of many customers – they entered the store, proceeded directly to the counter, purchased 
their coffee and left the way they came in.  They did not linger at the tables.  At the same time, they did make use of 
media along the northern wall of the establishment – newspapers along a counter top, a bulletin board just inside the 
main entrance. 

Thus, the characterization of Cow Cam’s location above is a slight fiction: Coffee drinks were not always served 
where the figurines were located. In fact, unlike the assembly-line efficiency of the major high-end coffee 
establishments, Urban Grind had no hard and fast methods for taking and filling orders. Thus, Cow Cam did 
frequently wind up outside the flow of regular traffic.  It is not clear to what extent the movement of Cow Cam or 
the plasma display would have affected participation. As mentioned, Cow Cam and the plasma display occupied the 
physical spaces more typically associated with the “old timers” , those who brought their laptops and remained in the 
space for longer periods of time, but did not seem to find Cow Cam as interesting. It seems clear from this that the 
patterns of usage were not an accident of placement. The technology lay outside the areas most frequented by the 
“casual regulars.”  Yet, they were the ones who found it most valuable. It should also be noted that Cow Cam was 
not too far out of the normal range to be accessible (although many patrons suggested moving it) and the plasma 
display was large enough to be seen from across the room. 



 

 
Figure 4: Urban Grind floor plan. Blue triangle represents area between doorway and coffee counter that constituted 

the heaviest traffic area, particularly among casual customers.  

 

While Cow Cam seemed to partially defy the physical organization of the space, the scanner was clearly affected by 
its placement. Located along the southern wall of the café, very near the plasma display and a pedestal on which 
stood yet another PC, the scanner was all but invisible to casual patrons. This may have affected its level of use.  

 
3.2.3 Most importantly: what did it mean to people?  

As ethnographers, our primary interest in this research was in meanings – what did people think of the technology, 
and how did that affect their evaluation of it, and its place in the community.  This proved more difficult to elicit 
than we had expected. Among frequent users, most people simply perceived the camera as fun. In initial post-
deployment interviews, most people declined to say that the presence of the technology enhanced the sense of 
community. As one put it: “ I don’ t really think of who I’m taking the pictures for, or putting them up there for 
everyone to see, I just like being able to see the pictures up there (on the plasma display) when I come in.”  This 
sense of participation harkens back to our earlier experiences, for instance with the post-cards in the Iowa café. It 
provided individuals with a way of contributing to the life of the space that involved little explicit relationship 
building,  yet enhanced their enjoyment and sense of the space. As another patron, who was known for his daily self-
portraits, put it: “ It’ s just fun.”   No “objective”  indicators of social effects (e.g., changes in social network diagrams) 
yielded any interesting results. 

Such measurements, as we learned, were off the mark. Further research revealed that the technology did have certain 
types of community-building effects, far more in line with the notion of “affiliation.”  We asked subjects whether 
their relationship to the place was affected by the presence or absence of the technology, and most (at least, those 
who were moderate or frequent users of the technology) said “yes.”  “ I like to see the technology is up and running 
when I am in here,”  replied one user. “ It’s kind of fun just to see what people have been doing with it. And to do 
something with it myself.”  This, then, is not “social”  in the sense of attempting to directly engage individuals in 
canonical forms of social behaviour (e.g., talk about shared interests) but rather “social”  in the sense of activities that 
provide people a common orientation, enabling indirect encounters with each other and a collective relationship to 
the establishment, as well as a mode for self-expression, through which aspects of identity are performed and shared. 
Cow Cam required little personal investment or risk, and yet had residual community-building effects along these 
dimensions. 



4 Discussion 
We conclude this paper with a brief mention of issues that seem to be raised on the basis of our data. The sense of 
community that emerged in this study was built up through participation. As mentioned, this approach to community 
stands in contrast to approaches designed to foster social engagement through by explicitly encouraging human 
interaction, for instance with profile matching or other social prods or applications that explicitly try to facilitate 
human social engagement at a fairly personal level, whether in physically co-present or virtual community situations 
(McCarthy et al; Shirky, 2004; boyd, 2004).  In the present case we managed to provide an element of social 
engagement that enabled a modest sense of community though contributing to the life of the place - social 
connections emerged through joint participation. This is certainly some of the appeal behind many hybrid gaming 
experiments, for instance, although not often characterized as such (e.g., Chang, 2004). Like hybrid games, the 
present deployment was seen as fun – even trivial – but was ultimately valued by members of the community.  

 
4.1 Methodological issue: measur ing effects   

Measuring that value was difficult. On any given day, one could sit for hours in the café without seeing anyone 
interact with the technologies we put in place. They simply did not radically change behaviors in the space. 
Similarly, as we pursued lines of evidence that might directly point to a change in the community, for instance, a 
change in people’s social networks, we found little direct evidence. 

And yet, such measurements as frequency of use in the space or overt changes in people’s social networks seemed to 
miss the mark. People not only expressed their positive evaluation of the technology in interviews with us, but also 
told the owners, in no uncertain terms. This was most evident when the technology was down. Owners report 
multiple customers registering disappointment and requests for its repair. This sort of evaluation seems to reflect 
findings reported by Churchill et al (2003), with regards to their plasma poster experiments.  For a discipline that 
craves replicable, quantitative measurements, this issue offers perhaps little comfort. The issue does suggest we need 
alternative ways of measuring value. One simple metric, which constitutes work in progress and will be reported in 
future papers, will be the willingness of the community – management, staff and / or patrons – to shoulder the 
burden of maintaining the installation themselves.  

