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Abstract 

This paper describes a study comprised of a series of observations and 
interviews conducted across different cities where a BBC Big Screen was located 
(Leeds, Manchester, Liverpool, Bradford and Birmingham, and a temporary 
screen at Canary Warf, London). 

The study covered a general look at the different ways that people come to 
engage with the screen on an every day basis as they go about their daily lives. 
Three different types of viewing are identified and explored – walk by, 
opportunistic waiting and viewing by appointment. 

Over time, some people were able to learn regularities in the content schedule of 
the Screens, and this allowed people to structure some of their daily activities and 
routine around this content so that they could watch particular things. Other 
appointment based viewing centred on more event type content such as sports 
events or dedicated screenings of local content. 

Big-screen content can be an event in itself or play a supporting role in the wider 
context of a ‘live’ event that is taking place in the vicinity of the screen. 

We also considered the big-screens in Interactive mode. We reviewed examples 
of interactive applications and highlight the value of participation. 

We have also looked at the supporting structures around interactivity, such as the 
role of guides (compere and experts) and the impact of the different types of 
activity on people of different ages. 

Finally we looked at how big-screen managers and local councils work together 
to design and implement a safety structure that ensures public health and welfare 
are not adversely affected by the big-screens. A brief review of the types of tool 
utilised to ensure public safety was was considered alongside incurred costs. 
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Introduction 
Over the last decade we have seen a proliferation of digital displays within our urban environment.  Such 

displays, using a variety of form factors, are being used for a wide variety of commercial and cultural 

purposes, ranging from advertising and branding through to entertainment, art and community support 

(Fatah gen. Schieck, 2005).  There potential of these screens to transform the urban environment and 

people’s experiences of the public spaces within which they are located is enormous.  Understanding this 

potential, its impact on public spaces and on the people who inhabit those spaces is an important 

consideration for us if we are to successfully design valuable urban screen deployments and content.  In 

recent years, we have begun to see a concerted effort to develop such an understanding through both public 

experimentation in the arts (e.g. Lozano- Hemmer, 2002; 59th Minute by creativetime.org) and through the 

commentaries of cultural, architectural and new media theorists (e.g. Virilio, 1997; Manovich, 2006).  Special 

issues of journals (e.g. First Monday) have been devoted to the topic of Urban Screens and a dedicated 

conference established, namely Urban Screens.  The work in these forums has provided us with important 

insights into these technologies.  To date, though, there has been a general tendency for this work to favour 

grander levels of analysis of these technologies focussing on abstract theoretical concerns such as spatial 

theory, the urban condition, with reference to key thinkers such as Habermas (1989), Castells (1989), and 

Lefebvre (1974).   The insights of these works are important and valuable but by operating only at this level 

we can lose sight of particular aspects of the urban screen experience, namely, the detailed material practice 

of people’s engagement and interaction with these technologies.  So while we get descriptions of 

applications and installations and accompanying cultural commentary, little description of people actually 

using the technology is presented (Brown and O’Hara, 2003; Gregson, 1989; Button, 1993; Thrift, 1996; 

Unwin, 2000; Lave, 1999) - though there are some exceptions, e.g. Taylor (2006).   In order to compliment 

these grander analyses of urban screens, we need more studies of the everyday material practices with 

these technologies and the particular factors that shape these practices.  We see examples of such studies 

in the related field of public and situated displays where detailed analyses of practice help articulate the 

relationship between characteristics of displays, the applications, the environment and the audience and 

resulting behaviours and value.  Some pertinent examples here are Churchill et al (2006) in their analyses of 

an interactive digital community bulletin board in a café gallery in San Francisco and Brignall and Roger’s 
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(2003) Dynamo project in which they explore people’s interactions with a large shared display in a public 

space in a conference centre.  While these are not the kind of outdoor urban screens of primary concern in 

this paper, these examples do provide insights into the social dynamics and values which drive audience 

interaction with large displays in public settings.  These types of studies when applied to urban screens can 

help us understand why people behave in particular ways to particular urban screen interventions. This is 

turn provides us with a resource for thinking about new kinds of urban screen initiatives. 

 

With this in mind, our concerns in this paper are with a study of the BBC Big Screens Public Space 

Broadcasting project.  The BBC PSB project began in 2003, a collaborative effort between the BBC, Philips 

and Manchester city council.  Since then several other BBC Big Screens have been rolled out in major cities 

in the UK such as Liverpool, Leeds, Birmingham, Hull, Bradford, and Derby.  The screens are approximately 

25 square metres in area and are situated in key outdoor public spaces within the city centres and broadcast 

continuously around the clock.  They are used to screen a wide variety of content including nationally 

sourced BBC television programmes and more locally sourced content.  The content includes news bulletins, 

soap operas, sports events, live music, short films and interactive experiences.  These screens provide us 

with an important opportunity for understanding the development of everyday behavioural practices around 

urban screens: in part because they have been present in several of these cities for a number of years and 

in part because of their association with the BBC, a well established broadcaster and content provider which 

is capable of sourcing and commissioning a wide range of content and lends a certain credibility to whatever 

is screened.   

 

These BBC screens have already received a certain amount of research attention.   Some of this has been 

in the form of quantitative audience analysis (e.g. Face-to-Face research).  This provides us with some 

useful abstractions across particular audience segments but is not really concerned with some of the 

qualitative characterisation of the everyday experiences with these screens.  Some more qualitative research 

has also been conducted on the screens.  In Kate Taylor’s work (2006) we start to get some qualitative 

characterisation of behaviours around these screens with particular references to engagement in public art 

projects on the screen.  Again with this work though, a substantial portion reverts to higher level abstracted 

analyses of the use of these screens for public art work.  Consequently there is still much scope for further 

analyses of the everyday material practices around these screens. The work also has a deliberate focus on 

public art elements and so again further analysis is necessary to explore other areas of public engagement 

with these screens.  Finally this work is focussed only on the screen in Manchester.  There is a need to 

explore behaviours around these Big Screens across a wider range of different urban environments in order 

to understand the impact of particular architectural city characteristics in relation to these screens.  This 

issue too applies to other efforts to research these screens (e.g. Homer, 2007).  This work has interestingly 

have taken a comparative look at the Manchester Big Screen in relation to other kinds other kinds of public 

display in urban environments.  This is important to do but again leaves scope for a broader look at these Big 

Screens across a wider set of places and modes of usage. 

 

Of particular concern to the current work then is to explore everyday behaviours around these screens in a 

variety of different locations.  This will help understand the impacts of the urban environment on these 
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screens and raise particular points of interest that relate to how spatial properties impact on use.  Related to 

this is the situated aspect of these displays, in particular their relationship with the local community and 

audience. Our concerns too are with a range of different uses of the screen.  These include everyday 

ambient broadcast mode, event based usage and more interactive applications.  How do people use and 

engage with the display in these different modes and what are the social, psychological, technical and spatial 

factors that shape this use.  This provides us with a wider perspective on the use of these screens than has 

been available in the previous work to date.   Our exploration is also concerned with the practical aspects of 

content curation and how this is managed across key stakeholders such as the screen manager and the City 

council. One important example here is the impact of particular content decisions on health and safety in 

public spaces and vice versa, how health and safety management comes to shape content choices.  With 

these concerns in mind then, we present findings from a qualitative study of the Big Screens carried out in 

summer 2007. 

 
Study 
 
The study comprised a series of observations and interviews conducted across different cities where a BBC 

Big Screen was located.  The interviews and observations took place during over a period of several weeks 

during the summer of 2007.  The sites studied were Leeds, Manchester, Liverpool, Bradford and Birmingham 

where there were permanent installations of Big Screens as well as Canary Warf in London where a 

temporary Big Screen was located for the broadcasting of the Live Earth Event.  The different sites are 

shown in figure 1. 

 

 
(a) Birmingham 
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(b) Bradford 

 

 
(c) Manchester 
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(d) Leeds 

Figure 1. The Big Screens at (a) Birmingham, (b) Bradford, (c) Manchester, (d) Leeds 

 

Observations at the different sites were conducted at various different times of the day, on different days of 

the week.  The observations primarily focussed around people’s behaviour within the immediate vicinity of 

the screens but some more general observations were also conducted to get a sense of the surrounding 

area within which the screens were immersed.  In conducting our observations, the aim was to get a sense 

of what people were doing in and around the space where the screens were located and any ways that the 

screen and contents played a role in shaping these behaviours.   

 

Interviews were conducted on the same days as the observations.  People were chosen if they were in the 

vicinity of the screen and deemed by the interviewers to be or have been engaged with the screen in some 

way. The interviews were conducted in situ and combined semi-structured elements with a more open ended 

approach as appropriate to the circumstances.  Where there was opportunity, any particular behaviours of 

interest that had been noted in the observations were incorporated into the interviews.  The interviews 

focussed initially on the particular visit to the screen that day but broadened out to more general experiences 

with the screen where applicable.  A broad range of participants were interviewed and covered a wide age 

range from young teenagers through to retired senior citizens.  

 

In conducting the fieldwork the aim was to cover a key range of usage modes.  Broadly speaking these were 

(a) everyday TV broadcast, (b) “event-based” broadcast, and (c) interactive applications.   While the 

distinction between these categories is sometimes blurred, it nevertheless provided a useful way for 

organising times for site visit.   
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For the everyday TV use we essentially mean the broadcast of content which resembles traditional 

broadcast television format for which there is not element of interactivity and which would not be considered 

a special “event”. 

 

By event-based use of the screen, we mean those instances where the content itself is of form of live event 

taking place elsewhere or where there is some form of live event taking place in situ of which the screen 

provides a supporting component.  In such instances the screen may be surrounded by stalls, exhibitions, 

live performances etc. For our fieldwork, many of our observations and interviews here were based primarily 

around the broadcast of the Live Earth Concert.  This was a live concert played at different stadiums around 

the world in support of environmental awareness.  The concert was broadcast live on the Network of Big 

Screens around the country.  Some of the screens simply showed the concert while others had some 

surrounding supporting events. 

 

For the Interactive Mode, the fieldwork was based around a number of different applications.  These included 

the “Red Nose game” and the White Rose Game (see figure 2), Standing on Ceremony, Penalty Shootout 

and Seaside Postcard (see Interactive Applications section for more detailed description of these 

applications) The research team organised dedicated times for these games to be running such that they 

could be observed.  

 
Interviews with Big Screen Managers 
 
Each Big Screen has a manager in charge of what is shown on their particular Big Screen.  As well as 

interviewing the audience members, we conducted open-ended interviews with 4 Screen Managers from the 

Manchester, Liverpool, Birmingham and Bradford sites.  There were a several aims with these interviews.  

First, many of these screen managers have worked with these screens over a number of years.  

Consequently they have a longer term perspective about the audience behaviour having observed it and 

spoken to people about it over the course of several years.  They are able to provide important insights into 

different audience responses to particular content and to particular situations.  This unique perspective goes 

beyond what was pragmatic for us to achieve over the relatively short time frame of the research project.  

The interviews we conducted helped elicit some of the key issues and supporting anecdotes providing an 

indirect view over a longer time frame.  Second, the interviews were concerned with the role of the screen 

manager.  In particular, our concerns are with the practical issues that have to be considered and dealt with 

and the things they have to do on a day to day basis in order to realise a particular schedule of content for 

these situated screens.  Through this it is possible to elicit the factors that influence their decision making 

and key stakeholders that are involved in the way these screens come to be adopted when immersed in 

these urban environments. 

 
 
 



 

 7 

Findings 

 
1. Everyday ambient mode and TV content 
We begin our discussion with a general look at the different ways that people come to engage with the 

screen on an every day basis as they go about their daily lives.  Three different types of viewing are explored 

– walk by, opportunistic waiting and viewing by appointment. 

 
Walking By 
 
People come into city spaces for a wide variety of reasons – to work, shop, eat, drink, meet and socialise etc.  

In entering the particular spaces where the Big Screens are located, many people were there for purposes 

other than experiencing content on the screens.  This has particular consequences for how certain people in 

the vicinity of the screens are able to engage with the content.  In our observations a substantial proportion 

of the people in these spaces simply pass through on the way to somewhere else towards their primary 

purpose.  Some of these people paid no noticeable attention to the display.  Others, who were walking 

through, would glance up at the screen and watch as they were walking.  A small percentage of these would 

stop on the basis of what they have seen or heard and stand around for a few minutes in a more active 

viewing of the screen.  But these people that are characterised as passing through, remain standing as they 

watch indicating their temporary commitment of attention to the screen rather than committing to a more 

prolonged and settled watching mode. 

