
James E. Katz, PhD 
Feld Family Professor of Emerging Media 
College of Communication 
katz2020@bu.edu 
 

Elizabeth Thomas Crocker 
Doctoral student, Department of Anthropology 

mailto:katz2020@bu.edu






Albert Robida, ca. 1910 











http://research.archives.gov/sc//imagedata01/
e70/description6801621/8092ed8109867be2fa
71f095bffeb2df_files/10/1_0.jpg 



 “The inescapable conclusion that most business 
customers and residential consumers simply had 
little need for two-way, face-to-face visual 
telecommunication.  

 Picturephone's  market failure had little to do 
with either technology or cost. . . little 
incremental value compared to a telephone call -
- and perhaps even negative value for some 
users.” 

▪ A. Michael Noll Telecommunications Policy, vol. 16, issue 4, 
pages 307-316 

 

http://econpapers.repec.org/article/eeetelpol/
http://econpapers.repec.org/article/eeetelpol/


 Cost! 
  Little to no additional 

external equipment 
 Installed base, “pair 

problem” largely 
solved 

 Simplicity 
 Video optional 

 

 



 



 



For international phone calls on every mobile 
and landline network in the entire world: 
4 in 10 are on Skype 

blogs.wsj.com/corporate-
intelligence/2014/01/15/skypes-
incredible-rise-in-one-image/ 



 How is Skype perceived 
 What’s up with its uses? 



 Contemporary attitudes of select users 

 Survey of Boston University students 

 What do people actually do with Skype? 

 Qualitative interviews and reports 

 Implications 

 Prospects for perpetual contact 

 Note please: 
▪ Exemplary, not encyclopedic; emphasis on visual 

▪ We don’t pretend to survey all uses! 

 

 

 

 







 March 2014, part of a larger survey 

 UG communication research class 

 Age range: 19 -22  

 Females were vastly overrepresented  

▪ 92 vs. 21, or approximately 4 to 1 

 Of 114 respondents, all but 2 used Skype at 
some point 

 Both non-users were female. 

 



 
 
 

N = 113 



 “When calling someone, I prefer Skype over a 
phone call” 

 Only 5% strongly agreed they preferred Skype 
and another 12% agreed 

 Essentially free buckets of minutes in US 

 



 
 “Skype is more 

personal than text-
based communication 
(email, text 
messages)”  
 

 Nearly three quarters 
(73%) either SA/A 
agreed 
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 “I Skype to stay in 
touch with family and 
friends that live 
elsewhere.” 
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SKYPE POPULAR FOR BOTH, 
BUT MORE SO FOR FAMILY 

 ”Skype is a good way to 
communicate with my 
family”  
 N = 113 Mean = 1.80 

 

 “Skype is a good way to 
communicate with my 
friends” 
 N = 113 Mean = 1.94 
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 “I sometimes prefer to 
Skype with someone 
than to see them in 
person” 

 N = 114 
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BUT BEATS TELEPHONE 

 “Skype is more 
personal than 
phone 
conversations” 

 N = 114 
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SKYPE BETTER FOR PRE-
ESTABLISHED RELATIONSHIPS 

 “I like Skyping with new 
people”  
 N = 113 Mean = 3.87 

 

 “Skype is a great way to 
get to know someone” 
 N = 114 Mean = 3.40 0
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MANY HANG OUT; MANY DON’T 

 A little over one third (35%) 
agreed or strongly agreed 
that they like to use Skype 
just to hang out with 
someone  
 On the other hand, more than 

half do not appear to like 
doing this 

 Suggests a great deal of 
“hanging out” among a small 
percentage 
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SESSION LEFT OPEN? 

 Many like to leave Skype 
channels open while 
they do other things  

 About one-third like to 
use Skype in this way 
(32%) 

 “I often leave a Skype 
session open while I do 
other things” 
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Casual sampling, ethnographic interviews 



 What do people do with Skype that they’ve 
done before? 

