
1. Introduction
My talk today is about how people think and feel

when they interact with technology and media.
Engineers have done an incredible job of making a
reality of the idea of any content, anywhere, anyplace,
anytime. This is now a reality. Multimedia is maturing.
Some interesting things happen, however, when we
change modalities. When the information can be
presented in a number of different ways, things happen
as we think and as we feel. I am going to talk about
some research that has some unexpected findings about
how people respond in our laboratories when we study
how modalities change. 

2. Media equation
I want to first talk about the basic idea that we've

been working on for 15 or 20 years. We think that the
way that people process information on screens,
information on computers, is fundamentally a social
experience just like the experience that I would have
interpersonally with someone in the audience. Many of
the same things that make this interpersonal
relationship successful will make the human media
interaction a social one. So we say that human media
interaction is fundamentally social. It 's just like
interactions in real life.

We actually had an artist draw a picture that
represents the theory. This gentleman is having dinner
with his monitor. (Fig-1) His monitor is a good friend.
His monitor has been on vacation with him. They sit
together and watch other things on other monitors. This
is a social relationship. To summarize that social
relationship, we say, we talk about the media equation.
The mediated life, this relationship, is equal to, in many
ways, interpersonal relationships. 

What would be the implications of the media
equation being true? Mediated interactions are a lot like
real life. Things known about real life, things known
about how I relate to other people, can be applied, in
fact, we say here, stolen, to talk about human-media

relationships. We can steal and borrow these important
lessons from those who know about human-human
communication. And those people are the psychologists,
who need to be heard along with the engineers who are
inventing the technology.

Let me give you an example. If I ask you "How do you
like the speech so far?" You'll likely say, "It's fine. I really
enjoy it. I think I'm going to enjoy it as you continue."
This is a universal politeness rule. But, we also know, as
psychologists, that if you walked out into the hall and
said, "Psst, how do you like the speech so far?" Hmmmm,
maybe some good, hopefully, maybe some bad. But
mixed reviews, more honesty. That's a fact of
psychological research.

Our question is, "Would people respond to a
computer, a television screen, in the same way?" Here's
an example of the empirical work that we do at Stanford
to study this issue. Let's say everyone in the room is
being tutored by a computer. The computer teaches you
about technical subjects, about social relationships, and
so on. After the lesson finishes, for half of the people, the
same computer they've been taught on asks in an
evaluation, "How did this computer do as a teacher?"
And they have to respond, ÅgWell, it did well, or it didn't
do well." The other half are tutored just like the first half,
but are asked to move to a second computer after the
lesson. It asks, "How did that computer do as a teacher?"
So, this parallels human-human interaction. It turns out
that when the same computer that taught you asks you
for an evaluation of itself, you are much more favorable.
You say the lessons were better, the interaction was more
likable, you enjoyed being in the interaction. You even
think you learned more. Now the people in the room
knew the computer wasn't "going to feel bad" if it was
evaluated poorly, but automatically, they responded
socially. We actually did the study with Stanford
graduate students in the computer science department,
who knew the computer wasn't going to feel bad. We
tested it with engineers in Asia and Europe. They all said
the same things.

This is an example of the equation between mediated
life and interpersonal life. And there are some things to
know about this equation. We think it's common. It
happens for everyone. It's an unconscious, automatic
response. Why does it happen? One of the reasons is, for
humans, close counts. Media have faces, they have
voices, they have characters, and people that gesture.
They look and feel like real people. They interact. There
is contingency, If I do something to the machine, it does
something different back to me, based on what I did to
it. That's very similar to interpersonal interaction. The
human brain is not specialized for 21st Century media.
The human brain evolved over thousands of years to
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Figure 1: The Media Equation



respond to very primitive cues in our environment. And
those are the responses that we bring to all of the
technology that all of you are inventing. Old brains
engage new media. We have no choice but to bring
these old brains with us when we process media.

What are the implications of this for multimedia life?
Human-media interactions are social. And changing the
modality can change the social responses. And if
designers keep this in mind, they can avoid some
problems and they can benefit from some opportunities. 