 

This kind of interaction with the screen is very distinctive from traditional television viewing. Their potential 

engagement with content on the screen is fleeting and not their primary focus of attention – in the order of 

tens of seconds to a few minutes.  People’s ability to visually engage with the screen is as they walked is 

compromised as their visual attention is required elsewhere.  As we observed, casual glances were possible 

while walking but this was very much dependent upon the positioning of the screen with respect to the 

direction of the main walk ways through the area and the direction in which people were travelling.  If we 

consider the screens in Birmingham and Bradford, for example, some of the key walkways through the area 

are perpendicular to the screen.  As such, those walking towards the screen were able to visually engage 

with the screen from a distance and potentially watch as they walked.  For those walking away from the 

screen, visual engagement was not possible except by deliberately turning round to watch.  In Manchester, 

where the walk way ran parallel to the screen, people from either direction could only visually engage once 

they were close enough for the viewing angle to become acceptable.   

 

Within these contexts, then, where visual attention on the screen is constrained there are particular 

implications for the presentation of content.  As has been discussed in relation to mobile video (O’Hara et al, 

2007), for related reasons audio plays a particularly important role in supporting engagement for this kind of 

fleeting audience. People can simply listen as they walk or the audio is the thing that attracts their attention 

as they walk - this can result in them glancing up at the screen or stopping for a more prolonged visual 

engagement.  Visual information that can be extracted relatively quickly from quick glances is a way to allow 
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further engagement from such people.  For example, having elements of static content or succinct headlines 

can be important here and content that is based around very short narrative.   

 

Such a viewing mode of course does not characterise all of the Big Screen audiences, but are an important 

aspect to consider.  In particular at those times when such behaviour is predominant in the crowds of people 

in the Big Screen spaces.  Such times are in part dependent upon the basic rhythms of the city though there 

are other factors that play a role.  For example, morning and evening commutes come to be dominated by 

this kind of viewing as people aim to get to work or go home.  For this reason, at these times, many of the 

Big Screen Managers tend to schedule “magazine” type content and news programmes where content is 

segmented into small narrative units that that people can quickly dip into and out of as they move through 

the space.   

 

Key here then is developing an understanding of these city rhythms with respect to the different locations 

where the screens are located.  As with the scheduling of television programmes for home based television 

viewing, particular rhythms of family life come to bear on content schedules (e.g. Taylor and Harper).  But 

these rhythms of home are very different from those that govern behaviour within public spaces such that 

one cannot simply transfer schedules and content directly from one domain to another.  Having a good local 

knowledge of these rhythms with respect to the spaces is an important issue in determining appropriate 

content scheduling for these places.  It is clear from talking with the Screen Managers that their work “in situ” 

is an important part of understanding these rhythms and determining choice of content – suggesting that a 

more centralised content management structure such as with National broadcasts are not necessarily 

appropriate. 

 
Resting and waiting 
 
Other people in our observations were involved in longer viewing engagements with the screen than the 

“walk by” behaviour characterised above.  Such engagements were typically of the order of magnitude of 5-

20 minutes though there were some examples of longer periods. In understanding the nature of these more 

prolonged engagements it is important to consider the underlying motivations behind these sojourns and the 

role that the screen plays in shaping their behaviour and decisions to be there.   

 

In our interviews with people watching the screens in this mode, generally speaking they had not come along 

specifically to watch television on the screens.  Rather they were there in order to have a break and rest from 

their primary activities such as shopping or to wait for other people and things.  The nature and social 

underpinnings of these resting and waiting activities in public spaces are worth exploring since they 

distinguish this everyday viewing behaviour from that of traditional television.  

 

For example, for those people who were watching the screen alone, an important role is being played by the 

screens in terms of how these individuals related to the others within this public space.  This relates to the 

work of Goffman (1966) in terms of how people present themselves in everyday life.  For the individuals 

waiting, it can be important to present your self as being occupied and make your behaviour visibly 

accountable to the other people around.  To just sit or stand around waiting can look odd in certain places 
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and consequently being socially uncomfortable for the person concerned.  To present yourself as occupied 

and with purpose by looking at the screen can make that waiting more psychologically comfortable.  One of 

the individuals we spoke to was waiting round for a job interview.  He had arrived early but wanted to prepare 

himself mentally for the interview. So while waiting he was staring at the screen but was actually focussed on 

particular issues pertaining to his job interview.  Another person we interviewed was a retired gentleman who 

would regularly come to Birmingham to visit the library (adjacent to the Big Screen) and then meet up with 

his daughter.  Depending on the length of his visit he would sometimes spend time watching the screen 

while waiting for his daughter to show. 

 

Families and small groups of friends would also use the Screens as a place to wait or have a break often 

using this waiting as an opportunity to have something to eat or drink.  In particular when it was fine weather, 

it was a place where people would sit and enjoy the sunshine.  The screen was something that accompanied 

these primary behaviours – a resource which contributed to the general atmosphere of the place.  Within 

these social contexts, the nature of the engagement with the screen cannot be characterised in any 

homogenous way but rather is dependent upon the particular social dynamics of the groups concerned.  For 

some groups, the screen was backgrounded and being occasionally interleaved with conversation with 

glances.  For other groups, the watching was much more predominant, potentially a way to avoid talk.  A key 

issue here is that the use of the screen in this way is opportunistic.  These people were typically not coming 

to these places because of the Big Screen but when they arrive, opportunistically decide that it would be a 

nice to place to wait and rest.  In our interviews with people, the screens were a component which 

contributed to their decisions to rest there – but only one of a number of factors.   

 

A second key issue here is that the screens come to be used as a resource by people within the social 

context of these waits and rest periods and these can contribute to people’s decisions to stay longer in these 

places than they otherwise might have done.  For example, one mother was in the City with her children.  

The mother decided to rest at the screen in part because there were children’s television programmes being 

shown on the screen.  The mother thought it would be a good way of occupying her children, keeping them 

quiet and organised.  This would enable her to rest without having to concern herself with the children.  We 

saw this too in our observations where another mother was getting her family ready to leave.  Getting “ready 

to leave” was an activity that involved putting coats on her younger children.  While she was engaged with 

one child her attention could not be devoted to another child.  However, the screen was used to occupy the 

other children as she concentrated getting one child’s coat on.  By contrast, one of our interviewees used the 

space so that she could watch television while here children were occupied in the Beach area in front of the 

screen.  For her, she rarely got to watch television at home because either the children would be watching it 

or there would be other things to do round the house.   

 

Being outdoors was an important part of shaping this behaviour around the BBC Big Screens.  Several 

people were there primarily as a way of being outside and enjoying the sunshine as opposed to waiting 

inside.  The content being viewed is not something these people would necessarily be watching at home in 

similar circumstances.  In this respect the content was often secondary relative to the importance of being 

outside.  One couple we spoke to said that if they were at home they wouldn’t be watching this content on 
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television – rather they would be outside in the garden.  For others too the outdoors and fine weather added 

to the experience and encouraged them to stay longer.  What was interesting about this is that by 

considering the primacy of the outdoor and sunshine experience, it creates opportunities for thinking of new 

types of content and use of the displays.  A good example here was when one of the Screens with a city 

beach attached was used to display photos of beach scenes accompanied by the sounds of waves.  In this 

sense the content was used as a backdrop to the primary activity of being outdoors as opposed to trying to 

be the primary activity demanding people’s attention.  Again this is distinctive from what might be regarded 

as traditional television viewing.   

 

In contrast, poor weather too affected engagement opportunities with the screen by encouraging people to 

wait indoors or to discourage them from waiting at all.  In Birmingham, however, the rain on one day of 

observations was so heavy that it forced people to wait.  While it moved people from the area immediately in 

front of the screen where they would usually congregate, many people decided to avoid the heavy downfall 

by waiting under the sheltered fronts and doorways of the surrounding buildings.  While these people were 

waiting in the shelter for the rain to die down many of them began to watch the screen.  Ironically then in this 

instance, the rain actually encouraged people to wait and watch the screen. 

 
Structuring activity around schedule 
 
Over time, some people were able to learn regularities in the content schedule of the Screens.  For example, 

those who pass through at particular times on a daily basis as they move to and from work, or those who 

work in nearby office locations and visit the screen during their break times.  Of interest here was how this 

allowed people to structure some of their daily activities and routine around this content so that they could 

watch particular things.  There were a number of instances of this behaviour that came up in our discussions 

with the screen managers.   For example, one person who worked in an office nearby the Manchester screen 

had shifted the time of her lunch break so that she could eat her lunch while watching the lunchtime episode 

of Neighbours.  Another example concerned watching the evening episode of Eastenders.  In this instance, 

the person in question would make a judgement as to whether, after finishing work, they would be able to get 

home in time to watch it at home.  On those occasions when they deemed it unlikely they would get home in 

time, they would decide to stay and watch the episode on the Big Screen on the way home from work.   

 

Other appointment based viewing centred on more event type content such as sports events or dedicated 

screenings of local content.  We go on to discuss these in the next section. 
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2. Event based content and behaviour 
 
Big-screens host and support many types of events. In this section we will start by looking at the different 

types of event, then go on to discuss the role screens play within an event, reviewing the benefits they bring, 

and consider the impact of other factors on the event. 

 

Types of Event 
 
A number of different types of event have taken place on and around the big-screens. Sporting events such 

as football matches, and live Tennis, always draw crowds, and during interviews many people request ‘more 

sport’. Some sports events are accompanied by interactive games and the impact of these is discussed in 

detail in the next section. Music festivals also work well around the big-screen. Events range from a linear 

broadcast of large concerts, such as the Princess Diana concert and the Live Earth concert in the summer of 

’07, to national music festivals such as the annual Opera Season which consists of a series of 

opera/concerts streamed live from the Royal Opera House in London. This regularly draws a crowd of 

several hundred people at each screen. Local arts and music events also utilise the big-screens. Often 

stages are set up in front of the screen, where local musicians and artists perform, with the screen acting as 

a backdrop for locally produced visual artworks and films. 

 

Cultural festivals have also worked well on the big-screen. The White Rose Festival in Yorkshire was 

celebrated with stalls and activities around the vicinity of the Bradford and Leeds screens, while on the 

screens were films with a ‘local’ themes and a network interactive game, called the White Roses game 

(which is discussed in more detail in the interactive section); Yorkshire also played host to the international 

Asian (Bollywood) Film festival in June 2007. The big-screen audience in Bradford viewed a selection of 

Bollywood films, while stage-shows and an Asian market were in the square in front of the screen. On the 

Saturday 8000 people visited the square, 1500 of which were still there in the early hours of Sunday 

morning. (This included family groups with young children.) 

 

What is an event? 
 
As can be seen from the descriptions above, Events do differ from ambient and interactive screen 

content/mode, but the breakdown is not mutually exclusive. Many events contain elements of interactivity 

and linear broadcast material. However, the Events are set apart because they are ‘special’ self-contained 

occasions, which have a limited occurrence. (A one-off event, one event per year, or a short season/series.) 

 

As we have seen the role of the screen within an event is variable. Sometimes the content on the screen 

forms the gravity pulling-in the audience, other times the ‘pull’ comes from the ‘broader event’ with the screen 

in a supporting role. For example, in Birmingham during the summer of 2007 a temporary beach was erected 

in front of the screen, this was the main pull for people visiting the square, however the beach also offered 

an ‘opportunity to view’ the big-screen content. 

 

Most events are planned in advance. However, there are occasions when an event evolves spontaneously. 

For example, in Manchester the screen manager played out a DVD of the BBC’s BoogieBeebies, a childrens 
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TV programme which teaches children how to dance. In time a crowd had gathered, children eagerly 

following the presenters choreography. This public space context applied to essentially linear TV content, 

usually consumed in the living room a different context, and it became an event remembered. Some 

spontaneous events evolve into a regular occurrence, and become engaged viewing (discussed in the earlier 

‘ambient section’). For example, in Manchester during the summer 2007 a pair of peregrine falcons were 

nesting on one of the roof-tops in the city centre. Their activities were filmed by the RSPB, and footage was 

shown on the big-screen everyday around lunchtime. Crowds of people regularly gathered to catch-up with 

the falcons’ progress. 

 

Events have a wide ‘reach’, that can encompass local, national and global audiences.  

 

1. Local events are rarely known about outside the town where the screen is based (5 miles). They 

usually are based around content/subjects that are only of interest within the locality and often use 

locally sourced and produced content. (Offering ‘meaningful encounters’ and holding high levels of 

audience engagement as described in the previous section, ‘situated content’.) During local events 

the screens often become a meeting place for small communities have links with the event or those 

involved with the event (offering a support network). Local TV and Radio, community groups, 

schools and businesses are often involved with Local Events. 

