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ABSTRACT 
Radar is a new picture-sharing service designed for 
cameraphones. In this paper we present key observations from 
ongoing qualitative research on the social practices we see 
emerging among our early users. We discuss how RadarÕs unique 
sharing model and overall design combine to shape a new form of 
visual conversation anchored in pictures. In particular, we address 
how Radar integrates into usersÕ daily lives, and how the classes 
of pictures they choose to share give rise to new social 
interactions with existing friends. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Prior to the advent of digital photography, we would carefully 
frame our shots before committing them to fi lm. We would 
approach the photo lab full of cheerful impatience, wondering 
what our prints or slides might look like, and anticipating the 
moment when we could show them to friends. We kept photo 
albums at home as physical manifestations of our most precious 
moments.   

The recent and rapid proliferation of mobile imaging devices has 
significantly changed how we view and share photographs. Now, 
the only limit on capture is the capacity of our memory cards. 
There is less uncertainty: if weÕre not pleased with the images on 
our camera screens, we retake them immediately. As for sharing, 
networked capture devices including cameraphones make it 
possible to send our pictures to friends and family almost 
instantaneously. Though we sometimes take the trouble to print, 
most of our digital photographs live in virtual form, in archives on 
our portable devices or PCs.  

This new phenomenon of pervasive image capture and sharing 
presents rich avenues for technology research and design. 
Although image resolution is continually improving [5], the 
sharing aspect arguably remains more problematic due to effort 
and network cost [1].  

At present, Ito points out that the main avenues for mobile image 
sharing are via multimedia messaging (MMS), e-mail, or via 
photo sharing and moblog sites [4]. However, slow MMS uptake 
in Europe and the US has meant that the full communicative 
potential of instant mobile photo-sharing remains relatively 
unexplored.  

Aoki et al. argue that unlike image IM, most sharing modalities 
based on a push or pull model fall short of true experience 
sharing. While preserving some of the Òat the time of captureÓ 

immediacy of pictures, they have more in common with mere 
unidirectional message-sending. This is primarily because they 
fail to frame the relevance of pictures within a sequence of shared 
contributions between sender and receiver [1]. 

The Radar service [10] is explicitly designed to encourage real-
time experience sharing through pictures. In the following section 
we present the underlying goals and logic of the service. We then 
present our observations of usersÕ emerging social practices, both 
in terms of how they use Radar in their everyday lives and how 
they employ different classes of pictures to engage in ongoing 
conversations. We conclude with a discussion of some salient 
design challenges and directions for future work.   

DESIGNING THE RADAR EXPERIENCE 
Radar enables visual conversations between close friends. Users 
can post pictures to their unique address from any cameraphone, 
and those pictures become instantly accessible to their invited 
friends on any mobile phone or PC browser. Each userÕs pictures 
are arranged chronologically in a personal channel that chronicles 
events as they unfold. Pictures can be given a title, and friends can 
comment on them. This ability to generate instant group 
commentary means that it is possible to share and discuss visual 
experiences while they are happening.  

Other services such as Flickr, Moblastic and Pixpulse [3,7,9] 
support a community model, making it possible to share pictures 
with friends, but also with a broad audience of strangers. RadarÕs 
sharing model is not one-to-many, nor is it one-to-one as in 
standard MMS photo sending; rather it is one-to-few, supporting 
interactions with a select group of invited friends. The goal is to 
enable experience sharing among users who know each other well 
and understand one anotherÕs context. It is also possible to change 
privacy settings on pictures, so that only specific individuals or 
subgroups can see them. Users are thus afforded complete control 
over their precise desired audience for each image.  

 
Figure 1: Radar 's Java client r unning on a Sony Er icsson W810i 

Radar has both a mobile and web component, making it possible 
to enjoy sharing in a number of ways. Users on the go can post 
pictures to their channels using MMS, and can view them on their 
mobile web browser. Select handsets can also run a java client 
that enables integrated capture, browsing and commenting.  
Although Radar is designed primarily for cameraphone users, 
others can also participate by following friendsÕ channels on their 
PC and contributing to the conversation by adding comments.  

 
 
 



Radar is currently in a public beta release targeted at the youth 
market. We released a closed beta on select college campuses last 
November, and ongoing contact with our earliest adopters 
continues to be a central part of our iterative design process. 
Though we are also gathering quantitative data on usage, this 
paper focuses primarily on our qualitative findings from the past 
six months. We are only looking at content from users who 
invited us to their channels. Because the Radar relationship is 
always symmetrical, we are by necessity participant-observers in 
this research.  

