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ABSTRACT 
The Forum is a collaborative working environment that consists 
of two shared spaces: a space for informal interaction (Contact 
Space), and a workspace for synchronous meetings using 
audioconferencing support (Meeting Space).  It is designed to 
enable people, who should meet each other to do so naturally, 
providing an environment for richer online interactions.  This 
paper discusses three evaluations of the Forum Contact Space: a 
conceptual evaluation, a prototype evaluation, and an 
ethnographic evaluation.  Each evaluation was undertaken to 
improve the Contact Space usability, examine whether it supports 
chance encounters, and learn from participant feedback, areas for 
improvement of future Forum versions. 
The conceptual evaluation using focus groups showed group 
discrepancies regarding how the Contact Space would be 
beneficial for producing chance encounters.  In the prototype 
evaluation, the findings suggest that chance encounters were 
produced and that the Concept Space was perceived as an 
environment for supporting group cohesiveness.  A common 
theme from the findings of the ethnographic evaluation was the 
division of the Contact Space and its related parts into two tools: a 
core tool; and a peripheral tool, dependent on whether it was 
active.  As groups are increasingly distributed over geographical 
distances, the benefits of a shared virtual space for 
communication and interaction are being realised. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Collaborative Virtual Environments (CVEs) are increasingly 
gaining visibility in the field of Computer-Supported Cooperative 
Work (CSCW).  The purpose of a CVE is to provide affordances 
in order to reproduce conditions that augment interpersonal 
interaction in a physical environment. Designers of these multi-

user virtual environments have focused on creating the necessary 
conditions conducive to rendering a virtual place for 
geographically distributed users to interact, socialise, and 
communicate in a shared space [24]. 

1.1 Interaction in Collaborative Spaces 
There are a number of cases of shared spaces e.g. virtual 
conferencing systems [18], computer-mediated communication 
(CMC) systems [7], and graphical virtual worlds [11; 20] 
effectively supporting collaborative work. In certain virtual 
environments, users are represented in graphical form as a figure 
called an avatar.  Diverse examples of these types of CVE designs 
include Nessie [23], Out of this World [5], the Virtual Playground 
[26], and COSPACE [27]. CVEs may also be seen within the 
context of its structure or shared virtual space.  Shared virtual 
worlds according to Benford et al. [4] are the main concept 
behind CVEs.  He defines them as spaces generated by a 
computer in which the participants are embodied as a graphical 
representation.        
CVEs are textual or graphical spaces that enable synchronous 
communication.  CVEs may be especially useful in providing an 
environment conducive to group cohesiveness, as people have the 
opportunity to immediately receive feedback, when fielding 
questions or for clarification of an issue [9].  An advantage of 
these collaborative spaces is the opportunity for physically 
distributed team members to interact and co-exist within a shared, 
virtual space.  

1.2 Informal Communication in the 
Workplace 
Kraut, Fish, Root & Chalfonte [16] define four types of 
interpersonal interaction.  They are: scheduled (prearranged by 
participants); intended (participant seeks out another to talk about 
a specific topic); opportunistic (one participant sees another ‘by 
chance’ and remembers wanting to discuss a certain topic); and 
spontaneous (unplanned interaction because people see one 
another ‘by chance’ which results in a discussion that was not 
prearranged).  Opportunistic and spontaneous interactions, 
referred to as ‘unintended’ [12], are the types of communication 
that are most relevant to this paper.   
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Within a workplace setting, the majority of office interactions 
tend to be short (i.e. seconds not minutes) [16 in 13; 28]; 
spontaneous [13]; and may be related to physical proximity [28].  
These short, informal, repeated, 2-person interactions such as 
reminding a colleague about a meeting are referred to by 
Whittaker et al. [28, p.138] as “lightweight interactions”.  

 



According to Isaacs, Tang, & Morris [12], co-located colleagues 
often meet at high traffic areas such as a coffee machine or 
photocopier.  Previous research has shown, that these 
conversation that occur ‘by chance’, to be essential for the co-
ordination, cohesiveness and productivity of the group [12, 28].     
Research into CVEs that facilitate online unintended interactions 
is limited.  The primary focus has been on video systems such as 
the media space work [6], OfficeWalker [21] and Piazza [12]. 
However, Huxor’s [11] employment of Active Worlds, a 3D 
graphical virtual environment, as an interface to Basic Support for 
Cooperative Working (BSCW), suggest that a shared virtual space 
could also enable one to be available for chance encounters with 
other users.  Virtual worlds have been shown previously to 
support social interaction through one’s navigation and social 
positioning within virtual environments [14] and may provide a 
structure conducive for unintended interaction. 