 

2. National Events are broadcast to all the big-screens in the network, and occasionally to a set of 

temporary screens specifically erected for the purpose of the event. Awareness of National Events 

usually already resides in the national consciousness through other media (TV, Radio, Newspapers, 

Websites) and word of mouth. The screen content of National Events is occasionally sourced from 

linear TV broadcasts, and occasionally becomes part of the broadcast (as views of the big-screen 

audiences are integrated with linear TV broadcast stream). 

 

3. Global Events are frequently broadcast on the big-screen network, and are similar to National events 

in nature. The events are usually driven by international concerns and interests, and are in the wider 

consciousness.  Like National Events, Global events are often sourced from mainstream TV 

broadcasts. 

 

Despite the difference in reach, observations and interviews revealed three factors that were common and 

important across local, national and global events (impact): 

 

1. Events could initiate a sense of belonging; of being part of a community.  

“[I] can understand the value of the big-screen as it makes you feel part of something ....” Mum, 

40yrs, Birmingham, Live Earth.  

(Although these communities were mainly transient in nature, lasting only as long as the event, they 

offered a kind of support network, a chance to be with others with a common interest/concern.)  

2. Events often gave the audience a sense of pride; which was found to be particularly relevant at local 

and national levels. (Particularly relevant in Events such as the D-Day Celebrations.) 
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3. Events can also evoke a sense of competitiveness; particularly in relation to sporting events and 

international competitions (e.g., Eurovision Song Contest).  

 

Information & Awareness of Events 
 
Interviews with Screen managers and punters alike revealed the importance of awareness and publicity in 

relation to the success of eventsSome events are well publicised, particularly if they are part of a national or 

global issue/concern that has coverage on mainstream TV/radio and press. Therefore the event is already 

part of a general awareness before the big-screen event. Local events are promoted through local press and 

radio, local advertising and word-of-mouth. 

 

 “I’m a fan of the concept. It’s like a communal space. I’ve not been to any before but would  

definitely make the effort again if it was advertised.” Female, Canary Wharf Screen, Live Earth. 

 

If awareness has been raised through appropriate publicity, the big-screen will be a ‘resource/option’ for the 

community to utilize. 

 

However, if publicity for an event (of any size) is lacking or ‘too late’, there will not be enough public 

awareness, any awareness or participation will be on an accidental basis. For example, the Live Earth 

concert (summer 2007) got little national coverage before the event itself, so the turn-out at the screens was 

low. Information about the concert had got scrambled with an influx of other ‘big concerts’ in the preceding 

weeks, and the public had ‘concert fatigue’. It had also been a very wet summer.  Many audience members 

had stumbled across the event by accident (i.e., they were out shopping, using the area as a place to relax 

or meet friends). Nevertheless, when they found the concert on the big-screen it became a focus for their 

activity for a period of time. Events are not usually spontaneous, and lots of work has to be done beforehand 

on the broader experience. This includes not only budgetary constraints and curatorship issues, but also 

planning how to bring people together in an organised safe way (which will be discussed in more detail in the 

‘safety and identity’ section at the end of this report). 

 

Extending accessibility to content 
 
Big-screens extend the publics accessibility to content in unique way, unlike any other medium. In this 

section we consider how content accessibility is extended and what this means for the big-screen audience. 

 

Big-screens allow people to do something together as a group, without the constraints of being in the home 

environment. Audience members were asked if attending an event (such as a concert) at a big-screen was 

the same as attending the real event. Some respondents said that it was just as good, if not better in some 

aspects. 

 

 “[You] get to see a lot more here than if you were in the stadium with blocked views. Still enjoyable 

even though you aren’t actually there.” Female 20s, Manchester, Live Earth. 

“I’ve been to Wimbledon and this isn’t a bad second.” Male 40s, Wimbledon, Canary Warf. 
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“Its next best thing. Its not packed out, but its better than watching at home. We went to gigs at Hyde 

Park and preferred to stand behind the crowds and watch the bands on the screen!” Dad, 30s Canary 

Wharf. 

Characteristics of the big-screens, and the environment they are set in, allow the audience insights and 

facilities (food and toilets) that are unavailable in more confined spaces. The open space is usually ‘less 

crowded’ and there are more opportunities, to sit down. These broader factors also enable access which is 

more suitable to family groups, particularly those with young children (who would otherwise not be able to 

experience such events). 

 

‘She’s too young to go to concerts, and she loves it’ Family, Birmingham Live earth. 

The big-screens also allow people the opportunity to experience content they haven’t experienced before. 

For example, some audience members at the Bollywood Film festival came along because they had never 

seen a Bollywood film before. 

 

“We came to see the Bollywood Film Festival the other week, and we saw lots of films everyday. It 

was great fun.” Family, Bradford, Standing On Ceremony Game. 

 

In a similar vein, the big-screen broadcasts of the activities of the Peregrine falcons (nesting on the roof-tops 

in Manchester) let the audience gain access to something unavailable elsewhere. Some real-life events are 

difficult for people to experience. There are barriers that inhibit them from taking-part, such as financial 

constraints, manoeuvre-ability and transport issues, or inability to gain access (permissions or ticketing 

restrictions).  However, the big-screens overcome some of the barriers associated with events, and allow 

easier access to parts of the community (who desire to take part but for some reason have not in the past). 

For example, during the annual Opera Season, some audience members at the big-screen in Hull revealed 

they had never been to the Royal House, or even an opera. A few said they had no intention of going in the 

future because it was ‘out of their reach’. However, at the big-screen they were able to get dressed-up and 

share a picnic with family and friends, while experiencing the opera. In essence big-screen events are like a 

‘stepping-stone’ towards experiencing the real event. It’s a ‘light weight’ way of taking part, which is different 

from the experience one may have in the home environment, as the characteristics of the big-screen (i.e., 

big space shared with other people) allow an experience closer to the event. Further, remarks made during 

interviews suggested that an appealing part of the big-screen was being able to ‘test the water’ without 

incurring any cost.  

 

Big-screens offer the audience an opportunity to exclusive and limited access events and content that isn’t 

available on any other medium. For example, the award ceremony of the 2007 Bollywood Film Festival (held 

in Sheffield) was being recorded, to view on terrestrial TV several days later. However, at the Bradford Big-

screen a live ‘satellite-link’ gave the audience an exclusive opportunity to see the ceremony before the rest 

of the country/world. In Leeds the funeral of terminally ill fundraiser Jane Tomlinson was broadcast live to the 

big-screen. An audience of 400, who were unable to attend the service in the Cathedral, gathered in the 

square to pay their respects.  
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Engaging the Audience 
 
Various types and levels of engagement, between the audience and the content, have been identified during 

big-screen events: from simple observational engagement, to physical activities, and onto interactions with 

the event itself. For example, at the Live Earth concert, audience members were engaged at a most basic 

level, watching the concert. Many were singing along and tapping their feet, having ceased conversation with 

others in their group.  Interviews with the audience revealed that a couple of audience members had talked 

about trying to text the Live Earth event itself (as audience text messages were being displayed as part of 

the national broadcast).  

 

Initially, an audiences’ interest in an event defines their level of engagement. If the event has a particular 

emotional relevance to an individual they are more likely to become engaged in it.  

 

“[I] wouldn’t have chosen to watch these groups.”  Woman 40s, Manchester, Live Earth. 
 

The structure of content can also define audience engagement. Some content has a continuous narrative, so 

attention must be focused throughout the event, while other types of content are segmented which makes it 

easier for the audience to join-in and leave the event. For example, the Live Earth event content allowed 

audience members to shift their attention to and from the screen depending on their desire to watch 

particular song or item of content. 

 

Engagement is further enabled by the nature of the public space location. People tend to have fewer 

distractions, compared to the home environment (a situation highlighted in several interviews), and so can 

become engaged easier and for longer periods.  People are also influenced by others around them, so if 

there’s a general engagement in the event an individual is more likely to follow suite. The public space 

setting also allows people to engage in activities that may not feel comfortable elsewhere. For example, their 

behaviour may be less inhibited; they may feel more able to show emotions such as sorrow (i.e. crying at 

Jane Thomlinson’s funeral) and joy (dancing at concerts). 

If the content of the event is not fully engaging, other mechanisms can be used to affect levels of 

engagement around an event.  

 

For example, in Birmingham a camera is attached to the big-screen and it is regularly used to capture 

images of the crowd, which are then displayed on the screen. This activity was observed to heighten the 

level of engagement for some audience members. One lady was surprised when she saw herself on the 

screen and she shouted “Oh, my God!”, then she saw herself looking surprised and became embarrassed, 

then she found the whole episode funny (along with her friends). Later her young daughter’s image was also 

projected onto the screen, and the lady really liked it. Meanwhile other members of the audience were 

waving, trying to draw attention to themselves, so that they would have chance to appear on the big-screen. 
 

The Crowd and Atmosphere 
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Big-screen audience members were asked why a crowd was important to an event, and they gave a variety 

of responses.  

 “Because it creates an atmosphere, but without them its still OK.” Male teenagers, Liverpool, Live Earth 

“Crowd brings energy.” Male, 20yrs, Liverpool Live Earth. 

  “It’s better than being at my mate’s house.” Teenage girl, Birmingham, Live Earth. 

 “Gives more atmosphere if there are people around, because it becomes an experience and I’ll 

remember it more.” Family, Manchester Live Earth. 

“I’m pretty anti-social, but with national sporting events it’s nice to have people around.” Male 40s 

Canary Wharf.   

 

 

It’s evident in the responses that crowds are associated with atmosphere, and an atmosphere is desirable at 

an event (although not absolutely necessary). 

 

Crowds allow the individual to display a set of behaviours and emotions that may be less appropriate in less 

crowded situations. For example, at the Live Earth concert the crowd wasn’t dense enough for people to 

behave in the same way as the crowds at the actual concert in Wembley (communal behaviour such a 

singing and dancing).  Some interviewees expressed disappointment because they had specifically come to 

the screen to be part of a larger crowd (rather than staying at home). 

 

“The crowd was not big enough to cheer.” Female 30yrs, Birmingham. 

 

“It would be more exciting if there were more people.” Couple 20yrs, Manchester Live Earth. 

 

The public-space nature of big-screens makes the audience feel that in un-crowded areas they are on-show, 

and so the way they present themselves is important. As the crowd grows the individual becomes 

anonymous, and so an exhibit uninhibited behaviours (without any implications or judgements from others). 

Therefore, as a general rule the size of an audience can define atmosphere.   

 

At a big-screen event (as with other situations) the size and density of an audience is defined by the physical 

space around the screen and the architecture. A crowd of 500 people in front might be densely packed 

together in one physical space, because of pressure from physical boundaries, while the same crowd may 

be widely dispersed in an area with no physical restrictions. 

 

Therefore, another factor defining atmosphere is if and how the crowd is divided. When a crowd is 

segregated into small groups, with definitive borders and no interaction (conversation) between these 

groups, there is little chance of a cohesive atmosphere. Once interaction is achieved between groups the 

crowd begins to blend into one.  

 

Although crowd density and cohesiveness can define atmosphere, the level of interest in the event also 

plays a part (as suggested above). A strong common interest and engagement with the screen content will 

tend to draw a crowd together, despite small numbers. For example, a crowd of 400 people gathered in 
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Leeds for the funeral of Jane Thomlinson. Although people arrived in small groups there was 

interaction/discussion between these groups, as the community grieved. 

 

The changing atmosphere at a big-screen event is sensed by potential audience members, who make 

judgements about the changing nature of the big-screen crowd in relation to the event and the time of day. 

For example, during the Live Earth event interview respondents talked about the daytime crowd being more 

child-friendly and their behaviour more family orientated, compared to the evening crowd. Likewise, many 

respondents talked about the charged atmosphere that accompanies sporting events, in particular football, 

so avoid the screen at those times. 

 

Being outdoors 
 
We have already discussed the importance of being outdoors with the big-screen in ambient mode in the 

previous section.  Being outdoors was also considered to be an important aspect of the screens’ Event 

mode. Nearly all respondents suggested that ‘it depended on the weather’ and that in general if the weather 

was good then it was very important to be ‘in the fresh air’.  

 

 “Its nice being outdoors, its free, its fun”. Teenage girls, Birmingham. 

 “Very, fresh air, in the sun, better than being indoors in the shopping centre during our break.” Male 

40s Canary Wharf. 

