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Abstract
A mobile application, Yousies, is introduced as a system
for helping users collaborate in a cooperative photography
activity. Beyond being a means for capturing images, the
system has value in promoting social interaction between
co-located users who may otherwise be strangers.
Potential design issues arising from the challenges of
coordinating users through limited mobile devices
operating over a wireless network are proposed and
discussed.
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Introduction
The pervasiveness of mobile devices in our everyday lives
has raised concerns that traditional social interaction—i.e.
person to person interaction—is giving way to a more
isolated behavior confined to interaction between an
individual and a smartphone. Even though social media is



connecting people more than ever, it may be at the
expense of engaging with others in a direct and
non-digital way. Since mobile technology will only become
more integrated into our lives and lifestyles, reducing
technology use as a way to promote direct personal
interaction may not be as sensible or realistic as finding
ways for technology to facilitate social interaction.

In one approach, games are investigated as a way of
integrating mobile technology to support direct interaction
between people [1, 4]. Although valuable insights may be
gained in this way, games define and dominate the
experience of its players and create artificial environments
that do not necessarily reflect reality and the personal
interactions that may take place in the real world.

Given the popularity of digital cameras—and the ubiquity
of camera-enabled mobile phones—photography has been
a focus of studies investigating social activities around
mobile devices. Studies to date for co-located
photography activities have largely concentrated on the
sharing of captured images [2, 3]. However, it is not clear
if typical users will be willing to sacrifice time that could
be spent capturing images in order to share images.
Sharing images can, after all, be an activity left for a more
relaxed environment when all the images could be
reviewed.

Figure 1: The user can choose
to be a photographer, a subject,
or both.

In this position paper, the image capture process itself is
examined since the act of photographing a willing subject
is, by its nature, a co-located and collaborative activity.
Motivated by the desire of solo travelers seeking someone
to help take a photograph, an application dubbed Yousies
is introduced as a technology that enables potential
strangers to collaborate without any prior planning in
order to capture images of one another.

System and example usage scenario
When the Yousies client application is started, the user is
asked to select whether they would like to be a
photographer, a subject of a photograph, or both. In the
following illustrative example, the user chooses to be a
photographer and the system responds by showing a map
of the immediate area with the locations of candidate
subjects (users who have registered as being interested in
having their photographs taken). The photographer then
proceeds to choose a particular subject to photograph.
This can be based on any number of factors including the
geographic proximity of the subject, the visual
composition afforded by the line of sight to the subject or
just a social desire to find a way to meet the subject.

Once a subject is chosen, a notification is sent to the
subject. The subject, having declared a desire to be
photographed, would presumably welcome a message
indicating that a photographer is nearby and willing to
capture an image. The subject can then respond to the
offer by accepting it or rejecting it (if they have changed
their mind since registering to be a subject). If the offer is
accepted, the photographer is shown a camera interface
and can proceed to capture an image of the subject. The
image is automatically uploaded to the server and access
to the image is granted to both parties on their mobile
devices, the associated web site, or some other means.

Meeting strangers
Given that Yousies brings together random but willing
users, the potential exists for connecting people who have
never met. The symmetrical nature of such a cooperative
photographic task means that it could be done in a
reciprocal fashion: first, with one user taking a
photograph and then, with the users switching roles where
the photographer now becomes the subject and vice-versa.



This creates an equitable environment between the two
parties with a common centerpiece.

Having a shared experience that results in a photograph, a
conversation piece is presented that can offer a channel
through which exchanges can follow between potential
strangers. It can be argued that this sort of ice breaker
can make the difference between a tourist stop that is
solitary versus one that is punctuated by enjoyable chats
and exchanges.

Interface challenges
The mobile client application for Yousies was developed in
iOS and is being ported to the Android and Windows
Phone platforms. A Linux-based Apache server running
mySQL and PHP (LAMP) backend is used to ensure one
consistent version of the world between all users, which is
critical to the time-sensitive collaborative nature of
Yousies.

Because posed photographs need to be taken after the
subject has had a chance to put on a smile or to settle
into a pose, there needs to be a certain level of
synchronization between the photographer and subject.
Consequently, some protocol needs to exist for the parties
to coordinate their actions.

The traditional act of posing for a photograph (by a
subject) in coordination with the capturing of an image
(by a photographer) is fairly straightforward: the
photographer asks for the subject’s readiness and waits
until an affirmative response is given whereupon the
shutter is triggered and the photograph taken. However,
coordinating such a collaborative task using only mobile
devices may prove far more challenging, especially when
the two parties do not know or even recognize each other.

It may be the case that users with an interest in
participating in a cooperative photography task would like
to allow the possibility to arise at any given time while
they are wandering around an area of interest.
Consequently, the application will have to be able to
respond to an incoming request when the mobile device is
tucked away and not in active use.

So as to be able to interrupt a user at any time, Yousies
uses push notifications to coordinate a cooperative
photography task. The dependency on a wireless network
to synchronize separate and distinct parties makes the
application vulnerable to a variety of problems including
dropped messages (where one party does not receive the
transmission from the other party), latency (where
message delivery takes a certain amount of time causing
the user to have to wait for an unknown amount of time),
and other problems inherent in a wireless
transmission-based message passing systems.

Furthermore, the rendering of the location of the
counterpart user may not be precise enough to actually
show the exact position of the user and so it may be
difficult to actually identify the other user. Such issues
need to be addressed not only on a technical level but also
on an interface level since, by its very nature, such a
cooperative activity needs to maintain some degree of
coordinated understanding between the two parties.

Generally speaking, users should, more likely than not, be
able to successfully identify each other since they can
resort to hand-waving and, if they are close enough and
the environment allows it, verbal communication. But
then, the question becomes: How should the interface,
which has its own protocol for synchronizing the two
parties, adapt to the organic introduction of an
out-of-band communication transmission that can



potentially override the more structured interface
elements? The transition phase between technology-based
coordination and unaided interpersonal coordination will
require careful consideration in the interface design
process to ensure a smooth user experience. Technical
inefficiencies and failures can diminish the user experience
at best and, at worst, completely undermine the
synchronization and proper coordination between the two
parties, which would be unfortunate given the potential of
Yousies to not only capture difficult to obtain images but
also to bring people together.

Summary and Future Work
The mobile application, Yousies, creates a way for
potential strangers to cooperative in the act of taking a
photograph. As a co-located and collaborative tool,
Yousies encourages and facilitates social interaction, as
well. A number of technical and design challenges, rooted
in the wireless communications infrastructure for
coordinating between the users will need to be resolved to
ensure a smooth user experience. Future work includes
conducting studies to collect data on how users perceive
their experiences with the Yousies technology so that the
identified issues could be properly understood. With the
issues successfully addressed, Yousies can not only help
create desired photographs but can also help create new
friends from people who would otherwise be strangers.
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