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“Social Translucence: An 
Approach to Designing 
Systems that Support Social 
Processes”





Every day we make countless decisions based on the activity 
of those around us

In another town on business, you and a few colleagues are looking for a place 
to have dinner. You notice a small restaurant: through its window you see a 
cozy room with waiters bustling about; you hear the murmur of conversation, 
and the clink of glasses and cutlery. You head for the entrance...

You have arrived at the opening reception for a convention. You look around 
for someone to talk to and see someone you recognize gesturing excitedly as 
others listen intently. Curious, you wander over...

You are shopping for wine to bring to dinner. As you browse the racks you 
hear a muttered “Aha!” and watch another shopper grab two bottles out of a 
nearly empty bin. You get a bottle for yourself...



Every day we make countless decisions based on the activity 
of those around us

In another town on business, you and a few colleagues are looking for a place 
to have dinner. You notice a small restaurant: through its window you see a 
cozy room with waiters bustling about; you hear the murmur of conversation, 
and the clink of glasses and cutlery. You head for the entrance...

The glass window makes socially significant information visible
The glass window supports awareness: brings our social rules into play 

to govern our actions
Accountability behind opening the door, as a consequence of public 

knowledge of the above awareness





Babble’s Design

more convivial and inviting by providing an easy way for participants to
signal agreement, encouragement, and empathy.

A novel aspect of Babble is the social proxy, a minimalist graphical
representation of users that depicts their presence and their activities
(Figure 2). The social proxy portrays the conversation as a large circle, and
the participants as colored dots (shown as small numbered circles in the
schematic in Figure 2), referred to, hereafter, as marbles. Marbles within
the circle are involved in the current conversation; marbles outside the
circle represent those who are logged on but are in other conversations. The
marbles of those who are active in the current conversation, either talking
(i.e., typing) or “listening” (i.e., interacting via mouse clicks and move-
ments) are shown near the circle’s center; with inactivity, marbles drift out
to the periphery. When people leave the current conversation their marbles
move outside the circle; when they enter the conversation, their marbles
move into the circle. When people log onto the system it creates virtual
wedges for their marbles, adjusting the position of all the marbles in the
social proxy; when they depart, the wedges are destroyed, and the remain-
ing marbles adjust to uniformly occupy the space. All marble movements
are animated, thus making arrivals, movements, and departures visually
salient.

Although simple, this social proxy gives a sense of the size of the
audience, the amount of conversational activity, as well as indicating
whether people are gathering or dispersing, and who it is that is coming
and going. Also, because the portrayal is graphical, it has a perceptual
directness (like the glass window) that a list of written names lacks.
Experientially, the social proxy is interesting because it focuses attention
on the group as a whole, and the coherence (or lack thereof) of its activity.

4.2.2 Social Activity in Babble. As of this writing, Babble has been in
daily use by its implementers for two years, and has been deployed to about
eight other groups who have used it for periods of two to six months. Most

Fig. 2. Social proxy schematic. Part (a) shows the layout of the social proxy: dots 1, 2, and 3,
inside the circle, are part of the “current” conversation; dot 4 is in another conversation. Part
(b) shows the dot animation: they move abruptly to the center when they are active, and
slowly drift to the periphery with inactivity. Thus, a tight cluster of dots represents an active
conversation.
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Erickson and Kellogg look at social 
translucence in the context of a corporate 
environment. 

What are the implications of this design beyond 
collaboration and knowledge communities?

How would these considerations of social translucence 
(visibility, awareness, accountability) change if it were a 
different environment? 

Class Discussion Point I 



Erikson and Kellogg say that “Digital systems 
are generally opaque to social information”

Is it really the case?
Give one example where it is
Given one example where it is not

Class Discussion Point II 



Open Design Issues in Babble



Erickson and Kellogg point out the tensions 
between visibility and privacy in designing 
socially translucent systems. What kind of 
design elements can help resolve this tension? 

Take how Facebook promotes some social 
translucence via the News Feed. Modify this 
design to negotiate the tension between 
visibility and privacy.

Class Exercise I



The Chat Circles Series: 
Explorations in designing 
abstract graphical 
communication interfaces
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 Fig. 1: The original Chat Circles interface.  The local user’s circle is 
bordered in white (in this image, it is a user called “magenta”, with 
the blue circle). Everyone is speaking, except for “it” (in green). Only  
“ann” is inside of magenta’s hearing range. 
 
supplementing a persistent chat environment.  The series of 
projects described in this paper form the most extensive 
exploration of the design of abstract graphical 
communication interfaces. 

 

The Chat Circles series 

The approach taken here has been to start with a carefully 
designed, minimalist environment (Chat Circles) and then 
to experiment with modifying its fundamental features.  We 
believe that simplicity is an excellent starting point, but is 
not itself the ultimate design goal – which is to create 
environments that foster lively, engaged interaction.  
Features and detail should be added to the initial design 
only if they enrich the experience.   

The design process described in this paper shows a series of 
projects evolving toward increasingly legible and engaging 
social environments.  Like evolution in the real world, the 
designs fit into different niches: some are general purpose, 
easily accessible chat systems.  Others add expressive 
functionality, but require more complex technologies.  Still 
others are designed for specific types of interactions, e.g. 
interfaces for distance learning or remote game playing.  
Thus far, five project (Chat Circles, Chat Circles II, Talking 
in Circles, Chatscape and TeleDirection) have been 
developed, each sharing the same common foundation, but 
varying in specific design features and as a result differing 
significantly in their feel, purpose, and function.  

 

Key interface elements 

The simple graphics and interactions of Chat Circles have 
been varied in several key areas: 

o Environment:  what demarcates the space?  What is 
there to do besides chat?  

o Communication channel: how do the participants 
communicate with each other? 

