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Introduction

| know what you did last summer is not just the
titte of a movie trilogy of a serial killer but
increasingly the feeling experienced by many on
the net. In this paper we explain this interesting
phenomenon that has emerged through
photologs, public image sharing applications that
are widespread in the Web and still growing.
Since 2004, people around the globe have been
talking about this application that allows for
mass-photo sharing. A photolog or photoblog is
a specific type of weblog that allows one to order
digital photos systematically, often in
chronological order [1]. For many, the photolog
is seen as an alternative to the online photo
album, which was introduced earlier and is
familiar to most online users. The photolog is a
form of social software application that allows
people to collaborate and connect, that uniting

many users through photographs; Flickr
Fotopages %and Fotolo§ are well known
examples.
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Figure 1: A page from Flickr |
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2 Fotopages, http://www.fotopages.com
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Since 2004, we have performed several
gualitative studies and a quantitative study to
explore the application. Methods used in these
studies included in-depth interviews,
guestionnaires and systematic observation of
photologs. These studies have been supported by
constant observation and informal discussion
with photologgers and fellow researchers

In brief, the first study (study 1) focused on
photologger’s experience using photologs. Here,
we sought to understand the types of photos
shared, what users do when sharing, their
communication and their perception of the
application. Another quantitative study to
determine types of photos posted was conducted
in August 2005. A random sample of 255
photologs was visited and their photos were
observed (study 2). In total, 4883 photos were
collected, and categorized using a scheme
developed based on the data [2]. This
guantitative study strengthened our initial study
on photologs. Our'8study of photolog gave rise
to findings on photolurking: the behaviour of
browsing and looking at people’s photographs
without participating in discussion or addressing
the owner of the photographs or photologs,



whilst still discussing them in other avenues [3].
Based on our work the term ‘photolurker’ was
widely reported and is now commonly used in
blogs and found in online dictionaries.

In our early study on photologger experience, we
enquired into usability aspects of photolog
applications. We found that while the
instructions were easy to understand and follow
by non-English native speakers, the layout of
photographs and the length of time taken to
upload photos proved to be a drawback of the
application. Apart from that, the asynchronous
communication offered by photologs does not
make them any different from other online photo
sharing facilities like online photo albums or
sending through email. It is still one-sided
communication — one person posts messages and
has to wait for others to respond at a later time.

Despite this, these applications are very
successful with millions of registered users

around the world plus may more ‘passers-by’
who come and visit the application to view other

people’s photographs, to acquire information or
just to satisfy curiosity. Photolog applications

like Flickr are examples of social software

application based on Web 2.0 that despite
usability drawbacks, still invites a huge response
from users. A similar story of success despite
apparent usability problems has been noted for
YouTube [4].

What makes it successful? What can we learn
from them and how this relates to CSCW? What
are the implications of photologging for society

and what can we learn from these in relation to
CSCW and Web 2.0. In this position paper, we
will explain findings based on our studies on

user experience in photolog.

Reason for success

Despite the slow downloadable time for
photographs and the chaotic photograph layout
in certain photologs like Fotopages, they still
attract a large number of users. From our studies
of photolog, we identified 5 reasons for its
success.

Digital camera, camera phone

This is one of the factors that pushed designers
and developers to build photolog applications, to
answer the need for sharing and storing large
number of photographs. As digital cameras and

camera phones became cheaper and more widely
available, large numbers of photographs are
being taken. Users take the opportunity to be
more creative and have the freedom to capture
almost everything that happens around them.
Photographs taken are usually reviewed, selected
to keep or deleted. Photographs to keep are
usually stored in large and organized collections
in the PCs and also often saved in a secondary
file or CDs as a backup. Some people now use
the photolog as backup for their photographs.
The ability to store unlimited number of photos
in some photologs, makes users prefer this web
service to store their photographs. One user in
study 1 said that she prefers photolog over other
online photo sharing application because it
provides unlimited storage of photographs;
hence act as a backup for her collection.

Blog

The blog is another reason that attracts users to
photologs. A blog or a weblog is a journal (or
newsletter) that is frequently updated and,
despite often reading like a private diary, is
generally intended for general public
consumption [5]. This reworking of private—
public boundary is also a key difference between
older online albums, intended primarily for
friends and famil§, and photologs, which are
more obviously publicly .available.

In their early study on Blogger, Nardi et. al [6]
found that many bloggers have a strong desire to
incorporate their photo collection in their blogs
especially those who blog about their life.
Participant 3 in our study 1 has a blog and a
photolog. Like other bloggers, photolog act as
complementary sitdor her blogging. Often,
bloggers will direct a viewer to their photolog to
see more pictures that they have uploaded based
on an entry, as in the figure below:

* To the extent that some people are surprised
when they discover what they thought were
private images can be found by search engines.
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Miore pictures upioade:

Scrobbler

Recent Posts Flickr Photos

Technology

It is easy to use! Despite the drawbacks we
noted, overall, photologs are easy to use.
According to some photologgers, easy to
understand instructions and a simple user
interface makes them using this application to
share. Although we haven't performed a similar
analysis, it is interesting that in the study of
usablity of YouTube [4] many of the apparent
usability ‘problems’ turned out not to be

problems at all when experiential and other
issues are considered.

