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Abstract  
This paper describes our doctoral research project 
about sociability evaluation methods for interactive 
television. First, the two main research questions 
are formulated, which address the core aspects of 
our research: creating guidelines to evaluate the 
sociability of interactive television and adapting the 
method of user testing to detect sociability issues in 
interactive television. Previous research into the 
social uses of television and the need for clear 
guidelines and adapted user testing show the 
relevance of our research. Several theoretical 
frameworks form the basis of our research, most 
notably the typology of social uses by Lull (1980), 
Clark’s theory of language use (Monk, 2003) and 
the ‘media use as social action’ theory (Renckstorf 
& Wester, 2004). Finally, the methodology with 
which our research questions will be answered is 
described. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Interactive television is offering new services on a 
medium that has been around for several decades in 
most people's homes. Ethnographic research has 
shown that the use of television is inherently social 
(Lull, 1980). We think that it is possible, and 
imperative, for a range of services and programs to 
support this social use of television. For this 
purpose it is necessary to not only pay attention to 
usability during the design process, but also to 
sociability. If sociability has to be assessed, there 
are no guidelines yet for evaluators to follow and 
usability testing in its current form is less suitable 
to detect sociability problems. The first purpose of 
this doctoral project is to develop guidelines to 
evaluate the sociability of interactive television 
applications. A second purpose is to adapt the 
method of usability testing to make it possible to 
easily detect sociability problems. 
 
2. Research Questions 
 
The first part of our research will focus on creating 
sociability guidelines that can be used for 
developing and evaluating (social) applications for 

interactive television. The main question that will 
be answered in this part of our research is: 
 

 “Which guidelines do interactive 
television programs or services have to 
adhere to, in order to support social use 
within or between households?” 

 

An important part of this question is that social use 
will be addressed at two levels: within households 
and between households. Traditionally, social uses 
of television are active mainly within households. 
Only with other means communication between 
households is possible, e.g. when talking on the 
phone about a television program. With interactive 
television however, it’s possible to connect with 
remote households via the television set, making 
social uses possible between households. 
Guidelines for interactive television should reflect 
these two possible social uses. 
 
The second part of our research is concerned with 
developing an efficient way to perform user tests 
for interactive television, specifically aimed at 
detecting sociability issues. The research question 
central in this part of the research is: 
 

“How can user testing be improved to 
optimally detect sociability issues in 
interactive television programs and 
services?” 

 
The difference between sociability within 
households and sociability between households will 
be an important issue here as well. 
 
3. Relevance of the research 
 
Previous research into the social uses of television 
as well as the need for clear guidelines and adapted 
user testing indicate that our research is relevant. 
We will first discuss the social uses of television, 
and then the importance of low-cost and 
widespread evaluation methods. 
 
Although television and interactive television is 
sometimes used in a solitary way, watching 
television is in a lot of cases a social activity. 
Several researchers have described these social uses 
of television (e.g. McQuail, 1998; Lull, 1980; 



Morley, 1986), and in a recent analysis of domestic 
media among Flemish, French, Italian and Swedish 
children and teenagers, the researchers concluded 
that “co-viewing is still the dominant practice 
everywhere” (Pasquier et al., 1998: 510). Lee & 
Lee (1995) have even discussed the implications of 
the (social) uses for interactive television and 
conclude that "interactive television is likely to be 
successful to the extent that it takes into account 
existing behavior patterns as well as motivations 
and gratifications already being satisfied by this 
enormously successful medium". This means that 
designers of interactive television programs should 
take these social aspects into account during the 
design process, if they are to produce successful 
interactive applications. 
 
The process of designing a product with usability in 
mind is widely accepted and well documented, 
containing many methods in different stages of the 
development cycle (Mayhew & Mantei, 1994). One 
of these methods that is easy to apply and low-cost 
is heuristic evaluation, where one or more 
evaluators can assess the usability of a more or less 
developed prototype using a set of guidelines 
(Nielsen & Molich, 1990). However, if sociability 
has to be assessed, there are no guidelines yet for 
evaluators to follow. Preece & Maloney-Krichmar 
(2003) argue that sociability needs to be 
operationalized, like usability already is, and a 
framework is needed to support designers in 
designing social applications. 
 