 

Some people suggested that if they were at home they’d be in the garden ‘enjoying the sunshine’ but unable 

to watch or take part in the event, or having to sit inside watching the event (if its being televised) and 

missing the weather. The big-screen gave them the opportunity to enjoy both (the good weather and the 

event).  

 

Compered vs. standalone use  
 
Occasionally comperes (with local links) are used to support events on or at the big-screen. The compere is 

usually positioned in the area immediately in front of the screen, and uses a microphone to rouse public 

interest in the event and/or screen content.   

Comperes were observed to have a number of positive affects on the audience and their association with 

events. They were found to provide: 

 

1. Justification & Accountability for engagement with the event.  

2. An Explanation of the event. A compere provides structure and manages the running order of an 

event, and informing the audience.  

 

Therefore, comperes were found to be a powerful factor regarding the audience behaviour towards events 

and the big-screen, able to stimulate initial interest and maintain the interest over pro-longed period. 
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The view on using a compere is varied, and is dependant on the personality of the individual screen and 

concerns of the local council. For example, Bradford rarely uses a compare as content and applications 

‘should be self-explanatory’. 

 

Relationship between screen content and live events 
 
As mentioned at the start of this section, big-screen content can be an event in itself or play a supporting role 

in the wider context of a ‘live’ event that is taking place in the vicinity of the screen. Here we will take a look 

at the latter situation, and consider the relationship between the live event and the content on the screen. 

 

Live events can take many forms, but usually they entail adding some form of (temporary) street furniture 

and props to the area around the big-screen (i.e., the screen forms a backdrop to the event rather than being 

the focus of it). For example, the BMI baby beach with deckchairs was erected in front of the Birmingham 

screen during the summer 2007; an Asian market was trading around the square in Bradford during the 

Bollywood Festival from where people would buy food from the market and then sit down to watch a film on 

the big screen; and stages are often erected during arts & cultural events from which musicians and 

performers can entertain the crowds. 

 

Live events have a value in themselves, and attract people regardless of the big-screen. However, it is an 

opportunity to introduce people to the screen, and supplement their experience. Some general observations 

revealed that people were dwelling longer in front of the screen if they were involved with the live event. For 

example, at the beach in front of the Birmingham screen the initial children played in the sand, while the 

adults accompanying them took the opportunity to engage with the screen.  

 

At the same location some screen content was tailored to compliment the live event. Ambient A/V sequences 

of waves lapping against sandy beaches added to the over all atmosphere, made the audience feel closer to 

the event. An interactive ‘sea-side postcard’ also complimented the beach setting, and enabled participants 

to intuitively understand what was required of them. 
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3. Interactive content behaviours 
 
Interactive Applications 
 
A number of interactive applications have been developed for the big-screens. They vary in the amount of 

interactive ‘effort’ required of the participant, they also vary in the type of activity required (physical or vocal 

interaction, voting, creating and submitting UGC), and the number of participants (i.e., multiplayer or 

restricted). In this section we will start by looking at examples of interactivity with the big-screens, and then 

we will go onto to discuss the impact interactive applications have on audience behaviour, highlighting 

particular features which have a profound affect.  All of the interactive applications require a level of skill. 

Some simple forms of interaction involve sending SMS/MMS files to the screen or blue-toothing photos, 

usually in response to a call to action from the screen. For physical interactions the audience member is 

required to position oneself in the appropriate place in the area in front of the screen. Reference about their 

position id defined either by physical markers/objects on the floor or a ‘live’ webcam-image of the individual 

displayed on the screen itself. Graphics associated with the interactive application then for an overlay to the 

live image.  A sample group of interactive application descriptions follows. The list is meant to illustrate the 

types of activity involved rather than being an exhaustive reference. 

 

The ‘Seaside Postcard’ game (see figure 2) commissioned for the Birmingham screen was just what the title 

suggests, and was designed to compliment the BMI beach erected in front of the screen during the summer 

months of 2007. The screen was covered with a cartoon postcard image, with holes cut where the faces 

should be positioned. Participants were required to position themselves appropriately, so that their faces can 

be seen within the image on the screen. Once this is achieved a new postcard appears.  

 

 
Figure 2. Beech cut out application 
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The ‘Standing on Ceremony’ interactive application comprised of a stage-set where, after being dressed in 

ceremonial costume, participants would stand and have their photograph taken. The photo was then sent to 

the big-screen complete with name plaque chosen by the participant. The photo then become part of a 

‘showreel’ in which each image is seen for 10 seconds in a continual repeated process. No sound 

accompanies the application. The participants are also able to access their photograph at home from the 

Standing on Ceremony website, thereby extending their experience. 

 

‘Penalty Shoot-out’ offered participants 3 chances to kick a virtual ball into a virtual goal displayed on the 

screen. In the real world the position of the ball is marked by a small square of astro-turf on the square in 

front of the screen. The participant swings there leg in the vicinity of the astro-turf to kick the ball. Their 

movement is detected by the application (via a camera on top of the screen) which transforms their physical 

actions into a shot at the goal. If the participant manages to get the ball in the net a loud cheers goes up from 

the virtual crowd sitting behind the virtual goal. Interested participants line up and take turns to play the 

game.  

 

Continuing the sporting theme, many sporting events have been accompanied by interactive games. For 

example, tennis coverage during the Wimbledon fortnight was accompanied by an interactive tennis game. 

In a similar vein, interactive football games have also been successful. These types of games require much 

fast physical activity, and so are generally played out within ‘fenced-off’ area in front of the screen, so 

members of the public who aren’t participating don’t get hurt. 

 

The ‘Red-Noses’ and ‘White-roses’ games (see figure 3) are essentially the same application. Initially the 

screen is splattered with small ‘blobs’ (roses or noses), positioned over a live feed from the area in front of 

the screen. Participants must manoeuvre the blobs together (by walking around) to make larger blobs. When 

only one large blob remains the round is over and a point is awarded. A score board presenting total scores 

appears, and then a new round begins with a new splattering of blobs.  This particular application was 

initially developed for the Red Nose campaign, and was very popular on  Red-Nose day itself (2006). The 

game was played out over several screens, and scores from each participating screen were networked, so 

each participating city could compare their scores. In Bradford the game was going to be on the screen for 

an hour, but due to its popularity was left it on for 8-9 hours. People were still playing into the evening. 

“Groups of lads and grannies were playing together. A man was pushing his child around in a push-chair –he 

eventually seemed to forget the child was in there, and he was waving it around.” A key part of the success 

of the event was the ‘city rivalry’. “Every time the score became equal people would stay on until Bradford 

were 15 points ahead, then they would leave with a safe score. It was a gorilla event, and we got people 

interested as they went past. It was in constant use.” [Matthew Pells, BB Big Screen Manager, Bradford] 
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Figure 3. Red Nose Game 

 

Games have also been developed for non-physical forms of interaction. The Formula 1 racing game is driven 

by voice sensors. Participants were required to stand on a platform in front of the screen, and using a 

microphone drive their racing car around the track by making racing-car noises. The louder the noise, the 

faster the car would travel. 

Many of the screens have the ability to interact with their audience in others ways (besides physical and 

voice activated games). User activity (and generated content) can be sent to and displayed on the screens 

too, via SMS/MMS and Bluetooth systems. Some interactive applications have been developed around 

these methods of interactivity. Text messaging was found to be a popular way of interacting with the screens, 

due to minimum effort required. For example, in Bradford on Valentines Day people were prompted to text in 

their Valentines messages, in conjunction with Radio Leeds. The screen received 40-50 messages which 

were sent across the screens throughout the day. Text messages were sent because the senders knew their 

loved-ones were passing-through the square and would see the messages on the screen. The Birmingham 

screen regularly displays a rolling-text service.  

 

Needless to say, processes which involve broadcasting any type of content must be moderated, and this 

applies to interactive big-screen applications too. Any activity based on contributions from the public was 

monitored. 

 

Finally, several ‘voting’ mechanisms have been developed to gather public opinion, and have proved to be 

very popular with the big-screen audience because of the simplicity of the effort required. For example, in 

Manchester during the National Big-Read campaign a voting application was developed to track the most 

popular books in the local area. Voters submitted their favourite titles via SMS and the score was displayed 

on the big-screen. For those people without mobiles, members of the big-read team were on hand to text 
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their vote for them. An interactive juke-box application has also been developed that allowed participants to 

define what music is played on the big-screen by stepping-into virtual circles representing song choices. 

 

Social values of interactivity – why participate? 
 
A number of reason were given when participants were asked why they chose to interact with the big-screen. 

For many, they participated because it was different from anything they’ve tried before or they had already 

taken part on another occasion and enjoyed it so much they wanted to do it again. Part of their enjoyment 

was seeing themselves on the screen. People could see their image on the screen for number of reasons, 

from simply walking past the screen and being picked-up by the camera,  through joining an the activity 

being played out on the screen, or by blue-toothing a photo from a mobile. During interviews some people 

spoke about being self-conscious when caught un-aware, while others (particularly younger people) jumped 

up and waved, often moving to get into view, often grouping together to get on the screen as a group. (One 

observer reported the process: first there is surprise and mild shock, then puzzlement at what is going on, 

and finally laughter and amusement.)  Many participants have been observed waiting around for substantial 

periods of time in order to see themselves on the screen. For example, during the Stranding On Ceremony 

Game in Bradford, a mother left her two teenage daughters to be dressed-up and photographed. When they 

had finished, the two girls joined-their mum in a café on the square and they all waited for their images to 

appear on the screen. However, mum eventually said it was time to go, and the girls were visibly 

disappointed that their image hadn’t appeared before they left. 

 

Further, participants also enjoyed the feeling that other people could see them on the screen. Activity in a 

public-space is linked to performance, and the public portrayal of ones self-image. Appearing confident and 

fun has great social value (nb. this is discussed in more detail in a later section where we look at Public 

Activity as a spectacle.) 

 

The ability to extend the experience was also popular amongst participants. Many talked about telling friends 

and family back home about the experience (as it had great social value in maintaining their position and 

identity within their social network). Different devices can be utilised to extend the experience. For example, 

the interactive application itself may have a website associated with it, which participants can visit 

afterwards, and see a record of their input.   

 

“We are going to go to the website when we get home and show our friends the pictures.” Family, 

Bradford, Stranding On Ceremony Game. 
 

On several occasions participants (or members of the participants group) were observed taking photos of the 

screen and the activity (in which the participant was appearing) to illustrate the experience. For example, 

even though participants photo’s from the Standing on Ceremony game in Bradford were available to 

participants on a website, several participants were observed taking photos of their images on the big-screen 

on their camera phones.  
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“It’s great because it’s different and you can’t do this anywhere else. No one can stop you doing it. Its 

not often you get the chance to express yourself like this, and I like being on stage. We took 4 or 5 

photos of the screen when it showed our pictures.” Girl, Bradford, Standing On Ceremony Game. 

 

These photos set the context of the participant’s activities, something that was not available on the official 

standing in ceremony website. Context setting was important when relaying the story of their experience 

back at home. 

 

Interactive applications were observed to be opportunities for engagement and challenge. Some people saw 

the interactive games as a personal test from which they could feel some sense of accomplishment, while 

others found it to be a good way of passing the time. For example, a group of men who played the Red-

Noses game in Bradford (while waiting for friends) played the game because they hadn’t played any games 

on the screen before and they were curious.  

 

“We enjoyed it because we can move things around. Now we have two reasons to come into town.” 
Child Participant, Bradford, White-Roses Game. 

“I like it because it’s ‘real’ and its a game.” Girl (7yrs), Birmingham, RedNoses Games. 

 

 

Interactive big-screen games were observed being used for relaxation. While their children interact with the 

big-screen, adults position themselves around the edges of the square, and take the opportunity to sit and 

rest. For example, in Birmingham at the Red-Nose Game a group of mothers enjoyed watching their 

children, who in turn enjoyed playing the game. The big-screen was acting as a ‘baby-sitting device’, giving 

the adults an opportunity and a space to engage with each other, and strengthen social bonds without being 

disturbed by their children.  

 

In a similar vein, it was observed that many people working in the locality would participate for a break in 

their routine. Quick and simple interactive games were particularly appropriate here, which people can dip in 

and out of. For example, in Bradford, builders from a development site behind the big- screen and people 

working in the cafes and bars on the square, have been observed playing the Red-noses/White-roses game. 

They were comfortable enough with the space, the screen and the application that they tried-out some 

unconventional ways of moving the red-noses around the screen, such as heading and kicking them. 

 

Interacting with the screen and other people playing interactive games was considered to be good for 

encouraging/developing social skills.  For example, at the Red Noses game several parents talked about the 

experience being good for their children to make friends and interact with other children. 

