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Social Interaction and Technological Amenities:
Evaluating the Significance and Fading Importance of
Human Interaction in Public

“… [Most Americans are] hardly
aware of the potential value of harmonious
surroundings, a world which they may have
briefly glimpsed only as tourists or as
escaped vacationers. They can have little
sense of what a setting can mean in terms of
daily delight, or as a continuous anchor for
their lives, or as an extension of the
meaningfulness and richness of the world.”
–Kevin Lynch
Introduction
Excuse me for one moment; I’m getting a
very important call… Interruptions such as
this have been weaseling their way into each
of our lives for roughly the past decade, no
matter our location. By necessity we all have
learned to live with it (like it or not)! Of
course our personal lives are affected, but
stop to think about how our actions and
attitudes affect other people, sometimes
even directly related to the spaces we use!
The organization of public space has the
ability to influence how people use it as well
as how people interact within it.1 As
architects, it is important to be aware of
these organizational characteristics so that
they can be applied in the design process
where appropriate. Consider the built
environment from a social perspective; the
contemporary use of mobile electronic
devices, or MED’s, have changed the actions
and attitudes of people in public spaces.
Question
How has the contemporary and somewhat
obsessive use of mobile electronic devices
altered our social norms within public spaces
and how does this affect the design of public
space?

Objective
MED use is more frequent than ever before and
is constantly growing in number. Using
literature research, ethnographic research, and
time-lapse photography, I investigate the use
of MED’s in public space and the social
consequences that have come about because
of the increased use of MED’s. Technology
changes quickly, as do the devices that
mediate the technology. Because of this,
etiquette related to the use of mobile devices
also changes quickly, resulting in both negative
and positive impacts on social norms.
Understanding how people use this technology,
as well as how they respond to others in public
space, can provide relevant information for
designers about this contemporary issue.
Literature Research
Uncharted territory
Make a call, send a message, listen to music,
watch a video, look up directions, play a
game… It is exhausting to generate a list of all
the tasks that can be accomplished while using
a MED! This is only a small amount of the
applications that one may decide to utilize with
his
or
her
MED.
Once
independent
technologies, these mobile amenities have
begun merging into super do-it-all gadgets, or
smart phones, that make us more mobile than
ever.2 The Wireless Association shows that the
number of wireless users in the U.S. has
increased significantly in recent years. Since
1995, 256.5 million more people have
subscribed to mobile phone service, or 87
percent of the U.S. population.3
Major cities are now facing problems that have
never been dealt with before due to the rising
number of MED users. For example, just last
year, New York Senator Carl Kruger explored
the idea of banning devices such as iPods while
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crossing a street, due to the excessive
number of injuries from carelessness and
distraction.4 Likewise, London recognized a
similar problem throughout their busy
streets, but found a unique solution. As an
experiment, the city applied brightly colored
cushions to permanent obstacles in the path
of travel.5 States across the U.S. are
regulating use of MED’s while navigating a
vehicle. Twenty-one states have banned the
use of mobile phones by novice drivers, while
only six states prohibit the use of mobile
phones to all drivers (although hands-free
devices are allowed). Eighteen states have
banned the use of mobile phones for text
messaging while driving.6
Impact on social interaction
“CIT [Computer Information Technology]
immersion leads to a recalibration of personal
relationships.”7 This statement made by
David Holmes and Glenn Russell during their
study of adolescents and their MED use holds
a great deal of accuracy, but is a broad
summary concerning the adjustments people
have to make to join into such a technologyfilled condition. Technology, gadgets, and
their multiple uses are becoming such a
significant part of the contemporary lifestyle
that actions and attitudes surrounding them
change out of necessity. Professor of
geography and communications at the
University of Haifa, Aharon Kellerman states,
“When a new communications medium
becomes a dominant one, or even replaces
an older one, it may call for new behavioral
patterns by its users, thus changing the
social space of electronic communications.”8
From a social perspective, MED’s create an
interesting contradiction. 1) Negative: More
than ever before, the growing use of MED’s
promotes seclusion and self-containment in a
virtual world away from physical reality. 2)
Positive: On the other hand, users have
access to more information, are empowered
to create their own identity, and have the
opportunity to connect to others in several
fast and easy ways. 9
Negative consequences of MED’s affect all
ages, but adolescents in particular receive
excessive scrutiny when taking mobile device
use into account. Because of the adolescent
generation’s access to (and familiarity with)
this technology, their perception of MED use
differs from that of older generations.10 In