Another widely used method for guiding the 
development process is usability testing, which is 
proven to be an efficient way to detect usability 
problems with real users in a controlled 
environment. We think that because of the 
widespread nature of this method, it is equally 
important to be able to use this method for 
detecting sociability problems with interactive 
television, although some researchers like Thomas 
& Macredie (2002) argue that testing interactive 
television services in a lab context is useless, as the 
home context is very important. To address this 
issue, Pemberton & Griffiths (2003) have listed 
several aspects to consider when performing 
usability tests for interactive television. One aspect 
considers the social characteristics of the interaction 
where interruptions, other tasks that are performed 
or multiple viewers make it difficult to simulate a 
realistic setting in a usability lab. These aspects are 
important to consider when trying to adapt the 
usability testing method. 
 

4. Theoretical framework 
 
There are three theoretical frameworks that serve as 
a basis for our research: Lull’s typology of the 
social uses of television, Clark’s theory of language 
use, especially the notion of ‘common ground’, and 
the ‘media use as social action’ theory. 
 
The typology by Lull (1980) of the social uses of 
television serves as an important theoretical 
framework for our research. Lull distinguishes 
structural and relational uses of television (Fig. 1). 
Structural aspects are concerned with the way 
television has an impact on the structure of people’s 
lives. Relational aspects consider the influence 
television has on relationships between people. For 
a more elaborate description of this framework and 
how it relates to interactive television, see (Geerts, 
2005). 
 

 
Figure 1: Social Uses of Television (Lull, 1980) 

 
The second theoretical framework used in our 
research is Clark’s theory of language use. When 
designing technology to mediate communication, as 
is the case with social applications for interactive 
television that make communication between 
households possible, it’s useful to start from a 
theory of natural, face-to-face language use. Clark 
offers such a theory, with as key component 
‘common ground’, meaning that people are likely to 
minimize their efforts when communicating and for 
that purpose develop common ground. There are 
however constraints to this common grounding 
which have an impact on the design of the 
mediating technology, e.g. being visible to each 
other. When this is not possible with a specific 
technology, certain communication mechanisms 



cannot be used and thus affect the communication 
process. (Monk, 2003) For our research, it will be 
important to see what common ground can be 
offered to facilitate communication, such as a 
television program that can be watched 
simultaneously and discussed about, either with text 
chat or by speech communication. As Clark’s 
theory was developed to explain face-to-face 
communication, it has still to be elaborated to make 
it fit with our research. 
 
The third theoretical framework is the ‘media use as 
social action’ theory which “conceives audiences’ 
coping with mass media and people’s use of 
mediated messages, as a form of social action 
which is not only concerned with external action 
(overt behavior) but also with internal action 
(covert behavior), or self-interaction, during 
interpretation processes” (Renckstorf & Wester, 
2004, p58). In this theory, the behaviour of the 
actor itself is a central concept, instead of a focus 
on audiences as passive receivers in e.g. the more 
traditional media effects view. This way of 
conceptualizing the viewer as an actor is on par 
with the way the user is conceptualized in the field 
of human-computer interaction. As in our research 
the fields of communication science and human-
computer interaction collides, we feel this is an 
interesting theory that helps to bridge the gap 
between the study of interactive television as a 
mass medium with active viewers and the study of 
interactive television as a (computer) application 
with users. This theory also has implications on our 
research strategy, preferring qualitative research 
with observations, interviews and content analysis. 
As we have only scratched the surface of this 
theory, its implications for and applicability to our 
research still have to be further examined. 
 
5. Methodology 
 
If we want to answer our first research question, we 
need a sound methodology for setting up new 
heuristic guidelines for designing and evaluating 
the sociability of interactive television. Several 
researchers have tried to establish heuristic 
guidelines for new kinds of applications, e.g. 
groupware (Greenberg e.a., 1999), notification 
systems (Berry, 2003) and ubiquitous displays 
(Sommervell e.a., 2003). Our research differs from 
these attempts in that it will not be usability 
guidelines we will try to generate, but sociability 
guidelines. As Dykstra (1993) suggests for 
developing new domain-specific heuristic 
guidelines, we will perform a competitive analysis 
using expert evaluation and user tests to detect and 
classify sociability issues in social interactive 
television applications. To guide us during this 

competitive analysis, we will use a framework 
based on a typology of social uses (Lull, 1980).  
 