 

Enablers and Barriers to Interactivity 
 
Although social values were found to drive interactivity with the big-screens, they were not always enough; 

mechanisms were needed to ensure the participants could/would interact. In this next section we will look at 

enabling mechanisms, and highlight some factors that could become barriers to interaction. 
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The importance of an outdoor location and good weather were key factors for ensuring participation. In 

interviews the big-screen audience suggested that space and fresh-air was an essential part of the big-

screen interactive experience. Also, the fact that the experience would come at no financial cost to the 

participant meant they were more willing to take part. Being outdoors and being free, enabled easy 

accessibility, and allowed both ‘intentional interaction’ and ‘accidental interaction’ to take place. Participants 

contrasted this with bounded spaces, such as the home, which do not allow for this affect. 

 

 “Its free entertainment, anyone can join-in.” Observer, Leeds, White-Roses Game. 

 “More people will walk through, as its open.” Participant, Leeds, White-Roses Game. 

 

Many people in the vicinity of the screen were there for other purposes, such as shopping and business. 

Interacting with the screen was not the reason they were there.  

 

“Just walking past today and saw the screen and people taking photos, so thought we’d join-in.” 
Participants, Bradford, Standing On Ceremony Game. 

 

However, if easy accessibility had been established other aspects of the interactive applications enticed 

people to momentarily suspend their primary tasks and join-in the activity.  

 

For example, in the Red Nose/White Roses games the temptation to interact was particularly effective when 

the end of the game or task was in-sight (i.e., there were very few red-noses left on the screen), and it was 

too alluring to leave it alone uncompleted. It was also effective when there was very little effort required to 

complete the task, and the task could be completed in conjunction with the participant’s primary activity (e.g., 

it was on their route across the screen). Indeed, potential participants found it hard to resist the temptation of 

reaping the benefits of completing an unfinished task. Several of them were heard to cheer when they 

completed the task, relishing a sense of achievement. For example, in Bradford two young men were walking 

across the screen while pushing a red-nose into the last remaining red nose on the screen. They didn’t have 

to deviate from their original path in order to complete the task. When the red-noses joined-up they cheered. 

 

Of course for ‘accidental interaction’ like this to take place, the concept of the activity must be simplistic and 

clear to the potential participants, and the effort required of them must be low. On many occasions the 

intuitive nature of some of the games was observed an enabler for participation. For example, two men (in 

their 20’s) saw the Red-Nose game and said “It looked like a bit of fun, straightforward and easy to use.” 

Therefore, it can be concluded that complex interactive systems can be a barrier for between public 

participation and the big-screens, because the individual would need to invest much mental and physical 

effort to reap any reward (social value) from the experience.  

 

There were periods of time, when there was no interactivity was observed, even though the interactive 

applications was visible to people in the vicinity of the screen.  These periods of in-activity were found to 

cease when one or more people were brave or curious enough join-in. Once someone had broken the cycle 

of in-activity more people would then join-in. This phenomenon has been defined as a ‘honey-pot’ effect 
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(Brignall and Rogers, 2003).  For example, during the Red-noses (white-roses) game, a period of in-activity 

was ceased once a member of the observation team decided to play the game. Within seconds members of 

the public joined our team member in front of the screen, and they worked as a group to complete the task. 

This period of activity lasted several minutes.  Eventually, members of the group left the game (usually due 

to parents or friends requesting their presence elsewhere or they had grown tired of the activity). The screen 

would then enter into period in-activity until someone else broke the cycle. 

 “A crowd draws more people. If it’s empty people think it’s not worth it. It looks like there’s something 

special going on.” Man, 20yrs, Birmingham Red Noses Game. 

 

The Honey-pot effect is a social affordance that sees a progressive increase in the number of people in the 

vicinity of the screen activity, creating a social ‘buzz’. Just by being in the space, and showing an interest, 

people seemed to give an implicit signal to others watching that they were doing something interesting. 

 

Initially, a crowd of people watching or participating in an activity led to a more general belief (in the wider 

context/space) about whether the activity is interesting, enjoyable or worthy of attention. Potential 

participants spent time observing the activity to gain some perception of what the activity is, how to use it, 

and how long the activity would last, before actually submitting themselves to it. This is particularly useful in 

the absence of a compere, who would otherwise make such knowledge explicit during their commentary. 

Gaining knowledge via a period of observation not only informs the participant about what is required of them 

(as they make a cost/benefit judgement, which includes an assessment of whether they are able/capable to 

make a positive contribution to the game), it also gives them confidence. 

 

 “We watched other people so we knew what to do.” Participant, Bradford, White-Roses Game. 

 

It was observed that generally adults tended to dwell longer than children. Children (and younger adults) 

were observed to be less reluctant and would join the activity at the earliest moment, thereby learning on the 

job. The exception to this point is adults who were familiar with the big-screen (e.g., those who worked 

locally) who were already ‘informed’. They often evoked new periods of activity and enabled others to join-in 

by allowing themselves to be observed. 

 

The Honey-Pot effect also allowed the potential participant to understand the social standing of the activity 

within the immediate community and the required etiquette surrounding participation. The time allowed the 

potential participant to comprehend what others thought of it, the type of people using it, and how they 

behaved towards it, and in turn make a judgement about the value and benefits of their own potential input. 

Interviews also revealed that having a crowd observing interactivity was an important way of ‘getting the 

community together’, ‘helped form an atmosphere’, and ‘draws more people into the screen activity’. 

 

Finally, the honey-pot effect allowed the potential participant to gain knowledge of the social system of 

practices around the interactivity [1], such as the nature of activities going on in the immediate locality, and if 

it’s a friendly or interesting place to be. (In a later section ‘Crowd Size/Makeup & Social Dynamics’ we will 

look in more detail at the impact of the crowd on the interactive experience.) 
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Generally adults felt that some of the interactive games were ‘for children’, and it was observed that the 

presence of a child in their group seemed to be a good excuse for the adults to join-in. For example, in 

Bradford two grandparents and their grandchild stopped at the café for some drinks. The grandfather asked 

the grandson if he wanted to play the Red Noses game. The grandchild was too young to understand the 

game, but happily ran around the square while the grandfather looked on from the sidelines. Eventually, the 

Grandfather joined-in the game, showing the grandchild what to do. They were both laughing and enjoying 

the experience. In Birmingham an adult was observed lifting their child and positioning them in such a way 

that their face was aligned with the seaside postcard application in Birmingham. While in Leeds a father 

pushed the red blobs of the Red Nose game around the screen by steering his child & pram around the 

square, much to the delight of the child! 

 

To be seen assisting a child is an important social factor within a public space providing a sense of social 

accountability -  legitimising the inclusion of an adult in what they themselves may perceive to be ‘childish 

behaviour’.  

 

The importance of maintaining social networks and developing social skills has already been mentioned in 

the ‘social value’ section of this paper. So, mechanisms that support social interactions are considered to be 

important enablers. During our research several participants suggested that they participated in an 

interactive game because it was a fun form of exercise. These comments support claims that physical 

activity can be beneficial to social interaction. This is consistent with the work of Mueller et al (2003) who 

create physical digital sports games that combine the advantages of networked computer games (supporting 

multiple geographically distant players) with the advantages of traditional leisure games. He has found that 

augmenting games in this way supports social interactions, providing social and health benefits. His work 

has been found to indicate that exercise systems can aid players in creating a sense of social rapport. 

  

A number of ‘barriers’ to interactivity were also identified, with their roots in social, technical and spatial 

concerns/pressures. These concerns affect peoples conceptions of interacting with the big-screens, and 

result in negative feelings which prevent them from moving towards the screen and participating. Social 

pressures were also apparent in the form of personal phobias and inhibitions. Several interviewees (but not 

the majority) talked about feeling ‘self-conscious’, and those with a little more confidence utilised other 

enabling devices, such as observing other people participating first before considering participation 

themselves. For example, at the Red Noses Game in Birmingham a teenage boy and girl said they would be 

self-conscious if there were too many people around watching them. The boy reckoned he would play the 

Red Noses game if he was on his own, while the girl said there would have to be other people participating 

in order for her to get involved. 

 

A similar inhibiting affect was observed during the voice-activated Formula 1 racing-game. As a general rule 

fewer people volunteered to participate compared to gesture-activated games (such as the Red Noses 

game). This reluctance was probably due to people feeling more self-conscious about standing on a 

platform, using a microphone, and other people in the square hearing their voice. The whole experience was 
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full of unfamiliar activities and the spread of the experience was more obtrusive. (The intrusive nature of the 

experience was also felt by some local businesses complaining about noise levels.)  

 

Social pressure also came from others within the visiting group, with whom a set of agreed primary tasks or 

actions had already been decided (as one would expect in a public place were the majority of people in the 

vicinity are present because of factors other than the screen). For example, in Bradford a family group 

stopped to look at the interactive Red-noses game, prompted by the father’s and the daughter’s interest. The 

mother stands at the edge of the square watching while the father and daughter start to play the game. 

However, after a very short period of time (30 seconds) the mother reminds the father and daughter that the 

purpose of their trip to the city is to ‘shop and not play games’. In a similar vein a group of teenagers pass 

by, and half the group begin to play. After several minutes the rest of the group start to wander-off, so those 

participating leave the game and follow their friends to the shops.  

 

It’s important for potential participants to maintain their position within the social group they are visiting the 

screen with. Therefore, the primary task of the collective group has an impact on whether an individual 

participates or not. If interacting with the screen becomes the primary collective concern of the group, then 

periods of interactivity may be prolonged (until gradually the group returns to its original task). 

 

Technical problems were observed to form a barrier to interactivity. Physical interactivity with the big-screen 

is new to many audience members, so there is often a period of adjustment before full participation can 

begin. On some screens there is slight delay which may initially cause some additional is confusion. 

Occasionally an interactive screen application would have a malfunction, and public participation was 

temporarily suspended until the problem was rectified. Never the less, during these (rare) occurrences 

several members of the public were observed to be very persistent.  For example, in Bradford a young 

couple stopped to play the red-noses game. However, each time they tried to move the red-nose around the 

screen their efforts came to nothing, the application had malfunctioned. After several attempts they walked 

away, looking slightly embarrassed and probably feeling inadequate. On another occasion two young men 

(in 20’s) were happily playing the red-noses games when the game stopped (as scheduled). They stood and 

waited for the game to re-appear. When it didn’t they expressed their disappointment. 

 

The type of interactivity required has a bearing on how it is coordinated/organised, and this affects whether 

interaction is possible and successful. Interactivity that requires participants to ‘take it in turn’ (e.g., penalty 

shoot-out) rather than activity that can be carried out in parallel (e.g., Red Noses game) can become a 

barrier to interactivity. Organising ‘take it in turn’ activity in a public space is unlike controlled group activity 

found within a home environment, and often without devices that aid its organisation (such as a compere –to 

be discussed later) barriers such as ‘bottle-necks’ occur.  

Despite some big-screen interactive games offering limited opportunity for participation, the public were 

observed coordinating themselves around the application, forming orderly queues and being aware of others 

who wished to be involved. For example, during the ‘Car Show’ event in Bradford, vintage footage and local 

films were presented on the screen. At intervals throughout the event a play-station was plugged into the 

screen, and members of the audience were invited to play a racing game on the big-screen using 2 play-
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station consoles.  Despite bad weather, there was a constant queue of 10-15 people waiting to play 

throughout the sessions. 

 

Difficulty with content submission methods, in particular bluetoothing, was found to contribute towards lack of 

public response/participation in some interactive experiences. The limited physical proximity of bluetoothing 

areas at some of the screens was a factor. The public also generally perceived the bluetoothing process to 

be complicated (very few people knew how to navigate the submission system) and unsafe (there were 

concerns about other people having access to ones mobile device, data and identity).On the other hand the 

SMS/MMS content submission process was perceived as being ‘easier’, mainly because people were more 

familiar with the technology, as they tended to use it on a more regular basis. 

 

The big-screens often support live events going on in the local community (such as art and cultural festivals). 

On many occasions the public is asked to interact with the screen, such as sending simple SMS/MMS 

content. General observations have shown that asking for public contributions has not been successful if the 

purpose of making a contribution has not been clear or the context has not been appropriate. For example, a 

general request to a crowd of several hundred people to send in SMSs generated 5 images from a crowd of 

2000 people. 

