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ABSTRACT 

Designing a Narrative-Friendly Social Media Network 

Stephen A. Adetumbi 

November 2015 

 From prehistoric times narratives have occupied a central place in human nature and 
civilization. Increasingly in the 21st Century narratives are likely to be encountered and shared 
on a social media platform. Thus an accurate assessment of our present-day narrative culture 
depends in part on a study of these platforms. Many popular social media networks are structured 
in a way that is inadequate for many story tellers and consumers. They also tend to obscure 
context and overload their users with information. On the other hand, social media platforms that 
are designed for narrative dissemination often burden prospective users with intimidating 
questions of what story to tell. As a result such narrative-friendly platforms don’t gain as much 
traction as their popular less narrative-friendly social media competitors. An approach advised by 
human-centered and lean design processes is proposed for creating a conceptual model for a 
prototypical narrative-friendly social media platform that avoids commonplace pitfalls. Drawing 
inspiration from successful aspects of existing social media platforms and established principles 
from the discipline of data visualization, interface solutions are set forth with the intent of 
enhancing narrative consumption in a way that honors evolving trends in the present digital age.  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I. INTRODUCTION 

Is it possible that the age-old tradition of storytelling has reached a point of crisis in our present 

time?  According to those who study narrative as it relates to the human experience, one response 

to this question is that in a sense the narrative tradition can never be in crisis because narrative is 

part of the brick and mortar that makes up our humanity. In particular narrative serves as 

an essential human mechanism for recalling events stored in our memory, a conclusion 

that appears to be validated by the study of child development: 

“Narrative capability shows up in infants some time in their third or fourth year, 

when they start putting verbs together with nouns. Its appearance coincides, 

roughly, with the first memories that are retained by adults of their infancy, a 

conjunction that has led some to propose that memory itself is dependent on the 

capacity for narrative. In other words, we do not have any mental record of who 

we are until narrative is present as a kind of armature, giving shape to that 

record.” (Abbot 3) 

 Beyond its relevance to our memory, narrative offers a highly effective avenue to 

obtaining meaning. Narrative “gives us what could be called shapes of time” (Abbot 10). The 

events recounted along the timeline of a story can shed light upon each other, each event 

supplying a “shape" that when taken together creates figures that enable us to more lucidly 

observe concepts, principles, and facts. Narrative’s potent ability to help humans understand has 

made storytelling a prominent cornerstone of nearly every civilization and culture to inhabit the 

globe. Nations, tribes, families and other groups have codified storytelling in their efforts to 

establish identity, mores, acquired knowledge and duty in their efforts to make sense of present 
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contexts. As individuals we have utilized narrative as a means of personal reflection and as a way 

to convey our perspective to others. In fact there may be no other method more effective for 

relaying the perspectives we have gleamed from past experiences as telling a story. Scientists 

have discovered that our brains react to stories of experiences in much the same way it would if 

we had actually underwent those experiences in real life (Paul “Your Brain on Fiction”). 

Narrative gives the storyteller not only a means of relaying the facts or perspectives, but also a 

means of relaying the experiences that shape those perspectives from our point of view. 

 However, as both groups and individuals we frequently turn to narrative – not because it 

is our only recourse to obtaining meaning or even always the most effective way to convey it — 

but because we recognize that our insatiable appetite for stories is a universal human phenomena. 

Stories not only enhance our ability to perceive, but often makes the process of perception 

pleasurable.  

 Given this view of narrative’s essential position in the human way of life, it might seem 

easy to dismiss as hyperbole the suggestion that the storytelling tradition may be in a state of 

crisis. But though the eminence and pervasiveness of narrative in the human experience appears 

to be an immutable reality, the narrative tradition in our current culture may be submerged in 

crisis in a different sense. A large number of contemporary observers are expressing concern that 

in a booming information age certain narrative qualities are becoming a scarcity at the expense 

of excessive narrative quantity.  

 The historically unprecedented number of stories as well as other data available to us 

today is well documented and discussed. A study published in 2012 in the International Journal 

of Communication estimated that in 2005 the ratio between the amount of time necessary to 
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consume all available media and the amount of time an average American household actually has 

to consume that media was 884:1. The following year a newer study revealed that in 2012 the 

disparity reflected in the 2005 ratio had already more than doubled when accounting for just 

digital media alone (excluding the non-digital sources such as print or postal mail that were 

included in the 2005 ratio) (Short 2012). This growth in data is widely attributed to an 

international boom in portable web-connected devices. This boom has exponentially increased 

the number of information disseminators and storytellers that consumers have access to. 

 Yet perhaps more relevant to understanding our storytelling culture than the fact that 

there is a large number of stories available, is an analysis of the platforms wherein much of these 

stories are being published and consumed. Between 2010 and 2014 nearly half of all time 

spent by US adults consuming media took place on a digital web-enabled device (eMarketer, 

2014), and more often than any thing else, these consumers were likely to be using their devices 

to access a social media platform. A report released by the GlobalWebIndex in early 

2015 suggests that 40% of all time online is spent interfacing with a social media platform such 

as Facebook or Twitter (Mander 2015). On average, as much as two and a half hours of 

worldwide consumer’s days are now spent on social media (2015). Thus it seems 

abundantly clear from aforementioned data that increasingly in the twenty-first century we are 

encountering our stories on a social media platform. It follows then that analyzing these 

platforms would tell us something about the nature of storytelling in our time. 