1.3 Helping People Who Cannot Be Together, 
Work Together 
The Forum is an online collaborative working environment 
aiming at addressing these issues of intended and unintended 
lightweight encounters amongst distributed teams. Through the 
use of a Knowledge Agent (Jasper) and CVE technology the 
Forum has been designed to allow people who should meet each 
other to do so easily and naturally, and provides the means for 
them to have richer online meetings. The purpose is to bring 
people together both informally and formally and this split is 
recognised in the separation of the Forum into two shared spaces: 
a space for informal interaction (Contact Space), and a workspace 
for synchronous meetings using audioconferencing support 
(Meeting Space)  [17].  Andrew McGrath and the eCollaboration 
team at BT Adastral Park created it as a research project.  Andrew 
also sponsors a PhD student at the Bartlett School of Architecture.  
Their Space Syntax work [see Space Syntax URL] became part of 
the Forum design requirements.  The main focus of concern for 
this paper is the design and evaluation of the Contact Space. 

1.4 Let the System Do the Walking 
One of the most problematic aspects of virtual spaces is 
navigation. If a ‘chance meeting’ is recreated between two people 
online, this should occur with the simplest navigation system 
while enjoying the strengths of the spatial metaphor. To address 
this issue Symbolic Acting is used. 
Symbolic Acting is when you do all your normal activity on the 
desktop machine but the avatar representing you acts out the 
symbolic meaning of your activity. For example, if you are 
writing a groupware paper while a colleague reads a CVE 
document on the World Wide Web, you should each be navigated 
by the system into the same CSCW zone. This will put you in 
‘visual proximity’ with other people in your Contact Space 
system working in a similar area (whom you can speak to, or 
politely ignore) without personally navigating your avatar.  The 
navigation is implied from the desktop activity of the user and 
mapped onto a spatial CVE. 
Put simply – ‘you let the system do the walking’ [17].  This 
process will put people together based on their subject interests. It 
should also be possible for people to be brought together based on 
their activity such as browsing on the World Wide Web (WWW). 
This is to address the ‘Meeting by the Photocopier’ effect. As 
nobody photocopies or takes a coffee break online, the conceptual 
equivalent of these activities are being looked at. There seems 
little point in recreating photocopiers or corridors in virtual 
environments and so the Contact Space has been designed with 

certain job specific online activities that are mapped onto 
movement in the space. 

2. FORUM CONTACT SPACE DESIGN  
Below are two illustrations of the Contact Space. The left picture 
shows the ground plane of the Contact Space - the circles with 
pyramids represent the Interest Groups created by the members of 
the Jasper agent.  Interest Groups are used to store and 
disseminate information on particular subjects.  You can see 
avatars located in the space, positioned by the system depending 
on their desktop activity and subject matter. The semi-transparent 
layers above the avatars represent the ‘action’ layers where the 
specific job-defined activities, such as editing a workshop paper, 
are treated as special cases to position people on these planes 
when conducting these activities.  Navigation may also be user-
initiated and over-rides any system navigation for the duration of 
the user interaction. 

 
     Figure 1: Action Layers               Figure 2: ‘Sleepy’ Mode 
Figure 1 shows two avatars on the working plane, they have been 
moved to this location by the system as they are working on 
related documents, Emails or web page activity. Behind the 
avatars are pyramids, which link to the Jasper agent repository. 
Three avatars in one of the ‘action’ layers can be seen in Figure 2. 
The ‘action’ layers open up the users to ‘meeting’ others through 
a common activity even though they may have different subject 
themes.  Activity layers would be very job specific, but examples 
of potential action layers would be a “searching internet layer” or 
a “writing project proposal” layer. 
As the system moves the avatars around, it orientates the avatar’s 
viewpoint or direction of view towards other people in the space 
that have similar long-term interests.  This means that the window 
is usually oriented towards a person who is online without the 
user having to interact with the application. The combination of 
location for present activity, and orientation of view for long-term 
mutual interests, allows the system to combine these possibly 
conflicting values into a single view. The Jasper Agent gathers the 
knowledge about the long-term interests of the users. In Figure 2, 
one of the avatars is shown in ‘sleepy’ mode.  This is activated 
when the user’s machine has been inactive for a period of time, 
resulting in the head sinking into the body.  Communication 
within a zone occurs through a text chat pop-up window. Should 
the users wish they could upgrade their text chat communication 
into a Meeting Space encounter where the addition of audio and 
data conferencing allows for more formal, goal oriented 
collaboration. 
This paper is part of an ongoing, larger investigation of the 
Forum’s shared spaces (Contact Space and Meeting Space). Each 
evaluation contributed to the design and development of the 
Forum. In the following, we discuss these evaluations of the 
Contact Space and the lessons learned from each. 