RADAR IN THE CONTEXT OF EVERYDAY ACTIVITY 
For the closed beta we did not release a full web version of Radar, 
so our early users only had access to the mobile java client and 
WAP site. We consequently focused our efforts on a web 
interface designed to complement, rather than mimic, the mobile 
experience. Our users now report using different interfaces 
according to individual circumstances and needs. The general 
pattern is to view and comment more intensively when at their 
PC, because pictures are clearer, download is faster, and it is 
easier to type in comments. Users tend to post pictures during 
periods of moderate activity like walking, eating, or relaxing with 
friends. Mobile browsing is most common when in transit, or 
when waiting for something. Radar use is therefore characterized 
by different practices at different times, depending on other 
competing attentional commitments. 

CLASSIFICATION OF RADAR PICTURES 
Previous research has identified some classes of pictures taken 
and shared by cameraphone users. Reporting on a 60-person study 
conducted over 10 months, Van House and Davis pinpoint four 
pre-existing practices from traditional photography that their 
participants adapted for cameraphone use [11]. These include 
creating and maintaining social relationships, constructing 
personal and group memory, self-presentation and self-expression. 
In addition they identify social commentary (journalistic shots) 
and functional uses (scanning written information) as emerging 
picture categories. Okabe identifies some related social functions 
of pictures in his ethnographic study of cameraphone use in 
Tokyo: personal archiving, intimate sharing and peer-to-peer news 
and reporting [8]. 

These earlier findings are consistent with our own detailed 
analysis of the Radar channels we have access to. The main 
picture categories identified on Radar thus far are as follows: 

¥ Context: Location | Activity | Food | Time/Temperature 

¥ Portrait: Self | Friends | Animals 

¥ Visual interest: Scenery | Architecture | Poetic | Art shot 

¥ Media: Logo | Advertisement | Book | TV/film | Website 

¥ Humor: Amusing shot | In-joke | Running joke 

¥ Event: Mundane | Special 

¥ Travel: Information (e.g. boarding card) | Tourist shot 

This classification offers a panoramic view of the range of 
pictures currently on Radar. In reality though, pictures can fall 
into several categories at once. For example, the picture in Figure 
2 communicates that the sender is at the airport and about to 
travel; it is at once a location, activity, logo, special event and 
travel information shot. 

 

JAL 001      

fugu Jan 25 10:14am 
Viewed 9 times   One comment 

 
chris [Jan 25 2:15pm]:  
hasta luego! 

 

Figure 2: Radar  picture with metadata and comment 

Such multi-layered context shots potentially have the most real-
time communication value. They say ÒI am here, this is what IÕm 
doing, this is who IÕm with.Ó These pictures are most successful in 
inviting remote participation when they are given a title. With or 
without titles, context shots can also trigger serendipitous 
encounters, as in the case of one college user who recognized the 
bar in a friendÕs recently posted picture and went over to join him.  

Radar pictures in general, but portraits in particular, depart from 
traditional photography in their level of formality. Because users 
always happen to have their phone with them, the act of taking a 
photograph is perceived as more coincidental and casual. Also, 
lower image resolution lessens peopleÕs concerns about their 
appearance in pictures because in the words of one respondent, 
Òeverybody looks bad anywayÓ. One male user explained that his 
friends pose in a more relaxed and spontaneous way for Radar. 
More generally, where photos taken with his digital camera are 
more Òstructured and thought about,Ó his Radar pictures are more 
impulsive, leading to a less polished but ultimately more dynamic 
set of portraits and overall images than can be found on his 
Facebook page [2].  

In addition to the picture categories above, we should also 
mention another meme that recently emerged. Radar places a clear 
emphasis on chronology, and one user posted a series of five 
pictures in a deliberate sequence. Together, these ÒreadÓ as a short 
story, with comments providing dialogue between the two main 
characters. Soon after, while on jury duty, our visual designer was 
given a rubber toy whose little escapades are now a regular 
feature on her channel. ÒStar Juror goes to lunchÓ is one much-
loved episode in the series:  

Figure 3: Segment of an episode fr om the ÒStar  JurorÓ ser ies 

This is one among several examples suggesting that sequential 
posting is moving beyond the purely autobiographical, and into 
the realm of fictional storytelling.  

