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that the majority of roaming interactions were self-initiated
(75%) whereas most own office interactions were initiated by
others (60%). This again argues for desktop connections and
explains the lack of success of attempts to connect arbitray
participants via videophones[4].

Consistent with other studies, our participants experienced
problems in achieving connection outside the building[13].
People are often away from their desks, explaining the ob-

served lack of success in making phone calls. Combinations
of communication technologies are needed to address this
problem. We need increased integration of synchronous
technologies with those that do not require temporat co-
ordination, eg. voicemail or electronic postits [1 8], for non-
urgent messages. For urgent communications, that require
immediate response, the requirement might be for a mobile
phone or pager. Further studies about the urgency, and hence
the requirement for synchrony for different types of inter-
personal communications are needed to determine the appro-
priate technologies here. We also need to understand how to
present these different communication options, eg. postit ver-

sus pager, to the caller, and to provide effective filters for the
recipient to prevent intrusions in non-urgent circumstances.
T’his integration should allow asynchronous technologies to
play an important role in co-ordinating remote interactants in
the absence of a shared physical environment.

THEORETICAL ISSUES
Our data also have ramifications for conversational theory.
Conversations are traditionally regarded as having a begin-
ning and ending, with conversational context evolving through
the discussion. In contrast, we found that informal commu-
nications seem to consist of one long intermittent conversa-
tion consisting of multiple unplanned fragments often lacking
openings and closings. This presents two major problems for
participants that do not occur in standard conversations ac-
counts (a) co-ordination to achieve co-presence, given the
unplanned nature of the fragments; (b) regenerating context
because of time lags and intervening activity between inter-
mittent interactions.

How is co-ordination achieved given the amount of time that
people spend away from their offices and in conversation with
others? Currently co-ordination works most effectively for
physically collocated people because they have multiple op-
portunities to find the other people available for conversation.
The challenge for future technology is in supplying this type
of information for geographically distributed groups. Com-
munication frequency atso affected the planning of such inter-

actions: people who met often, had little need to pre-arrange
meetings, because the frequency of interaction guaranteed
multiple future opportunities to interact. The opportunistic
nature atso explains another finding. Two person conversa-
tions are more likely than multipamy because the chances of
two people being at the same location at a given time are
greater than for three.

There may also be degrees of opportunism and another issue
concerns the differences between interactions that are: (a)
pre-arranged by both participants; (b) brought about when just
one participant seeks another out; (c) the result of genuinely
chance encounters, where neither intended the interaction

to take place. Our findings were that interactions “on the
move” are much shorter than those in meeting rooms, which
may support the view that genuinely chance encounters are
briefer than pre-arranged ones, but we need to validate this
against participant’s accounts of how different interactions
come about.

Another related variable is where the interaction occurred,

and we found differences in duration relating to location.
Why is this? Conversational resources such as documents
may be limited at out-of-office locations, such as commons-

areas or “on the move”, and this may reduce conversational
duration, because of the absence of these resources. Lo-
cations may also differ in their perceived intrusiveness: in
commons-areas or “on the move” the caller is not interrupting
the recipient in mid-activity, so that even infrequent interac-
tants may show little initiation behaviour.

How is context management achieved? Our initial view
was that it would be closely related to interaction frequency,
with frequent conversations among familiar people serving
to preserve context across interactions. We expected more
context-dependent, more cryptic and hence briefer interac-
tions among frequent interactants. Although conversations
among frequent interactants were shorter, however, we found
no effect of frequency on context management. Future work
should carry out more detailed analyses of other measures
of context-dependence, e.g. anaphors, deixis, personal pro-
nouns to find out whether these are prevalent among frequent
interactants. We also only looked at context management at
beginnings and ends of conversations, and future work should
analyse the whole conversation. A further possibility is that
documents carry context[16, 19], so we would predict more
context-dependence when conversations include documents.

A final related issue is the sheer brevity of informal commu-
nications. The absence of openings, closings, and the reduced
need to make arrangements for future meetings clearly reduce
conversational length, but are other factors at work? The pos-
sibility that shared context allows participants to be cryptic
remains to be substantiated. Another hypothesis relates to
planning: if participants are uncertain that they will meet
frequently they may condense multiple issues into a single
interaction. In contrast, familiar interactants know that future
conversations are guaranteed, so that only the most pressing
ones need be done now. Again however, this needs to be
tested.
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