 Phone calls 

▪ Keeping up with family 

▪ Coordinating business 

▪ Meetings  

▪ Remote teaching 

▪ Job interviews 



 Virtual cohabitation 
 Virtual accompaniment 
 Engaging new interactants 
 Distributed domestic work 



 Examples 

▪ Texas <-->  New Mexico 

▪ Massachusetts <--> NYC 

 

 



“We have Skype on in the morning 
because we fall asleep on Skype…It 
feels normal and it just becomes a 
habit in your life… It's almost like 
it's kind of like getting to sleep in 
the same bed and waking up next 
to them except not having them 
physically there. But having their 
presence there…  
 



 “having their 
presence there” 

[In the morning] He'll get up, get 
ready for work, while I'm still 
asleep and he'll just carry the 
laptop around the house with him. 
he'll bring the laptop in the 
kitchen and pack his lunch and 
then he'll bring the laptop in the 
bathroom and take a shower.  
 
The morning stuff and the falling 
asleep waking up together stuff is 
the critical thing for the both of 
us. It is kind of the most important 
activity on Skype.” 
 



▪ “They were in this long distance 
thing where they only saw each 
other every couple of weeks. And 
they would Skype all the time. 
Literally always Skyping. And 
when I say literally I do actually 
mean literally. They would turn 
Skype on before bed and chat 
with her partner and then they 
would just leave it on. They 
would just leave Skype on all 
night when they went to bed. 
And they would have the 
computers running, Skyping in 
the dark room!” 

 

 



 



▪ Mobile viewing and virtual tours, Skyping from car, garden 

 



▪ “[After Red Sox game] we 
Skyped with them talking to 
my son in the back of the 
car…seeing scenes from our 
daily life is very meaningful 
to them. If it's through Skype 
as well. "Oh they are on the 
street where we go for 
coffee." That's more 
interesting to them than any 
tourism stuff. . . . they really 
enjoy feeling as though 
they were part of the 
outing. And not just the 
pre-planned somewhat 
artificial setting of sitting at 
the computer." 



▪ "Skype is a lot more personal than any 
of the others because you can see the 
expressions on their faces and things 
like that. You can see them get up, 
move around, they can go get 
something to show you. What they've 
been working on. Maybe they made 
something new and they can hold it up. 
Just that kind of thing you can't do on 
Facebook or telephone or anything 
else. Toinette [her daughter] will bring 
her poodle in for me to see her new 
haircut or whatever. It's really nice. I 
can go out in the yard with her. She's 
got a portable computer she can 
carry out on the porch and show me 
her flowers and all that stuff too. " 



▪ "The most recent one I gave was 
probably when my good friend was 
in Sweden and we had all just 
moved into our new digs on 
campus at the beginning of 
September. So my other friend 
who was here and I Skyped Lisa in 
Sweden and brought her around 
the new house and like showed 
her all the rooms, showed her our 
rooms, showed her the balcony 
where everyone goes to smoke. 
And sort of like popped in on 
people and showed Lisa their faces 
and they waved and said, "Oh hi! 
Miss you! This is my room! Can't 
wait until you're back!""  

 



• Virtual tours 

• Going to the environment 

• Pets 

 



"We have a friend who left school to 
move to Miami and now he works as a 
lifeguard, living this very bohemian 
cool life. And we are up here in 
Massachusetts where it’s freezing 
still and it's May and it's still 45 
degrees and we had snow in April. So 
Skyping with him is this whole thing 
because it's like going to the beach. 
‘Oh we're going to Skype Carter! He's 
probably on the beach drinking a 
margarita right now.’ When we Skype 
him yeah he has this beautiful view of 
the Florida sunset or whatever 
awesome thing he's look at. . . .. So 
that's an experience for us." 



▪ “‘I want to pet my cat. I 
miss my dog. Please 
show them to me!’ 
Sometimes my sister 
gets annoyed, ‘Come 
on! They don't 
understand. Talk to 
me! I actually 
understand you and 
your words. Stop 
cooing to the cat!’ ” 

 



“…been very fond of 
Chloe and so we 
Skype my daughter 
and 'speak' to both 
of them as they lie 
on the bed … 
Another daughter 
who has a cat of her 
own 'Charlie' also 
brings him to the 
screen to let us see 
him and respond to 
our voices. . . . real 
benefits in keeping 
fresh the sense of 
family.” 



