


Message 10545:
From mlittman Fri Feb 14 08:52:25 1992

Subject: radio programming: coincidence or conspiracy?

(15 lines) #!'topic:736 has 3 postings and 6 subscribers.

Figure 4  Extension to msgs: Sample Prompt.

[yngj?]

a reminder to the general msgs board the next day (Novem-
ber 26th) stating that a good discussion on this topic was
underway and restating the instructions for how to join it.
At the time of the posting of the reminder, the discussion
group had 67 subscribers and 11 articles. Later we surveyed
41 of the users who joined the discussion group after the
posting of this reminder to find out how they had joined the
discussion. 23 users replied, giving a response rate of 56%.
Of these 23 late joiners, only three had joined the discussion
on the basis of the original article, indicating that the life-
span of a msgs posting for attracting new interest group sub-
scribers can at times be less than a day. Twenty subscribers
joined in response to the reminder, though one stated that he
had intended to go back to the original posting to join, but
came across the reminder article first, and joined it instead.
Thus 19 of the 23 respondents joined solely because of the
reminder article, corresponding to 83% of the responding
late joiners. Given that there were 65 late joiners in total, we
can estimate that 54 joined because of the reminder article.
In total, the ephemeral interest group ended up having 132
subscribers, so the posting of the reminder increased the
membership by about 69% over what it would otherwise
have been.

This indicates that topics usage would be greater if users
could easily find out about ongoing discussions. In fairness,
a few of the late joiners stated that they had joined because
they respected the opinions of the person posting the
reminder, so we should not expect that increasing topics vis-
ibility will necessarily cause as dramatic an increase in sub-
scription as we saw in our experiment -- but it is clear
nonetheless that the invisibility of discussions is a short-
coming of the current fopics system.

SUMMARY AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

We have introduced the notion of ephemeral interest groups
and described the results of a first experiment in making
them available to a large user community. Our findings
show that such groups can be supported with minimal mod-
ification to a simple bulletin board system; that they appear
to require a moderately large user community to be viable;
that they can serve as a novel and effective form of informa-
tion filtering; and that ephemeral interest group discussions
are significantly more informal and personal than typical
postings to msgs. Judging by an overall increase in follow-
up traffic, ephemeral interest groups appear to have facili-
tated discussions that would not have taken place on msgs.
However, not as much follow-up traffic as we had hoped
has migrated off msgs into ephemeral interest groups. We
believe the invisibility of ephemeral interest groups within
msgs is an important factor influencing their ability to draw
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discussion traffic off of msgs, and one of our experiments
supports that intuition.

We are currently experimenting with successors to topics
that address the visibility problem and other shortcomings.
One experimental system involves only slightly more obtru-
sive modifications to msgs. If a msgs article has already
spawned an ephemeral interest group, that information is
included in the msgs prompt (see Figure 4). In addition,
users can directly access a list of current groups, their sub-
scription lists, and their digests, directly from the msgs
interface. These additional commands are not advertised in
the prompt, but are described if the user type ‘?” for help.
The modifications, though more substantial than our origi-
nal modifications, still do not disturb the original msgs func-
tionality for users uninterested in our innovations.

In a second experimental system, called Lynx, we abandon
the msgs program altogether. A primary goal of Lynx is not
only to address usability problems in the msgs program, but
also to generalize the use of ephemeral interest groups to
information sources other than msgs. Lynx provides a uni-
form, network-transparent browser to make information
sources in our local environment more easily accessible,
and to permit ephemeral interest groups to be spawned from
items from any of those sources. In addition to the msgs
information source, Lynx includes the Associated Press
newswire, a calendar of events automatically extracted from
msgs, and Unix man pages. Lynx provides facilities for
browsing active and archived ephemeral interest groups.
Finally, it also draws on local information sources to gener-
ate profiles of fellow group participants, including their pic-
tures, locations, organizational affiliations, technical
reports, etc., so that one can easily get to know other mem-
bers of the community.
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