Holmes’ study of adolescents and MED use in
social situations, Holmes argues that MED use
alters
the
characteristics
of
“direct
interpersonal relationships and the related
dimensions
of
responsibility
and
accountability.”11 In other words, adolescents
are not only secluded from other people while
using MED’s, but MED’s have impacted the
nature and quality of social interaction in
physical space. The richness of casual
encounters with other people, while on a short
walk, riding a bus, or waiting in line are often
compromised or may simply not occur.
As stated earlier, all age groups are affected;
adolescents are not alone. In a study
conducted by Palen, Salzman, and Youngs,
perceptions of MED use were studied among a
group of individuals previously unfamiliar with
this
technology.
Negative
feelings
and
comments were expressed towards mobile
device users.12 Many of those who participated
in the study found it difficult to deal with
mobile phone users in public. This conflict
occurred when a person was present
physically, and was talking out loud using an
MED so he or she could be heard, but was not
engaged with those in the physical space.
Some of those interviewed were so troubled by
the manners of the MED user that they began
to question behavioral methods.13 Social norms
were violated when conversations occurred
with others outside the immediate physical
space. It appeared that those who were
interviewed felt personally offended when a
conversation in physical space was interrupted
by the use of an MED. The volume at which
one speaks in the conversational space was
also reported as slightly unsettling.14
Clearly, there are negative consequences of
MED use. However, there are positive
consequences as well. The term ‘isolated’ has
been used in previous examples with a
negative connotation, but a study completed
by University of Windsor Associate Professor,
Francine Schlosser confirms otherwise. Her
analysis of BlackBerry mobile phone users
alongside
periodic
interviews
with
the
participants revealed that the mobile phone
users described feelings of isolation at times.
When they lost connection because of bad
service or were without the phone itself, they
felt disconnected from the world. In this case,
their
connection
to
other
human
communication was severed.15 For these
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participants, the mobile device fostered social
interaction.16
Obsessive reliance & use
Adaptation can develop into a crutch for the
user. MED’s can have a powerful hold over
one’s reliance on the MED service as well as
the need for connectivity. The MED user must
be aware that time alone, away from
constant connectivity, provides balance to a
hectic lifestyle. It is important to recognize
one’s private space apart from the rest of the
world.
Although
the
exciting
and
interconnected events of life are essential,
one must experience the quietness and small
trials of life as well. A range of experience—
from public to private—is essential to one’s
well being.17 Participants interviewed by
Schlosser had similar concerns about mobile
phone use invading their privacy. Common
practices to avoid this invasion of privacy
included simply turning the phone off before
going to sleep or checking messages less
frequently on weekends.18
Separating the user from his or her device is
becoming more difficult considering the
portability of the MED. It goes everywhere
with the user, is light enough and small
enough to be hidden somewhere such as a
pocket, and appears to have transformed into
a hybrid with the body, particularly when
using headphones or a microphone.19 The use
of a Bluetooth phone only requires the user
wear a small headset, free of wires. All
obvious cues of mobile phone use are
eliminated, often provoking confusion and
compromising
conversation
with
those
nearby. Also consider one particular function:
the vibrate setting. It is a subtle alert and
only the one carrying the phone is aware of
it, 20 like an addition to the human anatomy.
MED use changes daily life
Connectivity translates into availability.
People
are
simply
gaining
ways
to
communicate with each other. Because of
increased availability, it is more common to
find attitudes that tend to exaggerate the
urgency in normally mundane situations or
added pressure to check and reply to so
many messages.21 Many mobile phone users
actually find this to be invasive when
referring specifically to work-related use.22
The boundary between work life and personal
life is blurred. As a result, activities outside of