3. CONTACT SPACE CONCEPT 
EVALUATION 
The first evaluations of the Forum Contact Space occurred at the 
beginning of 1999.  Using Contact Space concepts on paper, Jon 
Duhig, a student intern at BT Adastral Park (then BT Labs) 
organised three focus groups to gather their user opinion on the 
concept of the Contact Space.    

3.1 Focus Group Composition 
The composition of these groups was diverse.  The first group 
consisted of students (18-24) working at BT Adastral Park that 
were characterised by a familiarity and frequent use with a variety 
of Internet communication tools (e.g. ICQ, chatrooms, mailing 
lists).  There was not any apprehension about using an 
environment such as the Contact Space to interact with others.  
The second group consisted of research and development workers 
at BT Adastral Park with exposure to new technologies such as 
3D virtual worlds and Internet communication tools.  They had 
less contact with ICQ-type systems and felt sceptical whether 
social interactions could actually take place within a virtual 
environment.  The third group were flexible workers, a team of 
BT Adastral Park software developers (34-52) that spent a 
majority of their time at home or away from the workplace.  This 
group was older than the other groups and did not perceive a 
social benefit to using an environment such as the Contact Space. 

3.2 Lessons Learned from the Focus Group 
Discussions 
The three issues that were most relevant to the focus groups were 
communication, social interaction, and control.   
Participants had different levels of confidence regarding 
communication within an online environment based on the degree 
of previous experience with online communication tools.  Those 
with active involvement with virtual communities such as mailing 
lists or ICQ expressed a greater degree of confidence in using a 
system like the Contact Space.  Less familiar participants 
preferred face-to-face, Email or telephone communication.  
Therefore social behaviour and perception may evolve with 
usage. 
It was felt that the Contact Space would be beneficial as an 
information-gathering system (i.e. for asking questions), but 
people were uncertain whether they would communicate with 
someone when placed beside them.  There seemed to be a 
consensus that the formality or perceived formality of the 
environment could influence the type of interactions that occurred 
within - a formal environment fostering a formal level of 
communication.  There were also group discrepancies in how the 
Contact Space would be beneficial for producing chance 
encounters. 
A concern with respect to control was the potential extra burden 
that the Contact Space could place on one’s work, such as 
excessive desktop activity (i.e. continuous messages), or requiring 
too much effort to maintain one’s level of presence (i.e. 
available/engaged).  The consensus was for a system that worked 
for its users, rather than controlling them. 

4. CONTACT SPACE PROTOTYPE 
EVALUATION 
An evaluation study of the first networked version of the Contact 
Space was conducted with the purpose of gathering information 
from trial participants about its positive and negative aspects. 

4.1 Methodology of Usability Study 
The primary author, under the guidance of Andrew McGrath, 
conducted this study during a twelve-week term on a student 
internship.  It took place June-August 1999 at the Advanced 
Communications Technology Centre at BT Adastral Park in 
Ipswich, U.K. using qualitative (interviews, focus group, personal 
diaries, video diary) and quantitative analysis (user data logs).   
There were thirty-five participants, both onsite and distributed  
(i.e. London) that consisted of Forum developers, Forum team 
members and BT Advanced Communications Technology Centre 
employees.  For a number of reasons including holiday absence, 
perceived software conflicts, lack of interest, and concerns about 
the Forum stability on one’s machine, the number of actual active 
participants were twenty-six. Twelve participants were used for 
interviews and four for a focus group.  One user also participated 
in a ‘video diary’ observation in which significant events were 
recorded over a two-week period. 

4.2 Supporting Online Chance Encounters  
Participant feedback suggests the successfulness of the Contact 
Space in generating chance encounters.  Interactions occurred in 
the Contact Space that participants reported ordinarily wouldn’t 
have happened, as previous real world encounters resulted in a 
different behaviour.  

• I have been next to people in the Contact Space...that I’m 
never next to in the office and I’ve chatted to them rather 
than just smiling at them as I walked past. 

