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Availability Management in Mediated Communication

In recent decades, communication media have made strides in enabling efficient and effective communication and
collaboration. An increasing range of media are available providing a lot of the richness of human-human
communication when this is mediated. The increased availability of such media communication media and the
increasingly continuous connectivity of individuals can have fundamental impact on the way we work together with
colleagues, or the way we socialize with friends and family. Individuals can initiate contacts opportunistically and with
great ease, which at the receiving end creates the problem of managing one’s availability for communication [1-3]. This
need is manifested at work, where one has to avoid interrupting or being interrupted for the sake of productivity,
reduced stress, and even for avoiding erroneous action; it is also manifested at leisure when individuals need to secure
moments of leisure, relaxation, or private enjoyment alone or with family and friends [4-6].

The subject of availability and interruptions management has been broadly discussed in the fields of Human Computer
Interaction and its subfield of Computer Supported Cooperative Work [7-11]. Although some efforts have been made to enable
people to deal with multiple streams of communication, the actual problem of availability management over communication
media remains unsolved and the ways in which our future workplace and our social life will be impacted are still
effervescent fields of research.

It has become clear that a purely technologically-oriented approach to resolve these challenges issue is insufficient.
Technology on its own seems to be unable to mimic the complexity of human communicative choices [6, 12]. A new approach
emerges that aims to inform the design of communication media leveraging on extant social skills of people to manage
communications [5, 13].

The articles in this special issue contribute in the body of knowledge related to this approach. Through a number of
experimental and empirical studies the meaning of availability and communication management is revisited. Different user
requirements pertaining to their informational and social needs are discussed and a new directions for future research are
presented.

Curtis and Janssen study challenges and opportunities for supporting one’s ability to stay connected and up-to- date with
colleagues at work. Their study focuses on the communication needs of mobile workers examining the constructs of staying
‘in—sync’ and ‘in—touch’ with colleagues or in other words to be up to date and to feel connected to them. They particularly
focus on determining the requirements of one subgroup of mobile workers: Traditionalists for whom a transition from
predominately co-located interactions to those technologically-mediated seems to be most difficult. They suggest a number of
technological improvements that could effectively support these people in their attempts to stay in sync and in touch with
colleagues.

Arora, Gonzalez and Payne present a study aiming to understand work fragmentation and multitasking caused by mediated
communication tools like e-mail and phone. They analyze work-related and non-work-related sources of interruption and
inspect how this distinction relates to the particular type of communication technology and the characteristics of the
interrupter. Their results provide a better understanding regarding different social functions served by informal
communication at the workplace and their impact on effective collaboration.

Szostek, Markopoulos, and Eggen report three studies exploring the nature of availability and examining the impact different
factors have on that status. They note that communications requiring little time that are important and urgent have a
higher chance to be immediately handled regardless of the communication channel they are being held with. They also
observe that social proximity has a great positive influence of an interruption outcome in face-to-face communications but it
appears to be an insufficient predictor for email communications. Their results suggest the dynamic nature of availability
which is collaboratively negotiated by the communicators and depends on factors such as social proximity, nature of the
interruption subject and anticipated interruption duration.

Ruyter, Baha, Pijl and Markopoulos report two experiments evaluating how empathic skills influence one’s ability to assess
another person’s availability in a home environment by comparing full video image and a silhouette based obfuscation. The
results indicate that empathy is important in making availability judgments based on limited information such as provided in a
silhouette video visualization. Their findings motivate a design approach that aims to enable people to apply empathetic and
social cognition skills when making availability judgments.
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