As noted the publicness of photologs is a key
difference from earlier online photo albums and
a contribution to their success. A lot of photologs
display domestic and personal photography.
Personal photographs that usually perceived as
private and often shared among close
acquaintances are now being broadcast to
anybody in the web. The publicness of the
application also has helped Google-stalRifay
some. However, since there are clearly privacy
and safety issues, photologs have introduced
features to protect the user.

User

A growing number of users now spend most of
their time online, thanks to the availability of
technology and its increasingly affordable prices.
With more time spent online, these users
discover many activities online such as watching
movies, playing games and, noteably, browsing
through photologs.

This new breed of users is not just web-savvy
but are ‘at home’ in the web — it is not just

® Snooping online on old friends, colleagues or
first dates

somewhere to go to find information to do
something else, but for them it is simply the
place to go. For them, the photolog has become
known as one of the places for hanging—out in
their spare time.

Users may come to a photolog for various
reasons. Sometimes photologs are visited after
being referred by a friend or family.
Alternatively search activity like may bring them
to a photolog.

Sometimes these users are the photologgers
themselves, often in the photolog to produce
content, browsing photologs and socializing with
others. They may also be photolurkers, only
infrequently, if ever, contributing, and so
apparently not using it as an obvious social tool
except as a voyeur.

In current situation, many people are living
remotely from their family. Elderly and young
children now are more open in embracing
technology and using this with their other family
members to share photographs. Photolog is seen
as a tool to connect with their loves one. So
photolog is an ideal application to share personal
photographs and socialize with them.

Content

Photographs are perhaps the main reason and
certainly the most obvious reason contributes to
the success of photolog. With the advent of
digital camera ,camera phones and the evolving
technology of photo editing software, a lot of
photographs were snap, edited and come in
different types. There are various kind of
photographs posted in photolog. We categorized
them into two major categories; people and non-
people photos. From study 1 and 2, people
photographs dominates photolog while non-
people photos like abstract, arts, products and
scenery are increasingly popular. Most of the
photolog that we've studied display people
photographs; which include family photographs,
friends, candid and also self-posed photos. Other
photologs act as a gallery, portraying fine quality
photographs for others to learn and envy

Another aspect of the content of a photolog that
contributes to its success is the stories of
photographs themselves. Photolog services like
Fotopages provides a column for a photologger
to tell stories about their photographs. For
example;Erna (participant from our study) has
subscribed to Fotopages since 2005. She regards



her photolog as her photo diary. In one entry she
mentioned:

“.....Anyway, this is for the sake of our
family’s memories. It is my intention to make
this FP to be our family’s diary. When
Dania and Danish grow up or when we are
not around anymore, they can browse
through this site. If we used photo album,
our photographs might get old and lost. So
hopefully our photos in FP will last until the
children gets older.”.

Adding stories to photographs makes them more
meaningful and influences user engagement with
the site. One participant in study 3 describes:

P4: ‘Before | have my own photolog, | always
visited my friends’ photologs. | browse my
friends’ photologs during my free time and
when I'm bored with my work. Usually it
takes about 5-10 minutes in one photolog.
Then | click other friends and other links as
well. Sometimes it did get carried away
especially when there’s interesting stories
and photos

The fascination with images by and of others
brings to mind Barthes' analysis of published
photographs in Camera Lucidf/], which
focuses on thepunctum the detail of very
personal significance in a very public
photograph Photographs can evoke user
emotions and influence engagement. For
example, in our study, a participant was surprise
when she ‘accidentally’ found her ex-classmate
through browsing a photolog. The discovery
made her very happy; bringing up memories of
their school days and inviting curiosity to know
more about her friend’s life. Thus, emotions
from viewing photographs and reading their
stories can influence interaction and user
engagement.

This success (of photographs in photolog) has
inspired other applications on the Web. For
example, since last year, Friendster, a social
network application has increased the capacity of
storing photographs per user and has included

features like commenting and rating of
photographs. Facebook, another increasingly
popular social network provides unlimited

uploading and storage of photographs.

® FP- Fotopages.com, http://www.fotopages.com

Implication to society

Technology does not simply connect people; it
defineshow people connect. According to Danah
Boyd, people continuously repurpose technology
to allow for the kinds of intimacy that they

desire. Blogs and other social network
applications like Friendster and MySpace have
invited many users around the world and are
providing a new way of socializing.