Participants recalled meaning to speak with another colleague, but 
not remembering until seeing them in the Contact Space.  They 
reported that this triggering of their memory resulted in a text chat 
or instigated a workplace conversation. 

• ...I’ve got a mind that I need to ask say Michael a 
question...and then I’ve seen him in the Contact Space and 
that’s reminded me that I need to ask him something and I’m 
there opening up a text chat and do that. 

Further evidence from a participant is provided in the following 
two examples. The first incident involved her seeing a colleague 
in the Contact Space.  This colleague spoke about how well a 
previous workshop that they had attended together had went.  
This then triggered in her the idea to invite him to another 
workshop she was organising.  Ordinarily she wouldn’t have 
thought of inviting him since they were short on spaces and she 
had no plans to Email or phone him. 

• ...having seen him in the space and talking to him about 
something else I just thought oh you know by the way do you 
want to come to this thing...I wouldn’t have perhaps asked 
otherwise. 

The second situation involved her seeing her colleague in the 
Contact Space shortly before lunch.  After inviting him to lunch, 
he stated that he was about to go to a lunch-hour presentation.  
She then recalled she had forgotten about the presentation and had 
actually planned to attend. 

• And about five minutes after seeing him in the Contact Space 
I saw him at the ASK presentation so again I wouldn’t have 
found that out because I’d totally forgotten...but I just 
happened to mention to him about lunch time and he 
suggested it. 

4.3 Social Norms for Shared Spaces 
Within virtual environments, social conventions have been 
observed [14; 25] that may have been transferred from the real 



world. In the Contact Space, examples of emergent behaviour 
may also exist.  Two areas that will be further explored here are 
proximity and social interaction. 

4.3.1 Proxemic Behaviour 
Some participants reported feeling ‘too close’ to another avatar 
after a suggested or requested move.  To compensate, participants 
would then attempt to navigate to another area or endeavour to 
establish contact.  A possible interpretation of this is that they felt 
their personal space had been invaded as has previously been 
observed in physical [1] as well as virtual [14] environments. 

• ...and there was just this huge avatar face filling almost the 
entire [view] window...it was just “Oh get out of my face”, 
you know, it was like he’d come up to my desk and was like 
this close to my face and I found it really intrusive so I 
actually tried to invite him to chat and say “Hey do you 
realise you’re in my face?”...  

4.3.2 Social Etiquette: Greeting and Leaving 
The use of informal greetings and farewells such as ‘hi’ and ‘bye’ 
to begin or end a text chat was a social etiquette that some 
participants felt comfortable with; adding that the transition in and 
out of conversations would seem abrupt without it.  Participants 
stated that they often waited for the other party to acknowledge 
their farewell convention before leaving the Contact Space.  
This behaviour mirrors social conventions observed previously in 
virtual environments [3; 15].  The greeting convention may have 
been used in order to present oneself in an attractive manner [3], 
which may be especially important during spontaneous, informal 
communication [16; 19]. 
Symbolic acting such as leaving the Forum (one’s avatar bobs up 
and down) or being engaged (head sinks down into one’s body) 
provides visual information about one’s degree of presence within 
the Contact Space.  Greetings and farewells do not necessarily 
only occur with conventional communication tools, but instead 
may be replaced with a dynamic symbolic action, resulting in an 
enhancement of a common real-world behaviour. 

• ...sometimes when I log out I’ll go to I’ll fly to someone and 
click close which makes me bob up and down.  So that I 
know that someone else can see that I’m leaving...what I find 
appealing is actually showing someone that I’m leaving and 
that’s no different to saying “Goodbye” to someone in the 
office.  

4.4 Facilitating Group Cohesiveness and 
Awareness 
The Forum, as a CVE, is a kind of shared information space.  A 
shared information space is characterised by the information 
contained within, in addition to how the users that inhabit the 
environment, interpret and derive meaning from it [2].  Artefacts 
within the Forum (text chat, avatars, Jasper pyramids) are 
conduits for sending, receiving and transmitting meaningful 
information, in a sense - information gathering tools.  For 
example, participants used text chat for specific questions as well 
as general discussions  (i.e. planning a meeting time or confirming 
everything is ‘ok’ before upgrading to a meeting space). 
Upgrading to a meeting space provides the ability to transfer 
documents resulting in an enhanced qualitative and sometime 
quantitative exchange of information. 

• ...I use [the Contact Space] when I want to talk to somebody 
to get some information or to give them some information - 
sort of, if we’ve got a meeting coming up and I want 

information from them about the meeting then I’ll find them 
and chat to them... 