Some Radar pictures go untitled and uncommented. Indeed one 
user described the feeling that certain images should be enjoyed 
Òin respectful silence,Ó because to comment on them would be to 
somehow tarnish their significance. This is particularly true of the 
more poetic or introspective shots. However, this is not to 
diminish the central significance of the verbal component of 
Radar in carrying the visual conversation. In their study on picture 
messaging, Koskinen et al. found that text was separate and 
secondary to images, but remained necessary to framing the tone 
of a picture [6]. This was echoed by one of our female users, who 
reported feeling more ÒattractedÓ to pictures with titles because 
they Òprovide clues to the personÕs intention.Ó Overall it is 
difficult to predict which image will generate more discussion, but 



pictures with titles seem to provide a more concrete invitation to 
comment. 

THE ROLE OF THE WEB IN MOBILE MEDIA 
While cameraphones make it more common practice to capture 
everyday events, Ito [4] and Okabe [6] both cite usersÕ reluctance 
to share non-ÒnewsworthyÓ pictures with friends. Although 
RadarÕs explicit premise is about picture sharing, we received 
similar feedback in the early stages of the closed beta. One female 
user worried that her new office life was too humdrum to provide 
occasion for Òpost-worthyÓ pictures. Others explained that they 
only posted their most interesting shots because they were aware 
of the download time required for viewing pictures on the mobile.  

With our subsequent introduction of the web interface, these 
concerns diminished or disappeared altogether. One male user 
noted that this development had Òlowered my barrier for what 
constitutes an eventÓ, ultimately making him more prolific on 
Radar. Any real reluctance to post pictures seems to have had a 
primarily technical, rather than social, basis for our users. 

The introduction of the web interface also led users to contribute 
more comments to each otherÕs channels, resulting in livelier 
exchanges. Another interesting effect was that new invited users 
could catch up on their friendsÕ entire channels in a relatively 
short time. Where our earliest mobile-only users matured only 
gradually from ÒKodak-likeÓ pictures [12] to the broad variety of 
categories listed above, new users with access to the web interface 
adopted some common Radar memes almost immediately. A case 
in point was the user whose second picture was the iconic image 
of an airplane wing, used to signal that he was about to board a 
plane and would not be available for some time. The photo 
received the comment Òsafe trip.Ó 

LIGHTWEIGHT VISUAL COMMUNICATION  
Ito expects that one of the new social modalities that will emerge 
from pervasive photo sharing is Òintimate visual co-presenceÓ, a 
new form of l ightweight social awareness and viewpoint exchange 
[4]. The ability to share an ongoing stream of images with close 
friends should in theory lead to the type of casual contact that 
characterizes SMS. In practice however, she argues that Òthis 
form of visual sharing is not fully supported by current 
technologies and mobile servicesÓ [4, p.1].  

Radar is an example of a new photo sharing modality that is  
already beginning to engender some of the lightweight visual 
contact Ito refers to. One male user described Radar as Òmore 
laid-back and informalÓ and Òreally really differentÓ from other 
types of conversation. Like Koskinen et al.Õs participants, he 
explained that the pictures are what really sets the experience 
apart: ÒPeople take it as what it means to them. ItÕs open to 
interpretationÉ . It brings people together in a new way.Ó 

EPHEMERAL VERSUS LASTING VALUE OF PICTURES 
Over time pictures can add up to a considerable corpus. One user 
mentioned revisiting his channel and discovering that the pictures 
made up a cohesive whole, in contrast to the mostly disconnected 
digital pictures archived on his PC. He also described with delight 
how much he had changed in the course of his first few months in 
university: ÒIt was nice to follow what I was thinking.Ó 

Although designed primarily for in-the-moment sharing, pictures 
and comments on Radar leave lasting traces in the form of a 
shared tapestry of interwoven visual conversation threads and 
shared memes. Van House and Davis state that with 

cameraphones, Òmost images are highly transitoryÓ [11, p.3]. 
While it is true that pictures are taken more lightly, certain Radar 
images have come to have unexpected value for users both in 
anchoring shared memories and in offering opportunities for 
introspection. One of our future challenges will be to provide 
ways for users to take ownership of their archive by arranging it in 
forms that move beyond the purely chronological.  

FUTURE WORK 
The design of Radar is an ongoing process, and we will continue 
to pay close attention to the insights and practices of our users, 
both in the US and in other territories. We fully expect to witness 
the continued emergence of new photo memes and social 
practices. As a team, we are already beginning to discuss and joke 
about things that happened Òon RadarÓ in our face-to-face 
conversations. It will therefore be interesting to see how Radar 
and other photo sharing modalities will come to integrate into our 
everyday social interactions both in person and across different 
media.  
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