An important factor when creating guidelines will 
be the genre of the interactive program or 
application (for a discussion on genre and 
interactive television, see Holmlid e.a., 2000). It is 
probable that different genres will also lead to 
different sociability issues. The two genres we are 
now considering are chat applications for 
interactive television and interactive game shows 
(e.g. ‘test the nation’), but other genres could still 
be added. Although sociability seems to be less 
evident for interactive game shows than for chat 
applications, it is a genre that lends itself perfectly 
for social uses within households as well as 
between households, because of the possibility to 
play a game with other households, compare 
rankings with other households, or discuss answers 
within households. 
 
Several chat applications for television are available 
for the first part of our research, like AmigoTV 
(Coppens e.a., 2004), Messenger for Windows 
Media Center and Telebuddies (Luyten e.a., 2006). 
On these applications we have already carried out a 
first comparative expert evaluation. A first analysis 
of the results suggests that for sociability between 
households, the presence of the television screen 
during the chat will be an important element, as 
well as the possibility of inviting other people to 
watch the same channel or (interactive or on-
demand) content. Issues like using text or voice 
chat will likely be influencing sociability within 
households. 
 
These and other sociability issues discovered 
through an expert evaluation will be validated by 
user tests in April and June 2006. In April, a first 
series of six user tests will be conducted. In one 
room, one or more persons (family or friends) will 
use the chat applications on television while 
watching a television program. In a second room, 
relatives or friends of the first user(s) will use the 
same chat application and watch the same 
television program. Their favourite and most talked 
about television programs are used in the test, to 
facilitate communication between the groups. As 
the focus is not on usability but on sociability, the 
test persons will receive instructions on how they 
can communicate through the system. During the 
test itself the users receive no specific tasks other 
than watching the television program and 
communicating with the other room when they feel 
the need to. As different systems will be used 
(AmigoTV, Windows Media Center and 
Telebuddies), the purpose of these user tests is to 
detect which elements of the user interface 



contribute to a successful communication via 
interactive television. The same steps will be 
performed for other interactive television genres, 
like interactive game shows. 
 
Based on the comparative expert evaluations and 
user tests, we will classify the sociability issues that 
were discovered, taking into account the different 
genres and the difference between ‘within 
household sociability’ and ‘between household 
sociability’. When our list of preliminary sociability 
guidelines has been finalized, we will test the 
validity of these guidelines by asking experts to 
perform an expert evaluation using these 
guidelines. For that purpose, we will give them a 
suitable social application for interactive television 
for which we will have compiled a list with known 
sociability issues. The sociability issues found by 
the experts can then be compared with this list of 
known sociability issues. The way this list is 
compiled is a crucial factor in the validation of our 
guidelines, as we want these sociability issues to be 
as close as possible to the real problems that are 
present in the application. Several methods exist to 
create this set of known issues, e.g. seeding an 
application with problems or combining all issues 
found by the different experts into one set (Hartson 
e.a., 2001). We prefer the use of ethnographic 
observation in homes with a specific application to 
set up the list with known sociability issues, as this 
approaches the real use of interactive television the 
most, and will therefore generate a list of sociability 
problems that is as close to the real problems as 
possible. 
 
For answering our second research question, we 
will need to experiment with different user test set-
ups so we can define the most useful aspects of the 
user tests that are likely to help detecting the real 
sociability problems in an interface for interactive 
television. We will therefore create different test 
situations with small variations in their set-up, e.g. 
considering the number of test participants invited 
for one session, the manner in which tasks are 
described or the simulation of real-life interruptions 
such as phone calls or visitors at the door. These 
different test situations will be compared to see 
which one is best suited to detect sociability 
problems that occur at home. The same list with 
known sociability issues that is used to test our 
guidelines will be used to compare the efficiency 
and validity of the different user test situations. 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
As interactive television will without doubt be used 
in a social context and a lot of applications will 
make it possible to connect different households, 

developers of interactive television programs and 
applications will need methods and tools to create a 
compelling social experience. With our doctoral 
research project, we want to contribute to this by 
developing a set of heuristic sociability guidelines 
and improving user testing to detect sociability 
issues. As these methods are low-cost and proven to 
be efficient, we hope they will lead to successful 
programs and applications for interactive television. 
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