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Abstract 

With a cell phone camera a person can take pictures and immediately transmit them to 
larger repositories using telecommunication channels. This provides the potential for 
anywhere, anytime picture sharing and story telling. It can also increase awareness 
among peers within a social network. But while we enjoy telling stories around this 
informal content, the necessary act of downloading, organizing and then presenting the 
digital media is tedious and can discourage frequent use. We present PLOG, an 
application that stresses ease-of-use story telling through cell phone photography. The 
user simply takes pictures and performs simple click-and-send uploads using their phone.  
From a local machine, PLOG automatically downloads the images; time clusters the 
pictures together and then presents them as story vignettes. These vignettes can be 
viewed different ways and at home, shared with friends or posted in public places. We 
describe the implementation of PLOG and discuss issues related to this light-weight 
method of story telling and awareness. 
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1 Introduction 
People enjoy telling stories through photographs. [BALA00] references [CHAL87], stating "one of the 

most common and enjoyable uses for photographs is to share stories about experiences, travels, friends and 
family." By using cell phones equipped with digital camera technologies, it is easy and convenient for 
people already carrying phones to snap informal, interesting pictures and immediately transmit these 
pictures. People do not have to carry a camera as another device along with the phone, people do not have 
to deal with cables and downloading images to computers and people can directly target members of their 
social network with interesting pictures. 

At the other end of this digital photography channel we are seeing an increasing number of appliances 
that allow people to receive and view these pictures. Everything from commercially available digital 
picture frames [FRAME00] to exciting research in new devices for storytelling [BALA00], [SHEN02].  
Cell phone cameras present the opportunity to not only take and transmit pictures easily, but a deeper, 
richer opportunity to tell stories and pass on interesting vignettes that strengthen social networks. 

But while we can imagine taking a short series of pictures on the ubiquitous cell phone (e.g. "My day 
at the beach" or "funny thing at the park") and then beaming the set to a friend, the actual process can be 
tedious and discouraging. It is not uncommon that I have to: 

 

1) Take the picture and preview it to make sure it is reasonable 

2) Type an email address on a cell phone keypad (or navigate contact list menus) and attach the 
picture 

3) Press send and wait for the transmission to complete 

4) Repeat for each picture 

 

This becomes more difficult when I want to string together several pictures as a group, want to show 
them to several people and/or want to send them to myself for future storytelling.  If the cognitive load for 
these tasks is sufficiently high, then pictures don't get taken, pictures don't get sent, or pictures are sent and 
shown once and then rarely viewed again.  More generally, this is a systemic problem that we often observe 
in many distributed systems: Getting the Data In, Information Management, getting the Data Out. 

Our solution, PLOG, is based on the belief that we want a simple, end-to-end mechanism that allows 
us to easily create short stories (picture vignettes) while we are going about our daily lives. These vignettes 
should be presented to interested viewers with minimal effort on either the creator's or viewer's part. PLOG 
allows the photographer/story teller to click and one-button-send pictures (a shoot-and-forget model) to an 
internet repository. PLOG employs back end software to automatically and continuously gather new 
pictures from the repository onto the interested viewer's local machine, time-cluster them into vignettes and 
present them as story sequences. 
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Figure 1: PLOG uses simple click-and-send, then clusters and shows vignettes on local devices 

For the creators, they simply take and send pictures, using the internet repository as their infinite "film 
roll" without worrying about running out of memory or what email addresses to type in.  For the people 
viewing on the other end, they can simply watch or be aware of new vignettes as they come in. These 
vignettes can be saved, distributed and shown again as small stories at later times. 

 

Since the presentation uses templates, different templates can control how the story is revealed (for 
example, in our implementation we have both a slideshow presentation and a comic strip presentation). Not 
only does this model support various creative presentations, but it also allows devices with different 
capabilities to present the story optimized to the device’s capabilities. For example, viewing the images 
from another cell phone with a web browser might use a slideshow model due to the small screen real 
estate, while a large plasma display might present several pictures as a comic strip. 

 