3. Changing Screen Size
We're interested in how people respond socially. One

of the words we use to describe this response is "arousal."
Arousal means the intensity of feelings, either good
feelings or bad feelings. It means the excitement we've
got going, the readiness for action. Arousal is a very
important response in humans because it's the engine
that gets us to do things to save ourselves. So arousal can
happen when content is either positive or negative 

We have a primitive response to fire, to someone
threatening us, to naked people, to seeing blood. All of
these are very basic responses. You don't have to learn
much about how to respond, just because you're human.

Now I want to show you the concept of display size,
thinking about arousal. We chose three different screens:
a large 60" display, a 22" display, a small 3" display.
After six seconds of baseline measures, the pictures come
on the screens. (Fig-2) The large screen is significantly,
substantially, more arousing than the other two screens.
And the opposite may happen as well. The traditional
large screen content may be less exciting when it's
downsized. 

4. Changing from a PC to a TV
We know that the same content can be displayed on a

PC or a television. What effect does that difference have
on how the information is processed up here (in the
brain), on how much people like it? We thought the PC
may have the role of being serious and that TVs may
have the role of being casual.

For our test we got identical monitors. We put a
keyboard with a mouse in front of some to make them
seem like a computer and put an old antenna on top of
the others to make them seem more like a television.
Then we had people watch comedy and trade stock on
both a 'computer' and a 'television'. When they watched
comedy on the television, it was a lot funnier than when
they watched it on the PC. When the stock trading was
done on the PC, people thought it was a lot more
intelligent, and the information was more trustworthy.
But, it was the same stuff. The only difference was the
role that was assigned to the technology. 

Thus the expected role is important, just as social
roles are very important to us in interpersonal
relationships. 

5. Changing Environments
The change here is nothing more than the room

where multimedia presentations occur. We were
especially interested in the office versus the living room.
We had people make choices about what television
programs they were going to watch using two different
interfaces and in two different places. One of the
interfaces was an Excel spreadsheet, the other, a
program guide that had an interactive character that

asked you questions about what you wanted to view. We
found that the character program guide was liked much
more in the living room and the spreadsheet interface
was liked more than the character interface in the office.
The office is the place where we need to be serious. The
spreadsheet goes well there. 

6. Changing from screen characters to robots
Another reality of this multimedia environment is

that we can now use robots along with the television
screen, to bring more life to the interaction. Similar
contents and stories can be delivered by TV characters or
by robots.  We've done several studies on this. Kids like
the robots better. When the robot moves, kids like it even
more. Children learn more from the robot; they pay
more attention; they are a little bit more aroused and
excited. 

In addition, we did a study with children and Aibo
asking about whether or not Aibo was treated like a real
dog. Here's a summary of what we found. It is not OK to
hit Aibo. Several kids said. "It would really be bad to
erase Aibo's memory." Aibo is a real social actor in a
child's environment. 

7. Virtual Service Representatives for PC sales on the web
I'll show you another piece of technology that we've

been working on, one that displays pictures of humans
in business transactions. These are virtual service
representatives. We actually did a pilot of this on a web
site of a PC manufacturer. A character pops up; it's
scripted and chosen to match the band; it helps you
configure a computer. The character makes
recommendations and advises you. People respond more
positively. They are much more likely to add it to the
shopping cart; they're much more likely to do business. 

8. Conclusions
To study how to build this stuff and how people

respond to the technology is an inter-disciplinary effort.
It's really different than a lot of the media inventions
we've done in the past.

Technology is hard to use. How can I make it easier?
How can I use natural forms of input and output?
Natural language processes, speech dialog systems, there
are many examples of those here in this building as
well. What are the social and emotional responses that
are important? The answers to these questions are in a
'sandwich' between technology or computer science, and
psychology. At Stanford, we're working with industry
and with every department across campus to bring new
interdisciplinary teams to life in a program named
Media X to find these answers. Thank you very much for
the opportunity to speak with you.
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Figure 2: Different Arousal Levels for Different Screens