 "My mum always 
brings up my pup so I  
can talk to her, and we 
often leave Skype open 
while we both work on 
our stuff and talk 
intermittently." 



  



 “Skype isn’t for humans only. 
At Cameron Park Zoo in 
Waco, Texas, orangutans Mei 
and Mukah are rewarded for 
completing tasks by being 
allowed to communicate via 
Skype with orangutans in 
other zoos.” 

 www.themalaymailonline.com/t
ech-gadgets/article/skype-
marks-10-years-of-shrinking-
the-
world#sthash.YHgroDGT.dpuf 

APPS FOR APES 



 “Skype isn’t for humans only. 
At Cameron Park Zoo in 
Waco, Texas, orangutans Mei 
and Mukah are rewarded for 
completing tasks by being 
allowed to communicate via 
Skype with orangutans in 
other zoos.” 

 www.themalaymailonline.com/t
ech-gadgets/article/skype-
marks-10-years-of-shrinking-
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 Babysitting 
 Animal husbandry 



“The grandmother [in China] 
babysits the kids through 
Skype. She watches them in 
the living room while the 
daughter is cooking dinner in 
the kitchen. Then if the 
grandmother sees something 
that is of concern then she 
yells out through Skype. Her 
daughter turns around and 
intervenes with whatever is 
going on with the kids in the 
living room.” 

 



 My cousin’s farm in Ireland is a dairy 
farm, and the children are 
distributed around the world… They 
built an intranet inside the farm. 
Then as cows start to calve, the 
calving takes place over a 24-hour 
clock, the person in Ireland hands 
off the viewership to the people in 
California. They then watch the 
cows with this intranet on their way 
to work and while there are at work. 
They then handed off to the family 
and Australia. Then the family in 
Australia hands it back to the family 
in Ireland when they wake up . . . 
That way the cows are monitored 
24 hours a day in case there are 
problems” 



 Issues to interaction  



 Ancillary management issues 
that people encounter/are 
exacerbated by using Skype 
▪ Coordination and scheduling, 

because for many it represents a 
much greater investment 

▪ Appearance preparation 

▪ Management of appearance, eye 
contact to camera rather than 
screen, lighting,  leaning into the 
screen to get nice head size 



WITH CAMERA . . . 

 Requirement of 
"face time" 
making it 
impossible to 
multi-task (as a 
form of “losing 
face” such as 
doing the dishes 
while talking) 

 

 



 "I had the usual nerves before my interview. 
… when I first turned on the video, my 
interviewer had his camera turned off. 

 It would have been awkward if I turned my 
camera off and on again so I just went 
through the interview with a black screen. It 
was a bit like talking to myself. 

 quite disconcerting" 
 

 www.bbc.com/news/magazine-21334710 

 

http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-21334710
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-21334710
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-21334710


 @emilywattles: "I have a Skype job 
interview so I cleaned one square of my room 
so that I look responsible" 

 www.bbc.com/news/magazine-21334710 

 

https://twitter.com/emilywattles/status/297050383572942848
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-21334710
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-21334710
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-21334710


 Analyzed selective set of uses and concerns; 
many issues and contingencies not addressed 

 Many qualifications necessary 

 Communication technology is allowing us to 
glue back together our fractionated lives 

 Reduces and repairs problems introduced by 
geographical mobility and convenient, low-
cost transportation 

 



 Social interaction, relationship maintenance 
eased 

 Helps overcome liabilities of progress in the 
field of mobility technology 

 Personal, physical, socio-economic, trans-border 

 Technology solving a problem technology 
created 
 



 Being there 

 HD-like cameras and full-fidelity processed 
sound, enables us to vanquish distance in all 
but the tactile sense  

▪ (and even that limitation is changing)  

 In fact, it can be better (i.e., enhanced) 
compared to ordinary face-to-face 
interaction 

 







 



 




