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 Abstract 
The importance of eye contact and gaze for social 
interaction presents challenges for the design of co-
located mobile interaction. This paper reviews briefly 
psychological research on the functions of eye contact 
and gaze in social interaction. I then outline three 
design challenges related to the theme and discuss 
their implications.  
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Introduction 
Interacting with someone who is concurrently staring at 
a mobile display can be difficult and frustrating. 
Without an eye contact it is hard to interpret the other, 
because we lack important nonverbal cues. These cues 
contain social and emotional information that help us to 
make sense of the other person’s thoughts and feelings 
[8].  

The use of current mobile devices requires users to look 
at the device’s screen for extensive periods of time. 
This presents challenges for co-located social 
interaction, because it reduces possibilities for eye 
contact. Lack of eye contact makes people feel like the 
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other person is not really interacting with them. It 
captures the experience of being co-located, but not 
co-experiencing; that is, creating meaningful 
experiences together [3]. 

Eye contact and gaze are important components of 
social interaction (e.g., [1],[4],[8]). Prior studies 
indicate that eye gaze has multiple functions in social 
interaction: it can provide information, regulate 
interaction, express intimacy, exercise social control, 
and facilitate service and task goals (for a review see 
[8]). In addition, eye gaze is one of the cues used to 
determine the emotional state of another person [1] or 
the focus of his/her attention [7]. Eye contact 
influences also the attractiveness of other people as 
eye contact with a pleasing face enhances its appeal 
[8].  

The importance of eye contact for social interaction is 
observed already in babies – even infants of only 6 
months old shift their attention to the direction of 
another’s gaze [7]. Later, from circa 6 years of age, 
eye contact starts to indicate liking and attraction. Eye 
gaze influences and indicates people’s liking of each 
other so that most people prefer moderate amounts of 
gaze to constant or no gaze [8].  

While eye contact and gaze have been extensively 
studied in psychology and neuroscience, less research 
has focused on eye gaze in co-located mobile 
interaction. The prior studies on the theme in HCI verify 
the importance of eye contact and gaze for mediated 
social interaction. For example, eye gaze has been 
found to mediate joint attention in multiparty 
videoconferencing [10]. Also an interesting thread of 
research has shown the importance of eye gaze and 

other nonverbal communication in virtual environments 
(e.g., [1]) 

Design Challenges 
The importance of eye contact and gaze for social 
interaction presents challenges for the design of mobile 
face-to-face interaction. These challenges include, but 
are not restricted to:  

1) How to support moderate amount of mutual 
eye gaze during co-located social interaction? 
 

2) How to enhance shared direction of eye gaze 
during co-located mobile social interaction? 
 

3) How to support the experience of mutual 
sharing and presence when eye gaze direction 
is disturbed by the use of a mobile device 
during co-located social interaction? 

The first two challenges are related to the ways in 
which mobile social interaction can incorporate eye 
contact and shared direction of eye gaze. The third 
challenge concerns the construction of new acts of 
sharing and intimacy in co-located mobile interaction. 
This challenge shifts focus from eye contact to other 
nonverbal cues such as haptics [4] and proxemics [1] 
to enhance co-experiencing and “connectedness” in 
mobile interaction (see also [5]).  

Conclusion 
Eye contact and gaze offer one interesting perspective 
to be discussed in the Personal or Social? –workshop. 
The identified three design challenges offer starting 
points for the conceptualization of new application ideas 
for co-located mobile interaction. 
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