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Our physical world has certain characteristics that enable us to observe what other people do, how 
they behave and where they go. Sometimes, we can see traces on physical objects that provide hints 
about people’s actions in the past. Footprints on the ground left by previous walkers, can show us the 
right way through a forest, or in a library, for example, books with dog-eared and well thumbed pages 
might be worthwhile reading as obviously many people did so in the past. The phenomenon of people 
making decisions about their actions based on what other people have done in the past or what other 
people have recommended doing, forms part of our everyday social navigation (Dourish & Chalmers, 
1994). 

In contrary to physical objects, digital information has no such ‘visible’ interaction history per se. We 
do not see how many people have listened to an mp3-file or read a webpage. In the digital world 
people do not leave interaction traces, and as Erickson and Kellogg (2000) conclude, we are ‘socially 
blind’. However, motivated by its high value for navigation in the physical world, people started 
thinking about social navigation as a general design approach for digital information systems as well. 
Previous studies have covered design approaches for social navigation in electronic environments in 
various domains, such as online grocery shopping (Svensson, Höök, & Cöster, 2005) or web browsing 
(Andreas Dieberger, 1995, 1997; Wexelblat & Maes, 1999) and made suggestions for some key 
principles, e.g. privacy, trust, personalisation or appropriateness, which should be considered in 
general when designing for social navigation in digital systems (Forsberg, Höök, & Svensson, 1998). 
However, it is still unclear what types of social affordances and design principles are significant for 
different use cases and domains (A. Dieberger, Dourish, Höök, Resnick, & Wexelblat, 2000). 

With the rising trend of embedded broadband internet access and GPS navigation, mobile phone users 
are able to use ‘geo-tagging’, a technique to mesh up one’s current longitude and latitude coordinates 
with all kinds of multimedia content and information about the locations and places they are 
navigating (Jaokar & Fish, 2006). We believe that such a digital augmentation of physical spaces with 
user-generated information opens up possibilities to develop more sophisticated, mobile approaches 
for social navigation in the physical world.  

In this study, we aim to explore appropriate design principles and possibilities provided by mobile 
technologies to support social navigation in physical environments. Targeting the specific domain of 
public inner-city places, we have developed a mobile system we call ‘CityFlocks’, that enables urban 
residents to leave digital annotations with ratings, recommendations or comments on any place or 
physical object in the city. Thus, CityFlocks turns residents into in-situ amateur journalists for visitors 
or other residents who have questions or need navigational aid related to any place in the city. Based 
on the outcome of previous studies, we implemented CityFlocks using two different design 
alternatives, one following a direct-, the other an indirect social navigation approach (Andreas 
Dieberger, 2003; Svensson, 2002). In our case study, the Kelvin Grove Urban Village, an inner-city 
master-planned community site in Brisbane, Australia, we evaluated how these different design 
approaches influence the success of participants using a mobile system to socially navigate and find 
particular places in the Kelvin Grove Urban Village. Based on the results of the field study, we discuss 
how existing design principles for social navigation can be applied, combined and improved in the 
context of mobile systems to harness social capital and the collective intelligence of urban residents 
towards an effective and efficient navigation tool. The outcomes will provide valuable input to the 
design of future community driven, mobile information systems. 
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