work are affected by MED interruptions.
However, social-based calling does not appear
to be nearly as bothersome.23 A portion of MED
users actually describe their mobile device as
an ‘enabler,’ meaning it has the ability to make
multi-tasking possible from remote locations.24
Kellerman addresses the consequences of a
contemporary
lifestyle:
gaining
mobility
through gadgets brings along more social
responsibility, constraints, and time consuming
tasks. When it all adds up, it appears to entail
less freedom than one may have originally
thought.25
Controlling public space: creating a bubble
One distinct action occurs regularly among
MED users: the need to create a personal
space ‘bubble’ in public space. One may do this
by looking attentively at the MED screen,
listening to a private music playlist, and
shutting out others with the use of
headphones. Dr. Michael Bull, professor of
communication studies at the University of
Sussex, clarifies results from his studies that
correlate with distressed urban public spaces.
He describes iPod users and their logic behind
using the electronic device as a means of
managing the ‘where’ and ‘when’ while moving
about. He explains, “People like to be in
control. They are controlling their space, their
time and their interaction…”26 This behavior is
becoming more common and tolerable in public
spaces. As the phenomenon grows, the regular
use of iPods and other mobile devices are more
easily accepted, especially by other users.27 In
the study conducted by Palen, Salzman, and
Youngs, a group of nineteen people of different
demographics were studied due to their lack of
experience with mobile phones. The study
documented the group and their new mobile
phones from the beginning of ownership, and
focused on users’ preconceptions, the process
of adaptation, and the consequences of phone
use. The research proved new users who had
previously been in close proximity to other
mobile phones and their users were more likely
to accurately predict their own usage
(frequency and purpose). As the study
continued, the researchers found that many of
the users who expressed negative feelings
during the first interview developed an
acceptance toward mobile phone use.28 Michel
de Certeau recognized users may not
necessarily have a substantial reason why they
have negative feelings about phone use. He
addressed “ways of operating,” meaning how
one may carry on during the day through
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actions, reactions, rituals or habits. Many
times people who are not even using these
devices may influence the users’ ideas and
knowledge29 and vice versa. After having the
phone for some time, a small number of
participants even admitted to performing the
actions they had referred to in a negative
way before their mobile phone ownership.30
The advancement and increased use of these
technologies has forced the users (and their
cities) to form a new set of social norms and
rules. This type of fixation qualifies as a
“conflicting pressure” when priorities as a
society begin to change.31 In an example
provided by Chermayeff and Alexander, they
describe the disappointing predicaments and
consequences that the relentless use of cars
brought about over the years. In their
expression of nostalgia towards bustling
plazas and crowded streets, it is relative to
the topic at hand.
The organization of a space
In order to understand the design and
organization of successful public spaces,
William H. Whyte’s “The Street Life Project” is
vital. Whyte and his team began observing
the street life of New York City. With this
experience, the team became experts in
reading and predicting movement and
interaction in public spaces. According to
Whyte’s studies, fundamental characteristics
for great public spaces are comprised of
elements such as comfort, choice, interest,
and accessibility. More specifically, a space
should contain plenty of seating, particularly
moveable chairs to encourage visitors to
choose exactly where and how to be seated.
An equally essential attraction is other
people. Other important physical traits are
the presence of sunlight, wind, trees, water,
places to eat, and access to the street, which
Whyte identifies as the most “critical design
factor.”32 His studies take into account
interior spaces as well, and point out that
many of the same ideas about exterior
spaces can be applied to interior spaces.
Even when considering the interior, the street
is still a main design element to maintain
visual connectivity between the interior space
and the exterior street life.33
Empirical Research
Time-Lapse Photography Research