The degree of identification with one’s group depends on the 
level of group cohesiveness (i.e. the strength of the intragroup 
relationship linking group members to each other and to the group 
as a whole [8]).  Groups are not isolated units; group membership 
and group cohesiveness are influenced by the environment [8].     
Participants expressed a sense of group cohesiveness in being able 
to maintain close connection with the team.  A teleworker 
expressed feeling more “connected” to the other team members 
that were co-located at the workplace.  It is not necessarily the 
case that recognising a colleague results in a conversation.  One 
of the qualities of sharing the same space is that ‘co-location 
without communication’ leads to a sense of group.    

• ...see [colleagues] don’t need to talk to them, it is enough to 
see them and know that they are alive to talk to if I wish 

• ...sometimes I just actually go and see if someone is there 
and I don’t talk to them...something reassuring about 
checking that someone is there... 

Using a tool that signals one’s level of presence such as the 
engaged feature (avatar’s head sinks into body when inactive or 
away from the desktop) is effective only to the degree with which 
it is accurate.  

• ...I’d gone into the Contact Space and there were four, four 
people in there and I’d gone up to each one of them in turn 
and asked them to text chat and not one of them responded 
and that’s very disappointing.  You feel quite cut off by that.  
Cause if you were in the office...you could turn around and 
see whether they were at their desks or not, but because I’m 
at a different site I can’t.  I’ve got no other means of finding 
out if they’re actually there or not... 

4.5 Areas for Improvement 
Although participants felt that the concept of the Contact Space 
had been nearly realised, issues of concern were also raised.  The 
primary concern was that a greater population was required to 
increase the likelihood of chance encounters.  The reason for a 
low population with the Contact Space could be attributable to a 
number of reasons. 
Participants may have felt that in-group communication is easiest 
using a common communication tool; this would decrease use of 
the Forum, if the complete team were not connected. The lack of 
a training session to assist participants on installing and using the 
Forum may have resulted in confusion about actual system 
functionality.  In addition, an online help guide to provide online 
support was requested. 
In a study of Lotus Notes, Orlikowski [22] documented the 
implementation of Lotus Notes into the office of a large 
consulting firm.  In evaluating later, why people didn’t use it, they 
found a number of relevant reasons.  The employees received 
little notification as to why the system was to be installed on their 
computers and many admitted not knowing what it was.  In 
addition, there was an over-emphasis on system installation and 
an under-emphasis on training; the focus was on individual rather 
than collaborative benefits.  Similarly, in this evaluation it was 
not emphasised enough the collective benefits of using the Forum. 
When discussing the actual Contact Space functionality, a 
common concern was the lack of system feedback stating why a 
system-initiated move occurred. People moved into the same 
circle felt they needed a reason to communicate with another 
person also sharing the space. 



5. CONTACT SPACE ETHNOGRAPHIC 
EVALUATION 
Beverley Wright undertook an ethnographic study of the first 
networked version of the Contact Space, during a twelve-week 
student internship at BT Adastral Park between July-October 
1999.  This study was again under the supervision of Andrew 
McGrath. The study emphasised how participants have adapted 
their work and communication patterns to integrate with the 
Forum.  It also examined how the Forum affected work 
experiences. 

5.1 Methodology of Ethnographic Study 
Originally, there were eight participants. All were BT Adastral 
Park employees distributed over three locations (including 
remote).  Video analysis for six produced approximately sixty 
hours of video, as two participants were unavailable.  Informal 
interviews were conducted with seven participants.   
The purpose of the video analysis was to determine the type of 
integration of the Forum with different communication tools, as 
well as examine its effect by observing all possible situational 
factors (i.e. Email use, telephone conversations, body language).  
Informal interviews involved an evaluation of the main themes 
discovered during the observations to determine if the participants 
could articulate them.  

5.2 Themes Discovered during Ethnography 
The six main themes were: the importance of boundaries in work, 
for Forum usage; the importance of observation and peripheral 
awareness; the Forum’s movement from a peripheral to a core 
tool; the integration of the Forum with other media tools; the 
occurrence of establishing surrounding in the Forum; the 
importance of indicators to give signals concerning how busy 
users are.  The first four are elaborated upon below. 

