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Abstract 

Despite its benefits, technology has been shown to 

interrupt and downgrade face-to-face interaction. This 

has led to multiple research initiatives that aim at 

revitalizing the social interaction between co-located 

people. With the recent proliferation of wearable 

technologies, there is potential to leverage wearable 

devices to initiate and enrich interaction between 

people in the close proximity. Wearables could increase 

awareness of the profiles and activities of nearby 

people and offer means and purposes to approach 

others. We present an initial concept of a wearable 

device aimed at enhancing face-to-face interaction. 
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Introduction 

With the spread of mobile technologies, people often 

immerse themselves in interaction with their personal 

technology even when there are people around them. 

In some cases this may create situations where the 

potential for fruitful social interactions is lost [11]. The 

concept of Social Devices was created to trigger and 

enhance co-located social interaction via people’s 

mobile devices [9, 12]. Social Devices are proactive 

mobile devices that provide triggers or “tickets-to-talk” 
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for familiar or unfamiliar people within the same space 

[10, 3]. In our earlier research we have found out that 

there are many opportunities but also challenges with 

Social Devices. For example, despite being able to 

provide a ticket-to-talk (i.e. the topic for discussion), it 

is very hard for the technology to judge when the users 

would be willing for social interactions and therefore the 

timing of the ticket is crucial [12]. 

Why should Wearable Devices be used as 

Social Devices? 

In our research so far, we have focused on Social 

Devices that are people’s personal mobile phones. This 

choice was made because of the omnipresence and 

versatility of mobile devices in people’s everyday lives. 

Still, mobile devices require conscious interaction from 

their users and this may in some cases distract the 

fluency of social interaction. To this end, we started to 

explore the idea of utilizing wearable devices as Social 

Devices. We argue that wearable devices have the 

following benefits to serve as Social Devices (partly 

based on the characteristics described in [7, 6]): 

 Wearables are carried on the user’s body, thus 

always available for user input, as well as 

perceivable for other people as an output channel. 

They can be persistent unlike mobile devices, which 

are typically only activated to do a specific task. 

 Wearables do not (necessarily) require special 

actions to initiate user’s interaction with them. 

 Especially small wearables can be easily placed on 

different parts of the body, e.g. based on how 

visible the user wants them to be to others. 

 Wearables can utilize various interaction modalities 

that utilize human senses such as vision, hearing 

and haptic sense. 

 Wearables are as unobtrusive as clothing or 

accessories and can be seen as an augmentation of 

them. Just as clothing is often seen as an 

expression of one’s persona or way of thinking, it is 

natural that the content output by the wearable 

devices represents the thoughts and values of the 

user wearing them. 

In social interaction between people, wearables thus 

have the potential to be visible and audible to the co-

located people. At the same time, they can provide 

their users with subtle and private cues about what 

social opportunities there are nearby. 

Related Work 

Some of the earliest wearable devices aimed at 

augmenting social interaction are the Meme Tag and 

the BubbleBadge [2, 4]. The Meme Tag is a wearable 

meant to support people in the formative stages of 

cooperative work. The device displays one meme, i.e. 

an idea or an opinion, at a time generated by users 

who can then exchange them with each other. This 

generates interesting data such as most popular 

memes, the “cliquishness” of the gathering, etc. The 

BubbleBadge is designed to look like a brooch that is 

capable of displaying information. Meant to be worn on 

the user’s chest, it augments face-to-face interaction 

by providing information from sources such as the user 

or the environment. 

More recent works have taken the shape of wristbands 

and e-textiles among other form factors. CommonTies 

is a smart wristband which can alert the wearer of 

another CommonTies user that shares certain interests 

or criteria with them [1]. The match-making is done 

through an infrastructure network of Bluetooth beacons 



 

and a match-making server which can either work on 

user provided profiles or context-aware information. 

Social Fabric Fitness is a wearable e-textile display 

integrated into runners’ shirts aimed at increasing 

performance awareness and motivation for group 

fitness [8]. It provides the group with real-time 

feedback about the group’s activity (e.g. average pace, 

distance) through a shared wearable display. 

Initial User Study  

We ran a small-scale user study in the form of two 

focus groups to explore acceptance of using wearable 

technology in co-located situations. A pair of functional 

wearable devices that included Google Glass and the 

Pebble smart watch, and a mock wearable device that 

could be worn around the neck were used as stimulus 

material. The participants discussed different activities 

and different kinds of information one could share or 

receive to initiate or augment interaction in co-located 

scenarios with either familiar or unfamiliar people.  

Apart from obvious privacy concerns, the main findings 

of this study included (example quotes in the margin): 

 Participants were generally willing to both share 

and receive information from others to initiate and 

motivate social interaction. However, approaching 

or “trusting” possibly unknown people would be 

based mainly on commonalities, which are 

currently hard to find out before any interaction.  

 Time of the sharing depends on social relationship 

of people with others, surroundings environment, 

and current activities. Participants indicated that 

they would not prefer using such devices with 

familiar people. Public places with relaxing 

activities are more preferable as the use context.  

From the findings we drew the following implications for 

our upcoming development of a wearable social device: 

 Users must be given full control of when and what 

information they would share with others through 

their wearable devices. Only user-allowed non-

sensitive information should be considered. 

 Commonalities can be proactively mined and 

communicated to users to evoke feelings of 

togetherness and belonging. E.g. getting to know 

the favorite books or idolized people seem to 

establish fruitful common ground. 

 A new communication channel can be employed to 

help users gauge common interests among 

themselves. The same could also be used for self-

expression purposes.  

Next steps: Concept Design and User Study 

Our concept is a wearable with a textual display that 

can be worn on any part of the body. Paired with a 

smartphone, it would mine and display public data from 

the user’s social networks, e.g. Facebook and Twitter. 

We would also allow users to enter text of their own, 

e.g. an opinion on the fly. The system would also 

perform match-making to show users commonalities 

between them. Since the “cues” are visible when worn 

on their person, we expect this would help users find 

some common ground to initiate interaction. 

So far, the effect of data changing with proximity in the 

co-located interaction context with wearables has not 

been explored. We are planning to include an element 

of dynamism by displaying different data at different 

proximities, e.g. common interests at closer distances 

vs. tweets from a common followee when apart. This is 

partly inspired by ludic design as explored by Gaver et 

“If you both know you like 

the same artist or exhibition 

or something, then you can 

start talking about those 

things already.” 

“If you’re rooting for the 

same team, then a sports bar 

can be a place to make new 

friends.” 

“I would be more confident in 

approaching a new person in 

a completely new 

environment if I knew that 

this person has 70-80% 

similarity to my thoughts or if 

we have the same opinions.” 

“I have gone to a meeting of 

the board game club in the 

university. I didn’t know 

anyone but it was fun in the 

end.” 



 

al. where we expect to see curiosity and playfulness 

from users as they explore how proximity affects the 

wearable’s display [5]. 

The target users would be those who use social media 

networks such as Facebook or Twitter, and are also 

familiar with using a smartphone. The results show that 

it would be best to explore the effect of this device with 

relatively unfamiliar people (familiar strangers at the 

most), and in a public space so as to provide a genuine 

context of use.  

We intend to elicit users’ perceptions about this 

wearable technology through a short term user study in 

the aforementioned contexts. We would then study the 

effects of such a wearable device itself and that of data 

changing with proximity has on social interaction.  
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Figure 1. An illustration of the 

wearable device integrated into a 

small sling bag accesasory 

scrolling the user’s favourite book 

across the display. 

 