To
appreciate
Whyte’s
findings
more
completely, I did a time-lapse photography
session of the interior of the Aronoff Center in
downtown Cincinnati. I chose the lobby of the
Aronoff Center because of the transparent and
dynamic space as well as its tendency to be a
lively scene on performance nights. Adjacent
to the entrance is a colorful backdrop of people
and storefronts. The same concept applies to
the exterior space also; the theatre lobby
appears as an asset to street life and is an
interest to those on the sidewalk. This concept
of ‘see and be seen’ continues throughout the
interior as the open stairs leads to balconies
overlooking the main entrance.
From the highest balcony, there was a story
being told; it occurred naturally as it unfolded
below. MED use was prevalent in the lobby of
the Aronoff Center. It appeared that numerous
phone calls were being made as a way for
patrons to locate each other. People were
engaged with one another as well as with the
spatial elements around them. From above, I
could observe the ways in which patrons
located each other. Many visitors used the
benches while waiting, sometimes calling, and
people gathered around points of interest, such
as a table full of brochures. The use of MED’s
clearly facilitated an effortless connection with
others. This suggests that a destination space
such as a theater should provide architectural
solutions that make connecting through MED’s
even simpler. Physical elements such as breakout spaces could provide accommodation to
recharge batteries as well as block out ambient
noises.
Ethnographic Research
Because of the socially embedded nature of
mobile device use, the observation of users in
their environment is an appropriate research
methodology. In conducting an ethnographic
study, I wanted to monitor MED users in
everyday social situations, specifically in public
gathering spaces. As mentioned previously,
technology, frequency of use, and rules of
etiquette are changing constantly. Capturing
the actions and attitudes of mobile device
users in their environment, as well as how they
react to the space around them, is important
as a way of understanding the users.
Mp3 players (iPods are the specific mp3 player
referred to earlier in the writing), are described
as a means to control one’s surroundings. An
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iPod user can arrive and depart with no
interruptions in an attempt to manage
contact with others.34 Through observation, I
can only assume that the experiential
qualities of this space are convoluted due to
the iPod user’s decreased sense of hearing.
The music player and user appear as one,
and the user must simultaneously negotiate
“music space” and “conversational space.”
The mobile device confines the user to “a
bubble,” as referred to by Dr. Michael Bull.
There
is
no
intention
of
verbally
communicating to others, nor is there special
attention
paid
to
their
surroundings.
However, the isolation can change with the
quick and simple removal of an ear pod. It is
vital to examine this idea from a different
perspective. The “bubble” is not permanent.
The
sensorial
barrier
serves
as
a
contemporary escape from a hectic lifestyle.
As mentioned earlier by Chermayeff, it is vital
that a person avoid excessive overstimulation. One must balance public and
private time to find equilibrium. The music
MED has become a contemporary transition
from place to place. An architectural solution
for iPod users might consist of qualities like
better way-finding tactics.
Mobile phone use, however, has a greater
impact on social interaction because its use is
less predictable or controllable. Like the iPod
user, the mobile phone user inhabits two
worlds simultaneously: the conversational
and the physical. The phone user can shift
attention at any time, but normally a gesture
such as a hand signal is required to
disengage from the phone conversation. With
Bluetooth technology, the ease in which a
mobile phone user can switch between
conversations becomes problematic. This
creates confusion among those existing in the
Bluetooth user’s immediate physical space,
and
an
inconsistency
of
space
and
conversation occurs. The use of a signal could
clarify this discrepancy; a light or a soft noise
from the Bluetooth headset would alert those
in the user’s surrounding space that the
conversation in question is being directed
into the headset. Often, the mobile phone
user attempts to remain in both the
conversational and physical space. The
person on the phone must wait, while the
person in the physical space gets the hint to
release the phone user from conversation.
The MED user must constantly negotiate