 

However, several occasions have arisen when requests for public contributions have been appropriate, and 

many contributions have been received. For example, the Light Festival in Bradford saw a French ‘light-artist’ 

light up the city hall in the square at the side of the screen. An interview with the artist was broadcast on the 

screen, for locals to find out more about the artist and his work. The screen also ran a bluetooth application 

asking people to send their in their own photos. The 10 most recently received photos were displayed on the 

screen in 2 windows, in a loop. It was observed that when someone’s picture appeared on the screen a 

cheer went up. In 3 hours 200 photos were received.  Therefore, the popularity of this request was based on 

the appropriateness of the event with the interactive application. The two complemented each other.  

 

Compered vs. standalone use  
 
As mentioned earlier in the ‘Event Mode’ section of this paper, comperes are occasionally used to 

enable/support activities around the big-screen.   

Comperes were observed to have a particularly beneficial affect on audience behaviour in relation to 

interactive activity with the big-screens. They were found to provide: 

 

1. Justification & Accountability for engagement with the screen. (This affect was demonstrated 

most profoundly in relation to older users and their choice to take part in activity that might be 

perceived as ‘frivolous’.)  

2. Motivation for potential participants who lacked confidence (or energy).  For potential participants 

who ‘can’t be bothered’, the compere applies pressure by drawing everyone’s attention to the 

individual; while those lacking confidence are supported by the comperes positive utterances.  

3. an Explanation of the type of input required from the audience. A compere can describe or 

demonstrate the rules of an interactive game, or give structure to and manage the running order of 
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an event. Informing the audience in this way affords a more knowledgeable audience and negates 

the need for potential participants to stand and observe activity beforehand.  

4. Co-ordination (& Efficiency of effort) when audience members were seeking refined solutions or 

trying to negotiate an unfamiliar or complicated procedure. Comperes provide tactics, advice and 

direction, taking the onus off the audience (having to direct themselves). 

 

Therefore, comperes were found to be a powerful factor regarding the audience behaviour towards the 

screen. They can stimulate activity against the odds and maintain activity over a pro-longed period. For 

example, despite wet weather the compere at the Birmingham screen managed to get continued activity in 

the red-nose game by  snagging people passing the screen, once an ample number were participating other 

became interested without the compere influence. When ever the activity started to wane the compere would 

step in again.  While in Bradford 3 people who were part of the ‘Standing on Ceremony’ team spent time 

persuading interested but reluctant people to have their photo taken during periods of in-activity. As 

comperes they offered explanations of what the application was about, and gave guidance and confidence to 

participants. An assistant directed an elderly lady, and then once the photograph had been taken the 

assistant told the lady and her husband to sit at one of the coffee shops and wait to see her image on the 

screen, which they did. 

 

Comperes are able to structure activity around the screen, which is particularly important in relation to safety 

issues. For example, some interactive applications entail individual participation (such as ‘penalty shoot-out’, 

racing games, and photographic applications) which requires participants to wait until it’s their turn. In this 

situation the compere’s role is to manage the queue, and ensure orderly behaviour amongst participants. 

 

Despite such positive benefits, comperes aren’t used on a regular basis due to the costs involved (financial, 

spatial, planning). Screen managers make judgements about when and where comperes are utilised, 

weighing up the benefits they bring to the big-screen experience against costs.  

 

With this in mind, most interactive applications are designed to be stand-alone experiences. With non-

compered interactivity, audience participation is more ‘accidental’. Attention is not been drawn to the activity 

on the screen by verbal means, instead interest must be generated from within the audience. Therefore 

‘stand-alone’ interactivity puts more emphasis on the need for alternative ‘enablers’ (such as those 

mentioned earlier). 

 

There was also observed to be  reduced adult activity  particularly in the interactive (physical) games, the 

majority of participants tending to be children, reflecting the impact of comperes legitimising ‘play’, by 

creating justification to ‘join-in’. 

 

Crowd size/makeup and social dynamics 
 
Crowd size and crowd makeup affects the social dynamics around screen interactivity and game-play. 

Regarding crowd size, it was observed that when more people were present and the environment around the 

screen was busier, there was more interactivity taking place. This is linked to the increased number of people 
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present who have a natural willingness to join-in. For example, in Bradford the Red Nose game stood for 

long periods during the day, evoking little or no interactivity. The screen manager suggested that there were 

‘no lingerers’ in the square, so that would not be good for the game.  

 

It was also observed that out of those people who were participating, very few were individual visitors. The 

majority of participants being part of a visiting group (of family or friends), with other members of the group 

either standing-by to watch or joining-in.   

 

Interviews also revealed that having a crowd observing interactivity was an important enabler because they 

offered support to the participants. During our observations the audience watching an interactive experience 

only showed support for the activity. Occasionally, during an interactive game, cheers were heard when 

points were allocated along with a few shouts of advice to help game-play. The positive atmosphere 

generated in the audience was found to have some bearing based on the inclusion/presence of participant’s 

family and friends. Yet despite being a supportive/enabling factor the presence of an audience had a mixed 

affect on potential participants. Many thought it was ‘a bit of fun’ and didn’t care.  Those who craved attention 

were satisfied, and those who were a little more nervous didn’t bother. For example, in Birmingham a brother 

and sister (9 & 12 yrs) playing the Red Noses Game felt that they looked stupid at first but after a while they 

didn’t care. At the same location a couple in their 20’s said they wouldn’t join-in “because too many people 

are watching”; while a young family said their daughter was ‘too shy’. The affect of the audience on 

participants behaviour is linked to the social value of achieving and maintaining ones identity (as discussed 

earlier and will be discussed in more detail in the ‘Public Activity as a Spectacle’ section later). 

 

We have already discussed the role of children as an enabler for some types of interactivity, particularly that 

related to games, and this factor was observed on many occasions in relation to crowd  ‘make-up’ and the 

social dynamics around screen interactions. Generally, it was found that older people were less willing to 

participate, while younger people were more willing. (Although the screen caught the attention of many 

people walking by, children were visibly the most interested in the games. They were often seen pulling 

against their parents arms, twisting around to focus on the screen for as long as possible.) However, it was 

noted that if there was a mixture of adults and children in the squares, the amount of activity including older 

people increased.  

 

This effect may partially be due to the pressures on adults at particular times of the day. For example, during 

the morning and early afternoon period, adults tend to make up the audience around the big-screen (while 

commuting, on business or shopping), and they have little time to interact. While during late afternoon, 

weekends and holidays, more children are present, work has finished, and people tend to be less rushed 

with more time to stop and interact with the screen. 

 

Younger children (under 6) had no refined techniques regarding game-play and interactivity tended to be 

accidental.  Yet they still had a positive experience, and reaped many benefits from participating. They 

enjoyed the experience of running around with older children and seeing themselves on the big-screen. They 

tended to dip in and out of the experience, occasionally looking around to seek approval from their relative. 
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Many adults took this situation as an invitation to offer their help, and aid the children’s activity, usually be 

joining in themselves (as discussed earlier in the ‘Enablers & Barriers’ section,  to be seen coaching and 

guiding children in a public space has a high social value, and legitimises the adults desire to participate in 

interactive games with the screens). While older children also enjoyed the positive benefits of the 

experience, they had refined the game-play technique and understood what was required of them, with 

occasional prompts from older children/adults. (In the ‘Co-ordination & Cooperation’ section later we discuss 

how activity is organised.) 

 

Observations of teenagers, as representatives of the transitional period between young and old audience 

members, revealed mixed responses to big-screen interactivity; some enjoying the interactive games and 

‘showing-off’ while others sat, watched and often mocked activity. For example, in Birmingham at the Red 

Noses Game a group of teens said the sounds and music from the game was annoying (“It should be chart 

music”), and that the games were too ‘kiddie’ and not athletic enough. However, they said they liked 

watching it. While in Bradford, at the White Roses Game, a group of teenagers showed no inhibitions about 

joining-in. They were purposely loud and actively drew attention to themselves. During the interview they 

made many suggestions about new types of games that could be developed for the screens. 

 

In comparison, mobile device based activities were popular with many teenagers and young people. Many 

expressed an interest in applications that would allow them to upload and download content (such as games 

and music) to the big-screen.  

 

Public interactivity as spectacle  
 
At all screen locations, any interactivity with the screen becomes a public spectacle, for those passing 

through the squares or those who are seated in the area. Generally members of the public enjoyed watching 

others interacting with the screens. Indeed, several interviewees suggested that it was far more interesting 

than watching ambient content (such as the news, etc). For example, during the Red-noses (white-roes) 

games it was often observed that those people not taking part in the activity were observing the activity. On 

many occasions individual observers followed the interactivity for long periods, and those in groups broke-off 

their conversations to ‘cheer’ when the points went up.  

 

Participants were also aware of being watched and behave in particular in response to this audience 

behaviour.  For example, in Bradford, one woman was encouraged by her group of friends (who were sitting 

with her outside on of the cafes) to play one red-nose game on her own. (No-one else was playing at the 

time.) As she moved around in front of the screen her friends shouted out instructions, ‘Get nearer!’, and 

‘Only 41 [points] to go!’ When she completed that and won a point she turned around cheering, seeking her 

friends’ approval. She’s smiling as a few people seated outside the café clap and cheer her. She bows, and 

shouts ‘thank you’. The whole activity was watched by many people in the square. 

 

These effects were found to both ebable and inhibit activity. For example, in Birmingham during the Red 

Noses Game a group of foreign students (aged 16/17yrs) said it was good to see what each other was doing 

up on the screen. One student said a crowd was important to him because “most of them are my friends”. 
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This sentiment can be extended to many other participants who joined in the interactive games, because 

their family or friends could watch them and in turn be watched. On the other hand, taking part in an activity 

that was viewed by an audience inhibited other potential participants, who were sensitive to the fact that the 

audience could be judgemental about participant behaviour. 

 

Coordination and cooperation – organising interaction 
 
Interactive games on the big-screens stimulate co-operation and co-ordination amongst those participating.  

Coordinated activity may be simple (e.g. lining up to take ones turn at a penalty shoot-out game, while giving 

advice to novice users) or complicated (e.g., working together to score points in the red-noses game), but 

there seems to be a general understanding that the interactive applications will  run more efficiently and 

effectively if participants cooperate. 

 

Therefore, it was observed that the need to co-operate evokes transient social networks/communities that 

come together for the length of the activity and then break away. These social networks/communities are 

often made up from participants from different aspects of society who, despite differences in ages, 

background and tastes join together in coordinated activity to achieve a common goal.  For example, in the 

Red-noses game in Birmingham a group of foreign students join a group of locals to work in concert. All the 

collaboration is achieved through pointing and shouting, and the language barrier was not seen to be an 

issue. 

 

The period of cooperative activity usually come to an end at a natural break in more complicated games, 

such as at the end of a round in the red-nose/white-rose game. i.e., the group complete the task, a cheer 

goes up amongst the group as a score is added to he total. Those participants who are able to go into the 

next task remain, while those who can’t remain use this pause in activity to leave. 

 

The most ‘advanced’ type of co-ordinated activity (when activity is most efficient) usually takes place when 

there is a compere organising the activity. For example, at the Bradford screen during the Red Nose day the 

compere organised participants into a line (all holding hands) which would ‘sweep’ across the area in front of 

the screen, collecting the red-noses together in an efficient manner. Alternatively, participants were 

instructed to form a large circle (again by holding hands), and then they were asked to move towards the 

centre thus reducing the size of the circle and collecting all the red-noses together in the middle.  

 

If a compere is not used co-ordinated activity still takes place, usually when one (or two) participant(s) takes 

the lead and call out instructions to the other participants. This type of co-ordinated activity is usually less 

efficient, in that individual items are moved around the screen by smaller groups, one item at a time. For 

example, in Bradford a man joins a group of children playing the Red-nose game, and he shouts out 

instructions to the children such as ‘move forward’, and ‘no, get nearer’. 

 

With all co-ordinated activity, once participants are familiar with the techniques and objectives of the game 

the verbal prompts/instructions are replaced by shouts of encouragement.   Only on one occasion was 

‘advanced’ co-ordinated activity observed, without a compere, when 2 mums and their 3 children (at the 



 

 33 

Bradford screen) joined-hands and walked across the square, pushing all the red-noses en-mass. In this 

scenario there were close relationships within the group, which are necessary for co-ordinated activity that 

entails physical gestures at close proximity (such as holding hands). When a group is close enough to be 

comfortable with such activity advanced co-ordinated activity can take place, only being restricted by other 

factors such as crowd density (allowing activity to take place). 