 
4.2 Conceptual issue: separating “ purpose”  from “ effects.”   

This is certainly not the first paper to suggest that there may be value in designing simple or playful technologies – it 
is an area well explored by Gaver (2001; 2002) and others. Similarly, this paper is not the first to suggest the effects 
of a technology might be different from its designed purpose, or that there is merit in designing for a certain 
interpretive flexibility – or “hackability”  as Galloway (2004) might frame it. Cow Cam was both playful and under-
determined in its application. What was more interesting, however, was the fact that it occasioned social behaviors 
without attempting to do anything explicitly “social” . Participation doesn’ t have to be explicitly “community”  
oriented, that is, it doesn’ t have to entail the desire to directly engage with other members of the community. At the 
risk of over-playing its importance in the space, Cow Cam achieved some social result simply by being fun to use.  

 
4.3 Design issues: enabling par ticipation in the life of the place 

To develop the idea of designing for participation (as opposed to profiles or other forms of social facilitation), we 
highlight some of the design considerations that might be made prior to installation:  

 
4.3.1 Consider what’s locally appropriate 

 Participation can take various forms. It is almost tautological to suggest that participation must fit with the 
surroundings and locally acceptable patterns of activity. Appropriate to the café setting (as opposed to, say a PC 
baang in Korea) participation with Cow Cam was fleeting and lightweight. It fit nicely with the activity of waiting 
for a coffee order, while contributing to the life of the place.   

  



4.3.2 Provide resources for identity performance 

The ability to “go alone”  to a third place relies on some expectation of recognition and acknowledgment that is, a 
non-threatening venue for presentation of self, “performance”  of one’s identity, however indirectly. Think only of 
the character Norm on the old television sitcom Cheers. Very early in this exercise, during design meetings, we 
speculated that some form of identity tracking might form part of the experience – through smart cards, for instance, 
or other explicit modes of “ registering”  those present in the space. The trap presented by this approach lies in the 
impasse between the poles of burdensome but voluntary “registration”  or threatening and involuntary “surveillance.”   
The Cow Cam example is interesting in that it provided a way out of this trap: it served as a resources by which one 
chooses to make his or herself known, in the course of participating in this contribution to the life of the place. As a 
system for billing and services, Cow Cam is inadequate. But as a means of allowing some form of self-expression 
(and identity performance) within the space, it was well suited. One man, for instance, used the resource for regular 
postings of images of his infant son – through an interesting inter-media transfer from cell phone display to Cow 
Cam (see fig. 3c). No “profile registering and tracking”  systems need apply. 

 
4.3.3 Pay attention to zones of activity in the space 

As discussed above, the physical arrangement of the space contributed to a particular pattern of traffic flow, which 
clearly impacted some technology use. Citing Goffman, Harrison and Dourish (1996) point out that the metaphor of 
“ front and back stage”  is productive for thinking about interactions with technologies. This can be extended to 
thinking about multiple, related activities with multiple technologies. Numerous participants mentioned in 
interviews that they enjoyed seeing their images “appear on the screen.”  There is something performative – that is, 
communicative – in the use of Cow Cam that would have been missing in the absence of the large plasma display. 
Individuals looking at and commenting on images that appeared on the plasma display provided an alternative mode 
of participation – that of observer. It is safe to say (as with lurkers in an on-line community) there were more 
observers than image-makers. Observers were pulled into the life of the community, however, by having a common 
point of reference, a shared visual field.  The use of the large shared display is analogous to that reported by 
Churchill et al (2003) (as are some of the effects, no doubt), but there are important differences as well.  That is, 
people looked to see what others were posting, but there was little propositional “content”  in these utterances.  

Conversely, the very triviality of the “staging”  (Churchill et al, 2003) of the Cow Cam made it both “ fun”  and 
indirectly communicative, although strangely out of view for most of the café (hence the appropriateness of the 
concept of “staging” ). Merely providing a forum for such staging, whatever it might be, seems to encourage a form 
of participation that enhances feelings of affiliation. At the same time, “ front stage”  was clearly necessary for the 
full effect of Cow Cam. We rarely observed people watching the activities associated with the production of an 
image, even during crowded hours. Rather, the result, on the large plasma screen, constituted the “performance 
space.”  Both pieces of technology thus seemed necessary, and interactions with them constituted different forms of 
participation in the space.  
 
4.4 Concluding remarks, ongoing research 

As mentioned, this paper represents a point in a longer trajectory of research. Our organization continues to research 
the mutual effects between technologies and communities. As suggested by the present research, we are particularly 
interested in how technology might lead to a differentiation in legitimate modes of participation within a 
community, whether by increasing the “performative”  options (as in the present case) or through other means. This 
is an aspect of the research we hadn’ t clearly anticipated in the present experiment, but one which clearly emerged 
in this study. Another very interesting area was the issue of how the “costs”  of technology ownership, from the 
capital for equipment to the burdens of maintenance and troubleshooting, are allocated in situations where resources 
and roles are not clearly present.  We save this discussion for another paper. 
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