conversational and physical space, but often
disconnects from the physical space.
A space for MED’s: providing a solution
To view this through an architectural lens,
what type of space or artifact within a space
can mediate these behaviors associated with
MED use? Immediately, my first instinct is to
separate the MED users from non-MED users in
public space. This would eliminate confusion
and
annoyances
regarding
merging
conversational and physical spaces. However,
physical separation only enforces the isolation
of MED users. To compromise the ideas of
separation and public interaction, the MED user
should have a space to retreat, a semi-private
space within the public space. Objects such as
transparent or translucent panels and small
plants allow each side of the barrier to have
visual contact. Spatial elements such as the
position of furniture and small level changes
can also provide a segregation of space
without
creating
a
major
obstruction.
Allocating a space for the specific action of
MED use reduces confusion, and the visual
contact affirms the presence of others without
being intrusive.
The physical environment typically does not
support disengagement. This suggests a new
approach for how we design public space. The
strategic introduction of places for a MED user
to temporarily reside is a start. There should
be plenty of seating, surfaces on which to set
belongings, and partitions of space that
provide minimal obstruction from other people
in public spaces. Subtle changes such as these
could segregate the conversational space from
the physical space, while still supporting the
public realm where spontaneous interaction
may occur.
Conclusion
This paper has addressed the use of MED’s by
looking at user behavior, the impact of MED’s
on social interaction, and the ways in which the
design of public space supports—or fails to
support—this use. There are both positive and
negative aspects of MED use, and creative and
innovative solutions are required to redefine
social norms, as well as rethink the ways in
which the design of physical space supports
this new technology.
Research shows that there
consequences
that
range

are negative
widely
from
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behavioral deficiencies to annoyances, and a
plethora of silly mishaps. On the other hand,
there are many positive consequences that
should not be ignored. Because MED’s are so
new, research is new and still developing.
The examples that are available to study are
tools for learning, and from this, we can
understand the actions and attitudes better.
With experience comes understanding and a
higher degree of tolerance.35
This era of mobility is opening doors for
different means of communication and
interaction. As designers, this must be taken
into consideration to create innovative and
relevant spaces for the users. If the
organization of public space has the ability to
influence how people use it as well as how
people interact within it, then a better
understanding of MED use is important.
Although social norms surrounding this issue
have changed a great deal, the design of
public space has not changed much, if at all,
to accommodate these changed norms. By
recognizing the pervasive and increasing use
of MED’s in public spaces, architects can
better design public space to accommodate
this use and to enhance experiential qualities
for MED users and non-users alike.
As Michel de Certeau wrote, there is a story
to read, if one takes the time to observe. The
story of our time involves gadgets and
electronic devices, and as it unfolds we
should welcome the innovations and trials
alike. The challenge lies within finding ways
to accommodate over-stimulated eyes, ears,
and minds so that architecture is still
exhilarating and interesting to those who use
it. Not only this, but if the architecture is
truly captivating and is enjoyed by those who
are casual bystanders along with regular
visitors, the space becomes more than just a
piece of architecture, but rather an anchor
and cultivator to social interactions.
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Thesis Addendum: Design Commentary

My written thesis focuses on the increasing
use of electronic devices such as mobile
phones and mp3 players. Through this
study, I became deeply interested in the
consequences of this trend. For instance,
the social norms surrounding us are
constantly
shifting
to
mirror
the
contemporary lifestyle, and therefore, the
built environment must also react to
accommodate these changes, both of
which are issues I found intriguing. In
approaching the design phase of my
project, these elements of the written
thesis translated into more specific physical
characteristics that I could direct my
attention to: issues of transparencies,
layers of separation, communal versus
private space, and social interaction versus
seclusion. Because of concerns such as
these, I chose to design a space for living
on a college campus, one that facilitates a
strong community and enriches the
campus lifestyle for the students.
In early stages of my research, I
discovered a traditional dorm dilemma:
absolutely
no
privacy.
Bedrooms,
restrooms, and study rooms are all shared
spaces, and to appease the communal
component of this typology, there might be
a gigantic meeting space that lacks
movement, interest, or any other forms of
activation. While many of these traditional
dorms are quite dated, more recent
precedents face a social dilemma as well,
but on the opposite end of the spectrum.
For example, apartment-style living has
become much more common on campuses
across the nation; the students generally
have their own bedroom, share a
bathroom, a private kitchen and living
room, but with roommates only. The
trouble lies in the lack of communal space
outside the apartment door. The sense of
community is lost. I feel this poses a
enormous challenge in balancing the two
living situations.