 

A sense of competition was evoked at various levels between the different types of communities participating 

in interactive applications. On a local level, when a game was played out on one screen friendly competition 

was evoked between individual participants (e.g., who could get most penalties in the penalty shoot-out 

game). When two or more screens played a networked game, competition was evoked between cities. (e.g., 

the ‘networked’ Red-Noses’ game). For example, this was particularly relevant when the game was 

compered, and the publics’ attention was continually drawn to the scores. The scores had less ‘verbal’ 

impact in non-compered games, where participants cheered when a point was awarded and there were 

many utterances about over all scores relating to each city taking part, yet during interviews no reference 

was made of the scores. 

 

As a general rule it was found that participants would play more than one game. The first game was used as 

a trial run, to familiarise themselves with the techniques and objective of the game. After that, participants 

played more games to refine their technique and have fun. 

 

Catchment area of the screen and zones of interaction 
 
The catchment area for many interactive applications is usually much wider than that related to ambient and 

event modes. Games in particular have broad interest across many communities, and so the same game 

can be utilised across many screens. Other applications, such as voting mechanisms and message boards 

can also be utilised across many screens, but the contributions from the public are only of interest to those 

who live locally. 

 

The zones of interaction around the screen vary, being dependant on the type of interactivity required.  

 

Voting and submitting content in the form SMS/MMS can be done from a distance, so long as the call to 

action is visible to the audience. Therefore participants can be position quite far from the screen.  

 

Many of the physical interactive games which augment live footage, must be played directly in front of the 

screen. The ‘active’ area can usually be defined by image on the screen itself.  At some screen where there 

is concern over public safety and inhibiting traffic flow these ‘active’ areas are often surrounded by barriers. 

 

Finally, interactive applications that use peripherals such as microphones or games consoles utilise the 

smallest area directly in front of the screen because they may be restricted by equipment such as leads and 

field-of-communication ranges. This is usually defined by a platform or some other kind of physical ‘marker’.     
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Summary 
 
In this section we have considered the big-screens in Interactive mode. We have seen examples of 

interactive applications and highlighted the value of participation. We have also looked at the supporting 

structures around interactivity, such as the role of guides (compere and experts) and the impact of the 

different types of activity on people of different ages. In the next section we will consider Safety and Identity 

issues around big-screen use. 
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Big Screen and Situated Content  
 

Technologically speaking these screens can be considered in relatively generic terms but an important 

consideration is how particular screens acquire additional significance by virtue of their specific location.  

There are political, social and practical concerns at play here which impact on the kind of content that is 

displayed on such screens, and the meaning it comes to acquire. Being situated in particular city centres 

provides each of these screens with a particular catchment area that defines its potential audience – a 

“locally” defined audience made up of the people who live and work in the city or who visit the city.  This has 

particular impact in terms of the content shown but also the significance and meaning associated with that 

content. 

 

An important contextual issue here is that the placement of these screens in the city centre is something that 

is subject to regulation by the relevant local councils. The local councils are responsible for a large part of the 

funding for these screens but they also have ultimate responsibility for the impact of the screens and its 

content on city centre life.   The installation of the screens then comes with certain conditions in terms of the 

content shown. With this in mind one such remit set in place by these governing bodies is that a certain 

amount of the content shown on these screens is for the benefit and relevance for the local community.  As 

such a certain amount of content should pertain to local themes, issues, events, history etc or should locally 

produced content.  From a ubicomp perspective, while there is noting technical that creates such content 

boundaries, it is the act of immersing the technology in a particular environment that creates these content 

shaping policies. 

 

There are some practical issues associated with this in that it places a requirement on the local screen 

managers to source enough relevant local content.  This is more than just accessing archives of locally 

relevant material but requires a continued engagement with local film makers, whether they are 

professionals, amateur enthusiasts or simply interesting community members with no film making experience 

but interesting stories to tell.  Such engagements require a significant time investment.  The introduction of 

new technology into other parts of the screen manager role has now freed up additional time for some 

screen managers to get out there to make these engagements.  For example, the screen manager in 

Bradford described the introduction of an automatic content sequencer which takes content from a pool of 

files and automatically sequences content for a set period of time.  The introduction of this technology has 

freed up a significant amount of the time that used to be spent manually putting these sequences of content 

together to be displayed on the screen. But now such time can be devoted to other aspects of the role and in 

particular the sourcing of the content. 

 

As the screens become a more established feature within the community, more people are becoming aware 

that it as a resource for screening content that they have made or want to make.  As a consequence more 

people are willing to approach the screen managers with content and ideas for content to be screen on the 

displays.  What is important here is the screen, as situated within a particular local area, provides a forum for 

community produced content.  Much of this content would be unlikely to be screened on national TV 

because the competition with other content would be higher.  But within the catchment area of a city centre, 
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the opportunity for being on these public “TV” screens is a real one and one that can have enormous value 

for those that choose to get involved.  A good example here concerned a local group of Muslim women in 

one of the Big Screen cities.  The screen manager in this city encouraged the women to make a 

documentary about themselves and their local community that could be aired on the Big Screen.  The screen 

manager’s engagement with these women was an important one in structuring the supporting resources they 

needed in terms of skills and tools.  But perhaps as important is the supporting role of the screen manager in 

giving these people the confidence to do this.  Putting something on these public screens is much more of a 

public performance that simply posting something to YouTube – the apprehension is potentially much higher 

as the content appears on a Screen that also shows more professionally produced content such as the 

national news, nationally aired soap operas etc. 

 

The significance of screening such content on these screens is further highlighted by the relationship with 

the audience.  Again taking the above example of the documentary created by the Muslim women about 

their lives and local community, the screening of the film became an event in itself. The film makers 

organised for many of their friends and neighbours to come down to the screen in order to watch it together 

as a community.  Several hundred people showed up to watch the film.  It is the situated and local nature of 

the display and content which encouraged the explicit efforts to create their audience. Of additional 

significance here is that as people from the local community in the audience would cheer as they recognised 

particular family friends and neighbours in the film.  If such a film were shown away from the local context 

enabled by the screen, such a level of audience engagement would be unlikely.  Such behaviour is not 

typical of traditional television viewing though there may be some parallels with watching local news stories 

and watching home videos.  

 

Audience engagement with local content such as this also occurred more spontaneously.  In one example 

form our observations, a couple of teenage girls were walking past the screen as a music video was playing.  

The music video had been locally produced by school group and consisted of a collage of the rappers 

arranged in a grid on the screen.  The girls stopped to watch the video.  When asked why they had stopped, 

they said that they recognised some of the rappers from their school, two being their class mates and one 

being a teacher at the school.   They didn’t think it was a very good song but they were interested and 

amused nevertheless because it was people that they knew who were on the screen.  These kinds of 

meaningful encounters with content arose from the fact that the content was meaningful to the people who 

inhabited the area in which the screen was situated. 

 

The situated nature of the screens also played an important role in celebrating certain local events and 

achievements and provided a focus for a regional pride.  This is illustrated by the use of the screen during 

the International Indian Film Awards, a prestigious event in the Bollywood film industry of equivalence to the 

Oscars.  These awards were being hosted across several cities in Yorkshire including Bradford.  To 

celebrate this prestigious event, the Big Screen in Bradford showed a live feed of the award ceremony.  

Approximately six thousand people from the local Indian community turned up in the square in which the Big 

Screen was located and stayed till the early hours of the morning watching and celebrating the event that 

was happening locally. 
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Architectural and spatial characteristics and influence on behaviour  
 
Important considerations in understanding behaviour around these Big Screens are the urban and 

architectural contexts in which they are immersed.  The position of the screens within each of the cities has 

an important impact on they way they come to be experienced on an everyday basis by people in the city.  

The screens are components of larger urban spaces and it is this broader urban context that influences the 

rhythms and flows of people through the Big Screen spaces and the activity contexts in which their 

encounters with the screen are experienced.  This is about both the immediate architectural and spatial 

context but also the broader surrounding context of amenities and work places that shape city flow. 

 

The broader urban context of the screens is important in particular at those times when the Screens are not 

destinations in themselves1 - in particular everyday use, when interaction with the screen is often 

opportunistic and done within the context of other activities.   This was apparent in the individual experiences 

of the people in our observations and interviews.  Obviously these people were not making references to 

such abstract terms as flows or rhythms but the description of their experiences generally made some 

reference to coming to or from amenities and locations in the surrounding areas.  For example, an elderly 

couple we spoke described how they had just been to a jazz concert at a venue a few streets away from the 

big screen and were passing time while waiting for their bus, the bus stop again a short walk from the square 

in which the Big Screen was located.  Another man we spoke to told how his typical everyday experience of 

the screen was News 24 which would play each morning and evening as as he passed by the screen from 

the train station to his office and on his return through to the train station after work.  Others made reference 

to their shopping activities or or for eating and drinking.  The point though is that many of the experiences 

people have with the Big Screens pertain to the natural flows and rhythms of the immediate and surrounding 

city space. 

 

At a higher level of abstraction, some people spoke more directly about the urban environments in which the 

screens were located making reference to the general characteristics of the area as it related to surrounding 

activities or lack of.  For example, on the positioning of the screens within the city commenting as to whether 

they worked well or not.  One of the Screens in particular was regarded as being in a poor location because 

there was no real reason to go to the space or to drive footfall through the space.  It was viewed as a “dead 

end” in terms of people flow (or lack of people flow) there which has a significant impact on the feeling of the 

place and the reasons for being there. 

 

These architectural spaces also have particular identity by virtue of their architectural surroundings which 

influences the experience with the screens.  This was illustrated most markedly in our discussions with one 

of the Screen Managers.  The screen manager described the use of large screens in Birmingham during one 

of the major international football championships.  As well as the Big Screen in the centre of Birmingham, 

another large screen was temporarily erected in another area that was surrounded by bars and pubs.  The 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
1 The screen becomes more of a destination for example when it is part of an event that attracts 
people (e.g. showing a concert or sports even)  
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screen manage describes two very different atmospheres at the screening of the same football matches, and 

very different kinds of audiences.  The one by the pubs and bars attracted a drinking crowd with a volatile 

atmosphere, the other in the main square a more family oriented audience and atmosphere.   

 

But the immediate architectural features also play an important role in defining how the screen comes to be 

used and appropriated.  Let us consider some specific examples. In the Birmingham, the location of the 

screen was in a civic square with surrounding buildings.  Within the square there was a large curved 

arrangement of steps.  These steps acted as a natural seating area that faced the screen providing 

somewhere where people could sit and rest and the opportunity to watch the screen either as individuals, 

couples or small groups of family and friends.  Another key feature during the period of our field work was the 

installation of a City Beach within the square.  This was a bounded area in front of the screen in which sand 

had been brought in to create an artificial beach area with deck chairs, tables and benches.  There was a low 

fence surrounding the beach area which followed the line of the curved steps.  This beach was an attraction 

in itself to the area and thereby the screen too, but its presence had other notable impacts on the screen and 

audience behaviour.  For example, one thing that the bounded area did was provide a “safe area” in which 

children could play and be monitored by their parents.  We spoke to a number of parents who were sitting on 

the steps outside the beach area who were happy for their children to play in the beach area while they sat 

and watched television. Similarly, it was an area where small groups could organise themselves more 

loosely – some member of the group sitting and chatting while others would go off to play the interactive 

games on the screen.  This arrangement made longer stays within the square possible for certain types of 

groups and thus offered new opportunities for how they were able to engage with the screen content over a 

longer period of time.  In this respect key characteristics of the square and beach architecture combined with 

the Big Screen were enabling certain everyday family behaviours to occur.  We saw too occasions when 

people in the beach would arrange deck chairs within the beach area to specifically face the screen.   

 

The beach too was an important defining feature of the square’s identity during that period.  As a 

consequence there were times when the screen’s content was adapted to compliment this identity.  A good 

example of this was when the screen was used to cycle through various beach scenes. Perhaps more 

importantly though was the audio sounds of waves crashing.  This highlights an interesting use of the screen 

in a more ambient mode for the creation of a general atmosphere in keeping with the particular architectural 

arrangements.  In this mode the screen is not really demanding of people’s attention but nevertheless plays 

a role in shaping people’s experience in the square as they move through or wait around. 

 

In Manchester, there is also a natural seating area in front of the screen provided by a tiered set of low walls 

on which people can sit.  But between this seating area and the actual screen is a pedestrian through way 

where a large flow of people walk through while popping in and out of shops. For everyday use this does not 

really impact since the tiered walls are sufficient to accommodate the kind of numbers that typically wait and 

watch.  However, for some larger events or interactive games, these architectural arrangements meant that 

barriers were used to separate the areas so as not interfere with the pedestrian flow.  While these barriers 

proved useful in one respect, there were certain consequences in terms of audience development and 

involvement since a barrier portrayed particular meaning to passing crowds in the area.  A notable example 
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here was for the Live Earth concert in Manchester where numerous people were reluctant to enter the space 

because barrier made them think they would have to pay.   