5.2.1 Forced and Personal Boundaries 
A ‘boundary’ was referred to as a break from one’s work or 
current desktop activity.  Most use of the Forum occurred during 
one of these boundaries, either personal (user takes a break, 
relaxes, perhaps chats with another person) or forced (external 
event, such as a phone call, abruptly impacts the user).  The video 
observations showed a participant checking his Email when he 
was suddenly distracted by a ‘laugh’ elsewhere in the office.  This 
forced boundary resulted in his attention being broken, resulting 
in him navigating to someone in the Contact Space, and initiating 
a text chat. 

           
  Figure 3: Communication            Figure 4: ‘Navigate to’ 

5.2.2 Peripheral Awareness 
An awareness of office interactions and knowing who is present 
within the workplace is a natural part of the office experience, as 
the environment is a self-monitoring area. Heath and Luff [10] 
discussed the importance of ‘mutual monitoring’ on colleagues in 
a London underground control room.  What is advantageous about 

the Contact Space is the ability to monitor colleagues in a virtual 
environment that may be perceived as an extension of one’s 
physical environment.  This enables one to be more attuned to the 
workplace beyond their immediate vicinity.  The use of the 
‘Navigate to’ and the ‘or person’ scroll-down menus [see Figure 
4], contained in the self-view window, are tools for navigation to 
a place or person.  It provides a unique illustration of the Contact 
Space being adapted for a person’s own needs.  Users were 
observed scrolling down to see who else was present in the 
Contact Space rather than using them purely as navigational tools. 
These navigation menus although not in the centre of the screen, 
still maintain an important focus on the periphery.          

5.2.3 Moving from the Periphery to the Core 
The self-view window is a peripheral section of the Contact Space 
as it requires less direct attention and is usually not occupying a 
central location on the view screen. The text chat pop-up box [see 
Figure 3, left-hand side] is a core section of the Contact Space as 
it enables users to have direct contact with one another.  When a 
text chat is instigated, the pop-up window appears over the 
Contact Space, obstructing the view.  In the video analysis, every 
user except for one moved the pop-up window to a central 
position.  Users may have been attempting to optimise their 
viewing capacity, enabling a simultaneous view of the Contact 
Space to be maintained.  An added benefit is that it places the 
window in a more centralised location representing a change in 
the focus of attention.  However, increasing attention on the 
Contact Space reduces the ability to interact in the real world, 
representing a shift in the user’s communication patterns. 

5.2.4 Integration with other Media Tools 
The Contact Space as a complete system can be divided into two 
sections: periphery and core.  It is a periphery tool when it 
occupies the fringes of a person’s work (static) and it becomes a 
core tool when active, such as during a text chat (dynamic).  In 
the interviews, most participants stated that the Contact Space 
lacked integration with other tools.  This would make sense if it 
were perceived only in its core form.  As a peripheral tool, people 
can do simultaneous tasks, such as typing a document, which may 
also enable someone to be navigated to an appropriate circle 
related to the document’s theme.  However, when it becomes a 
core tool, (i.e. someone is invited to a text chat), attention is 
diverted from real-world or desktop activities (i.e. telephone call) 
to the Contact Space.  For example, one participant after a real 
world disruption of a text chat interacted with their colleague in ‘a 
blunt and to the point’ manner. Perhaps people are concerned 
about the impression given to their text-chat conversational 
partner if typing is interrupted, even momentarily.    

6. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE 
IMPLICATIONS 
We have presented three evaluations of the Forum Contact Space, 
a virtual world designed for serendipitous interactions. The 
findings from the first study led to a number of relevant 
improvements in the first networked version of the Contact Space.  
Based on the recent findings gathered from the last two 
evaluations, the Contact Space has been redesigned and the 
following changes have been implemented.  A choice between 
running a 2D ticker environment or a 3D environment has been 
implemented and this allows 2D users to “see” and interact with 
3D users and visa versa.  In addition, the ability to upgrade from 
the Contact Space to the Meeting Space has become easier.  
Email can be invoked in the Contact Space by clicking on another 
user and sending them a message via their normal email client.   



As work teams become more dispersed, the advantages of an 
environment that places people from different physical spaces in a 
shared virtual space are increasingly apparent.  The benefits for 
group cohesiveness have been expressed in the interviews, focus 
groups and observations of the participants.  The Contact Space is 
becoming a dynamic space where chance encounters lead to real 
world interactions that ordinarily wouldn’t have occurred.  The 
concept of providing a space for people to hang out with their 
colleagues and develop a feeling of community with team 
members (distributed or co-located) is almost realised.  Future 
Forum versions will make it a reality. 
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