Due to the existing campus conditions, current
trends, a few student interviews, and several
precedent studies, I found it appropriate to
design communal living for students that would
accommodate
upper-classmen
through
apartment-style units with pockets and layers
of common space throughout. As one moves
through the building, there is a greater sense
of seclusion. The apex of the journey is the
most private destination: a space of one’s own
with the opportunity to experience a balcony
overlooking the canal and the wooded portion
of the Holcomb Gardens.
To apply these ideas of transparencies, levels
of seclusion, and social interaction, I
approached the design with the idea that the
journey in combination with strategically
placed destinations would potentially activate
all the communal spaces. The design has
essentially three components at its most basic
form: (1) the public space at the entrance
including the lobby and dining, (2) ‘the hall’
which is the centralized anchor, the main
circulation, and is only open to the students
who are residents, and (3) the student
apartments.
Initially, a lot of attention was paid to the most
private spaces in the design due to the primary
concern of fulfilling each of the students’
comfort, convenience, and privacy needs. The
generous square footage per student was
taken into account, along with building
densities, and access to student amenities.
From the initial decision of choosing the
densely wooded, sloping site towards the
canal, I felt that exposing dramatic scenic
views to the bedrooms, the apex of the
journey, remain a key element in the design.
‘The hall’ portion of the building is a curvilinear
form that centrally anchors the building and
serves as the main circulation throughout the
communal spaces. The concept for this space
is demonstrated primarily within the form
itself. The contract and release rhythm is
created to encourage the residents to use the
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space for circulation with momentum and
interest, and consequently funnel into
personal spaces within the communal
areas where interactions between students
may occur. Placed along the periphery of
the main floor is supporting program such
as a multi-media lab, small performance
studios, and private study lounges placed
in a way to attract students from other
areas of the building to cross paths and
intermingle. There are also several vertical
connections that are situated in ways to
break up the monotony of the space
without constructing a complete visual
barrier. This also allows the students to
maintain visual and vocal connections to
peers moving on other floors, perhaps a
vessel in which students can initiate
impromptu conversations or to form a
quick meeting.

and adjacent apartment spaces, I had not
addressed the expansive glazing system in the
lobby and dining area. Honestly, this space
was the last of my concerns in the design and
in implementing the concept. Addressing this
may have been as simple as devising a shading
system, specifying a glazing made to diffuse
sun light, or implementing a system for
ventilation. Also, comments were directed
toward the execution of social interaction
versus seclusion and the intermingling of the
two. While I was able to point out several
instances of this idea, I was challenged to
approach it in a more radical manner. More
specifically, the suggestion was aimed at the
adjacent spaces to the apartments. In this
case, the circulation through public spaces
could perhaps lead to destinations such as
other apartments, meeting places, and trails to
the canal.

While I feel that this space successfully
enabled my concept and is the heart of my
project, I struggled with many aspects of
the design. The form alone was heavily
disputed throughout the process. While the
freedom of the site was liberating, I found
that the lack of restrictions presented
many more challenges. Based on important
elements on the site, the form originated
from the contours of the topography, the
canal, and existing axes on the campus.
‘The hall’ took many shapes from
beginning to end. Simply put, many of the
iterations felt unnatural and forced.
Several versions included more vertical
connections
such
as
mezzanines,
cantilevered study nooks, or floating
bridges. The form was difficult to settle on
because of the organic curve of the rooms
juxtaposed to the rigidness of the public
entrance. Many discussions were focused
on the harshness of the angles, mirroring
or at least translating the language of the
curvilinear apartments, creating a rhythm
through the space, and how to obtain
pockets of privacy while still remaining
interesting but not chaotic.

Near the end of the presentation, criticism was
directed towards my lack of sections. I feel this
monologue was somewhat misdirected, simply
because I did have sections and was able to
display and communicate my ideas through
them. However, in hindsight, I feel like I made
two mistakes that could have easy remedied
this miscommunication. First, I feel that my
graphic style and scale did not convey their
purpose fully. Second, I was not clear in my
description to the jury about my design by
communicating through the sections. I feel
that if I would have used these drawings as a
main medium of my presentation, I could have
avoided most of this criticism.

Suggestions & Reflection
During the final review, there were
comments echoing my concerns during the
design process. The jury questioned the
origin of my form, and in this conversation,
brought up concerns aimed at solar gain
and sun angles. While I had made
attempts to improve and control the sun
angles and light quality in the bedrooms