 

Some of this also occurred in Birmingham when a particular interactive game was being shown on the 

screen (Red Nose Game).  A special area in front of the screen within the beach area had to be cordoned off 

by barriers to separate the interactive area from the beach area.  Again while there were practical benefits for 

this within the particular architectural arrangement, these barriers also became a psychological inhibiter to 

participation without any mediation by a compere.  It is also a barrier to accidental participation.  On the one 

hand this is a positive feature in that it prevents unwanted interaction.  However, on the other hand, the 

prevention of accidental interactions can also be regarded as a negative feature.  For example, with the Red 

Nose game, accidental interactions were actually a way of discovering about the game and what could be 

done by it. This can be contrasted for example with the Bradford screen, where the area directly in front of 

the screen was very open, people accidentally walking past the screen would inadvertently cause the red 

blobs on the screen to move – this facilitates the discovery of it being an interactive application that you can 

affect by walking into the blobs. 

 

Bradford though was also defined primarily by a café bar and restaurants.  These establishments at the back 

of the square were the main provider of alfresco seating areas for people within the square with the 

exception of a few benches to one side.  The seating arrangements for these bars and restaurants were 

organised around tables and the social context of dining and drinking rather than being set up primarily for 

viewing the Big Screen.   What these areas do though is provide a place where people can comfortably 

spend time for longer periods than practical on some of the appropriated seating arrangements, such as 

steps and walls seen in Birmingham and Manchester. 

 

Safety and identity in public places 
 

The public space nature of big-screens means there are wider concerns than just defining content and 

schedules. The health and welfare of the public as a response to the big-screens is an integral part its 

function. In this section we will look at areas of safety around public space broadcasting, and how screen-

managers and local councils work together to become informed enough to make appropriate judgements 

about how the screens are presented to and utilised by the public. We will then take a look at methods and 

tools to ensure safety, and the costs they incur. 

 

Impact on scheduling process 
 
All screen content is scheduled by screen managers. The choices made about scheduling content for the 

big-screens in public spaces is different from the choices made for TV schedules in the home environment.   

 

Content has an impact on audience behaviour and within the home environment the audience has control 

over what content they consume. In contrast the public-space nature of the big-screens has the potential to 

reach a wider ranging audience, of different ages and tastes, and they have no control over what they may 

accidentally consume from the big-screen. It also means that mechanisms that can guide the public, such as 
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the watershed, are absent. With this in mind, screen managers have a duty to be sensitive to the needs and 

welfare of all the public within the vicinity of the screen, an environment without boundaries.  

 

To ensure the impact of scheduling on the public and the environment is a positive one the screen mangers 

must submit the schedule to local councils for approval, flagging-up any potential problems. For example, A 

Noam Chomsky event at the Manchester screen was considered to be a potential problem regarding crowd 

response.  The “Stop the War” campaign had attached itself to the event for political purposes creating a 

concern from the Screen Manager that this might lead to some disruptive activity from elements of the crowd.  

Negotiations were necessary between the council, screen and organisers of the ‘Stop the War’ campaign to 

ensure the demonstrations that were to be held near the screens, passed peacefully. In the event of any 

trouble the Screen Manager had told the campaign that the broadcast of the talk on the Big Screen would be 

switched off 

 

All screen content goes through a moderation process to ensure its appropriateness for public space 

broadcasting. When content is being taken from mainstream (TV) broadcasts the moderation takes place 

centrally or in regional offices. Content that is sourced locally from archives, commissions or audience 

contributions (SMS/MMS), is moderated by screen managers.  

 

Although schedules are set, they remain flexible to accommodate last minute changes which evoked by 

concerns over safety issues. For example, the square in front of the Bradford screen has a capacity for 3000, 

but 5000-6000 people turned-up to watch world-cup football matches in 2006. Although there was no trouble 

the council became concerned and switched the screenings to a nearby stadium which could take such large 

crowd capacities. This example shows the need to monitor activity around the screen in real-time, and make 

impromptu judgements about safety. In these cases monitoring is achieved via a series of cameras 

positioned in the vicinity of the screen, and on top of the screen. 

 

Relationship with council and identity of place 
 
The close relationship with the councils also provides screen managers with knowledge about the identity of 

the place within which the screen resides, such as knowledge about the history of a locality and past 

activities that may have been of concern or been particularly popular. This knowledge can be used to provide 

the most appropriate type of content that will appeal to local tastes. For example, during interviews at several 

screens many audience members remembered the violent outbreaks at the screening of football matches in 

the past. Councils are now sensitive to these public concerns and are selective about which (if any) football 

matches are now screened. One trend is to only screen ‘away matches’.  

 

Local councils, and screen managers, are also knowledgeable about the patterns in the flow of people 

passing through the screen vicinity/environment, and are aware of the problem obstructions can cause in this 

public space. Equipped with this knowledge, judgements can be made about how best to deal with content 

and the impact it will have on the physical environment. For example, metal barriers are erected during 

events and interactive games in front of big-screens with busy thorough-fares, such as Manchester, 

Liverpool. While in Bradford, where the area in front of the screen is naturally protected, certain events and 
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interactive applications can be played-out without the need for barriers to protect pedestrians passing 

through. Therefore, the architectural space (seating, thoroughfares) has a bearing on public safety, and 

affects the types of methods chosen to deal with each situation. The solution is defined by the fit between 

content and the architectural space. If there is no ‘fit’ content is removed, if there is a ‘fit’, precautions around 

it are considered and implemented. 

 

Other methods which afford a degree of control over safety and the management of people in a public space 

are utilising security guards or even using a compere. Their presence enforces good behaviour, through a 

show of strength or by public humiliation. Again these methods tend to be used during an event or during an 

interactive application, when there was a gathering of people in front of the screen that could cause an 

obstruction. 

 

Varied response to safety & Costs 
 

So, each screen has its own history, identity and set of precautionary measures to be taken to ensure public 

safety and satisfaction; each has a bespoke solution. Each solution has a cost associated with it depending 

on which tools are necessary. Some cities with a ‘troubled past’ and heightened awareness of security 

usually spend more on policing than those cities who have experienced little or no trouble. For example, 

Exchange Square in Manchester is the home of the big-screen, but a few years ago it was devastated by a 

terrorist bomb. The big-screen is part of a massive redeveloped which has turned the area around and is 

now a centre-piece for Manchester culture and business. However, the local council remains sensitive about 

the past and in response they closely ‘manage’ events around the big-screen, to ensure public safety; such 

as regularly setting up a barriered area around the front of the screen in which the audience can sit in safety 

and be monitored. In contrast Bradford utilises safety tools such as barriers less often, as the area has no 

chequered history and the architectural space can withstand minor obstruction without causing any problems 

to the public. With such potentially high costs at stake councils and screen-managers must implement 

strategic methods of dealing with budgets and safety. For example, Manchester city council made the 

decision to only show football matches on the big screen if they were not being played locally (at Trafford 

Park), because the cost of policing two sites would be too much..  

 

Awareness of Security dampens the experience 
 
Despite the positive benefits of policing big-screen events (i.e., having an audience that feels safe), there are 

occasions when policing methods have a negative impact on events. 

For example, during the Live Earth event in Manchester, security officers conducting bag searches and 

guarding the entrance gates to the barricaded-area in front of the screen, put many people off entering and 

watching the concert.   

 

Besides safety concerns affecting screen use on a local level, there are also safety issues on a national level 

which affecting screen use. For example, during the summer of 2007 there were a number of bomb scares 

around the country. Combined with bad weather, the threats of bombs in busy areas led to the footfall in 

many city centres being greatly reduced (compared to similar periods in past years). Lack of visitors to the 
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city centres meant fewer audience numbers for the big-screens (as well as reduced trade in city centre 

shops). 

 

Summary 
 
In this final section we have looked at how big-screen managers and local councils work together to design 

and implement a safety structure that ensures public health and welfare are not adversely affected by the 

big-screens.  A brief review of the types of tool utilised to ensure public safety was followed was considered 

alongside incurred costs. 
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Conclusions 
 
Through the findings that we have presented here, we have begun to characterise some of the everyday 

behaviours and practices that have developed around the Big Screens across a range of urban settings.  

The aim here has been to take a closer look at the details of people’s behaviour and the motivations 

underlying these behaviours.  In particular we have attempted to relate these behaviours and motivations to 

the social context created by situating these screens within the city environment. 

 

As with traditional television, viewing behaviours are subject to particular daily rhythms.  In contrast to 

traditional TV where such rhythms are bound up with home, the patterns of behaviour around the large 

screens are bound up with the rhythms of the city.  An understanding of these rhythms is essential to 

determining appropriate content for these screens - for example when to support a very transient audience 

and when to support a more potentially more restful and engaged audience. There exist some common high 

elements of these rhythms across the different locations but there are also some more fine grained rhythms 

that are more location specific – depending on the architectural configuration of the location and surrounding 

environment.   

 

As well as providing ambient content where viewers experience content for only tens of seconds as they 

pass by, there are also many examples of more prolonged viewing.  The screens work as an important 

“waiting” technology, namely one that supports the act of waiting, or resting.  Understanding the nature and 

purpose of these waiting activities can help inform decisions about content.  For example, with individuals, it 

can help them look occupied with purposes; for family groups, it can occupy the children while parents take a 

rest. Much of this kind of viewing is opportunistic within the context of primary activities such as shopping or 

working.   

 

As well as the more opportunistic viewing, there was also some viewing by appointment.  On an everyday 

basis there are examples of how some people would restructure their activities to enable them to view 

particular content.  In particular though, these screens play an important role in larger event based scenarios.  

Important here is some form of shared consciousness with respect to the content.  The screens allow a 

diverse set of people to come together and create a crowd atmosphere.  It is this crowd atmosphere that is a 

strong component of people’s enjoyment of the content and a pull for people to come to the screens.  But 

there are issues of how this coordination of the crowd is achieved.  Publicity of the schedule plays an 

important role here as do event comperes. 

 

In terms of interactivity, there are a number of important lessons to be considered.  Most important here are 

the effects of placing such interactivity in a social context of a city environment.  In doing this, the interactivity 

becomes a public spectacle – people have an audience which introduces a whole new range of social 

dynamics when compared with playing video games in the comfort of ones own home.  For some, this was a 

source of evaluation apprehension and for others the opportunity to show off.  People typically want the 

support of playing with someone else from a close knit social group rather than a loosely coupled collection 

of strangers.  A related issue here was how adults enjoyed the games but often needed the excuse of 

playing with the kids to overcome any of their reservations.  So games should be designed with these social 
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dynamics in mind.  In thinking about these games, it was also important to consider how these applications 

are not simply engaging for those playing but also how they create and engaging spectacle for those who 

are watching.  It is also important to consider how these games can begin to be understood and mastered by 

an audience that doesn’t have instructions or the time to devote to playing the game.    Techniques such as 

accidental interaction can play an important role in determining success within a city context. 

 

What is also noteworthy about these Big Screens is how they acquire significance by virtue of their specific 

location: social, political, and practical concerns impact on the kind of content displayed.  The location of 

these screens essentially creates a particular “catchment area”, defining its audience in terms of a physically 

local community.  This has implications for the kind of content that makes on these screens and also for the 

level of participation from local content providers.  These screens create opportunities for local content 

makers to “broadcast” things that simply wouldn’t be appropriate for traditional broadcast television.  The 

meaning that content comes to acquire and the relationship between the audience and the content are very 

different as a consequence of this local relationship.  Consider, for example, the high levels of audience 

engagement because audience cheer when they recognise particular friends/family on the screen.  Consider 

too, the role the “situated” screens play in celebrating local events/achievements and provides focus for 

regional pride. 

 

A further issue associated with these screens concerns issues of health and safety which has important 

consequences for the scheduling of content.  Particular types of content can have very real practical effects 

on shaping the interactions of large numbers of people within constrained urban environments.  Sporting 

events or large national concerts can attract large numbers of people into spaces designed for smaller 

numbers during everyday use.  Further, with interactive elements to the content, behaviours can potentially 

interfere with the more everyday behaviours that take place in the spaces.  These behavioural 

consequences, over and above their interest as a social phenomenon, actually affect the process and cost of 

scheduling particular content.  For example requiring coordinating with appropriate authorities and financing 

appropriate temporary architectural safety features as required.  So rather than simply being the case of 

pushing a particular button to change schedules there are additional work processes that need to be 

followed. 
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