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ABSTRACT
Whilst the primary purpose of conferences is work – formal exchange and sharing of information – they almost always also
include elements of play: informal social and entertainment
elements, such as receptions, dinners, and tourism activities.
These activities also provide the opportunity for ‘serious’
discussions, meeting people, and networking, and are an essential
part of a good conference. Despite this, most virtual conferencing
tools fail to provide support for such activities, instead focusing
on austere goals related to saving money, time, and travel. This
paper describes the concept of a Virtual Cocktail Party (VCP) tool
to integrate into a virtual conference environment. In VCP the
‘party’ is presented as a mixture of individuals and small
conversation groups ‘circulating’ at the virtual venue. Exploiting
an automated speech-to-text system words from conversations are
shown in word-clouds displayed around conversation groups,
sufficient to identify topics of conversation allowing participants
to decide whether or not to join a particular group.1
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INTRODUCTION

The primary purpose of a work-related conference is to be a venue
for the exchange of knowledge, providing participants with an
opportunity to present their work, and see or hear about the work
of others. However, conferences have other benefits. They are
usually held in interesting locations, providing a ‘vacation’
element. There are dinners and receptions and sometimes
entertainment. Participants may group together outside the
organisation of the conference itself, and meet to explore and
experience local attractions. Attending a conference can be a ‘fun’
experience, as well as a professionally satisfying one [2].
Of course, the ‘fun’ or ‘social’ dimensions interact with, and
support, the more obvious ‘serious’ dimensions. Being away from
day-to-day working and home life enables participants to fully
engage at a conference without the interference of other
responsibilities. Meeting and talking to other participants provides
‘side-band’ information: what topics are hot; what are people
thinking of doing next; whose views are respected and whose are
not; good ways of approaching funding sources; are people really
serious about particular topics – information that cannot be, or
rarely is, written down. Being together in an unfamiliar setting
without distractions pushes people to interact. It might be hard for
a new member of the community to approach a senior colleague
in their home setting, and harder still to maintain a useful
conversation. At a conference the two might be seated next to
each other at a dinner, or find themselves in a transport queue
together. Conversation can be partly about circumstances, the
food or the traffic, and partly ‘serious’.
Although virtual conferences are often advocated as suitable,
or even superior, alternatives to physical conferences, they
generally overlook these social aspects of face-to-face
conferences. In this paper we propose a first step towards creating
virtual conferences which maintain some of the engagement and
side-band activity of real conferences. For this context we present
a preliminary design for a system we call the Virtual Cocktail
Party (VCP) and describe a partial prototype implementation
demonstrating both the technical feasibility of the design, and its
appearance and interaction style.
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