Photoblogs on the Internet have created a new
online community from different countries,
cultures and languages. This community consists
of photologgers and visitors which include silent
visitors or photolurkers. Users makes friends or
contacts online by commenting on each other
through comments boxes, tagging, and linking to
sites. Within this community, there are various
small groups identified on photolog such as
university students, housewives and professional
photographers. These groups unite based on their
type of photographs posted. Online interactions
sometimes extend to offline communication.

To some people, photolog is just another photo
sharing application on the Web. Yet, its
existence given rise to some exciting phenomena
changing users’ perceptions of personal
photographs. Family photographs like weddings,
births and family holidays are freely available on
photolog. What was personal, belonging to and
treasured only by close families and
acquaintances has now become public viewing
like a big billboard or a reality TV show[2].
People can know about other people’s lives by
just browsing through a photolog. With a
photolog, some people’s lives are subject to
scrutiny and sometimes obsession without their
awareness.

Another interesting phenomenon that emerges
from photolog is photolurking. The activity of
photolurking is rich involving both personal
browsing and searching and also social activity.
Photolurking is browsing and looking at people’s
photographs without participating in discussion
or addressing the owner of the photographs or
photologs, whilst still discussing them in other
avenues. From our findings, the variety of real
life and fine quality photographs and useful
information attracts and engages photolurkers.

Viewing personal photographs on photologs is
usually done alone in front of PCs. The freedom
of being alone allows people to concentrate on



their lurking, to be in their own world, to
fantasize, to laugh and to remember. Most of
them recall what they see and are able to discuss
the photos later with their friends outside the
photolog.

Our studies also revealed how people who live
nearby still prefer to use this global mechanism
(photolog) to share pictures and then

subsequently share the stories locally with their
friends. So, an application designed for remote
sharing and communication has instead been
appropriated into and become transformative of
the engagement of local social groups.

CSCW, Web 2.0 and photolog

In CSCW, research on photo sharing is not new.
Work by Crabtree[8] and Frohlich[9] are
examples of photo sharing research in CSCW
domain. Both of these focus on collaboration
around and sharing of collections of
photographs. Much recent research has focused
on web-based photo-sharing applications
[10],[11],]22]. These web-based photo-sharing
applications, such as Flickr, in true Web2.0
fashion use the “network as a platform” and they
are a new and exciting development worth
further investigation and development.

What can we learn from the photolog? There are
clear aspects of collaboration and communities
in photologs. Perhaps the collaboration online
and offine communication among the
community of photologgers and viewers are
resulted from its Web 2.0 characteristics. And it
is could be the consequences of repurposing the
technology by user to achieve their objectives
from photolog.

O'Reilly describe how photolog application like
Flickr fall into Level 2 application of his “four
plus one” levels in the hierarchy of Web 2.0-
ness. Photolog like Flickr can operate offline but
will gain more advantages from its shared photo-
database and from its community generated tag
database online[13].

Photolog is another successful story of Web 2.0.
Just like You Tube, photolog empower users.

Users owning the data and have more freedom
and control over them. The application is easy to
use makes it easily adapted by various group of
user. The application contains some social-
networking aspects that influence social

interaction online and local groups.

There are many photolog applications online
now. On top of that, many social network
application have provided photo sharing feature,
(sometimes more advance from photolog). User
has choice to choose the best).Take Facebook for
example, you get unlimited storage of photos,
you can tag people, you can give silly comments
to each other, it is more fun according to some
user and it is safe.

Looking forward

We have focused on the social Web2.0 features
of photologs. Of course the Web2.0 phenomena
is also connected with particular technologies, in
particular AJAX. Whilst not wanting to confuse
the technological and social aspects of Web2.0,
they do interact. In particular, AJAX is allowing
synchronous interaction (paradoxically since the
key element of the underlying technology is its
asynchronous use of the underlying Internet!).
This is allowing awareness mechanisms that
have been a key element of CSCW research for
many years. While there has been substantial
interest in the interaction of CSCW and web
technology from the early years of the web [14,
15], it often seems that recent web applications
are “reinventing the wheel”. As photologs in
particular and web applications in general are
becoming synchronous, this is an ideal point to
reflect on past knowledge and bring it to bear.
Indeed in our own research we are currently
looking a ways of allowing photolurkers to
communicate with one another synchronously,
but bypassing the photolog itself — mimicking
their offline behaviour.

It is interesting also that photolurkers are
bypassing the obvious CSCW features of
photologs. By not commenting online they are
not adding to the base of user content that is at
the heart of Web2.0 as a social phenomenon.
However, it is being used as a crucial part of
their own social interactions. In some ways, like
Weiser’s vision of the hardware of ubiquitous
computing becoming interwoven into daily
life[16], for these people, the web and their day
to day lives have become interwoven. Maybe
photolurkers tell us something about the future
of computer supported social interactidreyond
Web2.0.
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