 Fig. 2: Chat Circles history interface. Each vertical line represents a 
user. The horizontal bars represent posting, with hollow bars standing 
for messages posted outside the local user’s hearing range. The text of 
postings, shown as solid bars, can be retrieved by mouse-over.  
 

o Individual representation: what do the participants 
look like?  Is there a particular meaning to one’s 
appearance? 

o History:  is the conversation permanent or ephemeral?  
How can one see bygone interactions? 

o Movement: how do the user’s move in the space?   

o Context: what is the purpose of the site?  

Our goal in writing this paper is not only to describe the 
projects, but also to examine how varying these interface 
elements makes each a distinctive space.   We start with a 
description of the initial project, Chat Circles, and then 
discuss each of the four  subsequent designs, using each one 
as a contextual basis for examining one or more of these 
interface elements.  

 

The Foundation: Chat Circles  

Chat Circles [16] is the original project in this family and 
each of the pieces we will be discussing derives from it.  
Our goal was to build a chat interface that would enhance 
social interaction by intuitively structuring the 
conversation, giving the user a better sense of the other 
participants, and depicting the activity in the virtual space.  
Our solution, Chat Circles, uses simple 2D graphics (see 
figure 1).  Each user is represented by a colored circle with 
his or her name alongside it.  The user’s words appear in  2
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 4

 Fig. 4: Picture publishing interface in Chat Circles II. As the 
administrator posts pictures in the chatroom, she has control over the 
size of the viewing range for each picture, which is represented as a 
circle around each image. 

 
participants move from one area to another in order to 
participate in different discussions. 

Chat Circles introduced the notion of “hearing range” – one 
sees nearby participants as solid, text-filled circles, but 
those who are further away appear only as hollow circles.  
These distant circles are still seen growing and shrinking, 
but their content cannot be read.  The hearing range feature 
encourages Chat Circles’ users to make use of the space in 
a socially meaningful way.  Conversations are spatially 
bounded – people who are near each other share a 
discussion, and should they see someone else they wish to 
greet across the screen, they must move towards them to do 
so.  Although the cost of doing so is not at all high, it does 
provide a subtle commitment to one’s ongoing discussion, 
and a sense of leave-taking when one chooses to join a 
different group.  It also makes it possible to deliberately 
ignore someone.  In a text chat if someone is bothersome 
(or just boring), one cannot simply walk away (or politely 
excuse oneself) from them as one might do in real life, and 
there is no way to stop their words from appearing. Even in 
graphical chats, while one might move one’s avatar away, 
such motion has no effect on the visibility of the text.  In 
Chat Circles, not only can one leave a dull or distressing 
discussion, one’s departure is visible to others, thus 
enabling basic social sanctions 

 

We decided that the ability to review the discussion’s 
history should be included in Chat Circles.  Discussions in 
Chat Circles’ conversation interface are ephemeral, with 
messages fading and disappearing after several seconds, 

similar to the temporal nature of real world spoken 
discussions.  However, online text chats often allow 
participants to scroll back to view the history of the 
discussion.  This is quite useful, especially since people 
frequently use online chats while also doing other things, 
both on the screen and off line.  Unlike an audible 
conversation, which one can peripherally monitor even if 
one’s primary attention is elsewhere, a written conversation 
requires one’s full visual attention and it is easy to miss 
significant statements and changes of topic while 
momentarily distracted.   

Chat Circles history interface is a separate screen that 
shows a timeline form all the chat entries since one logged 
in and allows one to read any of those that were made 
within one’s hearing range (see figure 2).  It presents the 
viewer with a simple visual representation of conversation 
over time where activity patterns become quickly 
observable. By displaying time on a vertical axis and users’ 
postings as horizontal bars, we are able to create a simple 
two-dimensional snapshot of the conversation history 
within the room (see figure 2). Looking at the history 
interface, one can immediately spot certain communication 
patterns within the room: who talks a lot, who is mostly 
quiet, moments of quiet and periods of intense messaging.  
One can mouse over a horizontal bar and see the content of 
posting. The history interface maintains the hearing range 
boundaries. Messages that were posted outside the local 
user’s hearing range are shown as hollow bars, consistent 
with the hollow circles in the chat interface.  The user only 
has access to the messages that were posted within their 
hearing range:  mouse-overs reveal the text of only those 
postings that one had been privy to in the main spatial 
interface. 

Chat Circles’ minimalist approach has attracted a number of 
fans, including ID Magazine, which gave it a bronze medal 
in their Interactive Design.  For us, the spareness of this 
interface was a foundation to be built upon.  Colored circles 
are not the ultimate representation of the human form, typed 
text is a slow and constrained communication channel, a 
blank black background provides little context for 
conversation.   In subsequent projects we experimented 

   

Fig. 5: As a user 
moves in the 
chatroom, she 
leaves traces of 
her movement. 





Chat circles were about online chat rooms 
where people conversed. 

To what extent these principles of design (environment, 
history, individual representation, comm. channel etc.) are 
present in today’s social media sites?

Interpret Snapchat and 4chan with the design principles 
of chat circles (environment, history, individual representation, 
comm. channel etc.). 

Class Exercise II



How would you implement a “hearing 
range” feature within a social media 
conversation? Take/contrast Tiktok
and Reddit as two examples. Is it a 
good idea?

Class Discussion Point III 



Situate how the visualizations of social 
interactions by Donath and Viegas fit 
with the social translucence theory



A common premise for both papers is that 
they want online social interactions to mimic 
offline interactions. Almost 15 years later, is 
this still a requirement in the design of social 
computing systems? Why?