 A survey of popular social media platforms at present reveals a landscape that is 

generally rigidly structured around publishing recently discovered or developed data. This makes 

“what just happened” or “what’s happening now” the overarching context under which platform 
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content is largely organized (Page 10). This has resulted in environments that are not conducive 

to the dissemination of narrative sequences built upon a user determined theme or idea and are 

thus limiting for storytellers. Such an environment also causes difficulty for content consumers 

on these platforms. When data and story fragments emerging from user’s multifaceted lives are 

published on social media platforms that in turn combine them into single contexts based on 

recency, it becomes difficult for audiences to discern the broader contexts wherein the fuller 

meaning of individual content fragments can be more clearly understood. 

 This problem becomes even more troubling when compounded with the difficulties that 

arise from increased content volume as the publishing channels a user is subscribed to 

grow. Every healthy person functions in a variety of contexts. Life is characterized by multiple 

storylines unfolding all at once, and by necessity people have multiple diverging interests linked 

to their various survival and hedonistic impulses. In only a few scenarios do subscribers find 

relevant all the recurring subjects streaming from a publisher’s multiplicity of personal life 

contexts. In many cases a subscriber will only find relevant to themselves the content that stems 

from just a single facet of a publisher’s life or interest. As users encounter on these platforms a 

high volume stream of story and data fragments that the user either does not find 

useful or interesting or is contained within environments where context is obfuscated, they 

become susceptible to the malady of "information overload” a state in which users become 

unable to select relevant information (Koroleva, Krasnova, Günther 3). 

 Commentators have suggested that this perpetual flood of information is nurturing some 

compulsive and addictive interactions with these platforms (Ghose 2013) while creating in others 

a distaste for social media all together (Koroleva, et al. 6). Additionally some have suggested that 
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the status quo is decaying our storytelling culture by creating a perception of life as an incoherent 

jumble of fragments and micro-narratives and thereby weakening our ability to connect multiple 

events to meaningful themes that can be related altogether as coherent narratives (Lambert, ch. 

2). 

 While many have reacted to these perceived pitfalls by advocating or practicing 

abstinence from social media platforms all together, a different alternative exists. James E. Short, 

who is a lead scientist for San Diego Supercomputer Center’s Center for Large-Scale Data 

Systems Research, articulated this alternative in response to a study his team conducted on the 

massive amount of data now available to consumers through digital mediums. According to 

Short, "While machines can always overload us, it’s more a question of, how can we design these 

systems to produce meaningful value? That’s the critical challenge as we speed further into the 

age of digitally-based information" (Zverina 2013). In other words the info glut and meaning 

shortage that appears to plague the social media landscape presents before us a design challenge. 

 If this challenge is taken up, a social media platform can be designed in such a way so as 

to offer effective guards against an overload of irrelevant information while providing a 

framework that is conducive to meaningful storytelling. It is upon this premise that I have based 

an effort to create a prototypical social media platform that I have code-named BioBits. The 

proceeding sections document my efforts and process for envisioning and designing this 

narrative-friendly social media platform.  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II. MARKET GAP AND PROCESS APPROACH 

"The first step towards the introduction of a new social network is the definition 

of its scope and the identification of the added value of the proposed network. W

hat is the gap in the market that the proposed social network will cover? What so

cial and communication needs does this network address? Why will people use t

his social network instead an existing one?" (Karampelas, ch. 2) 

 With thousands of social network platforms already in existence and myriads more 

popping up all the time, it was evident from the start that this line of questioning and 

examination would be especially relevant to my attempt in creating a new story-friendly social 

media network. Practically this translates into acknowledging and examining existing social 

media sites with substantial user bases that have storytelling support as a primary selling point. 

Among those are platforms like Steller and Cowbird.  

 When these two social media networks, and others like them, are examined in contrast to 

larger and more popular social media networks, an unfilled market gap between the two is 

revealed. While existing narrative-friendly platforms are successful in providing their users with 

a well-designed channel to both create and consume stories on computer screens, they are 

weaker than the large social media platforms that dwarf the size of their user bases in an 

important area. These narrative-friendly platforms place between prospective users and the act of 

publishing on their platforms a high creative and effort barrier. This barrier is encountered when 

a user is forced to think "what story am I going to tell”, or to worry about whether that story they 

have is "good enough" to tell before they can publish on a narrative-friendly platform. Large 

networks like Facebook or Twitter partially circumvent the pain of publishing by fostering a 
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culture where there are low creative expectations for prospective publishers. Their users are 

encouraged to publish anything be it a single event or thought, a full story or just a portion of 

one.  

 BioBits represents a proposal for a third kind of social network that would fill a gap 

between existing narrative-friendly social networks and current large social media networks. It 

would do this by synthesizing common attributes of both kinds of platforms. The attributes 

commonly found in narrative-friendly platforms that I have observed include: 

• The ability for users to group multiple related items – each representing a moment, event 

or an idea — sequentially into a single context. Items can be an image, a block of text, a 

hyperlink or an audio/video clip.  

• The ability for users to annotate each item or the entire context as a means of reinforcing 

the relatedness of items within that context to a unifying theme. This annotation is 

prominent and conspicuously displayed in subsequent visualizations of the published 

content. 

• Grouped items once published are distributed and encountered on the publishing feed of 

content consumers as a unified whole. 

In contrast the typical attributes of mass-adopted social media platforms include: 

• A primary focus on individual content items, creating an environment where users can 

endeavor to publish new data without thinking about the larger context of that data. 

• The grouping of all posted items into a single context within the user’s profile organized 

by date and time of publishing. 
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 BioBits would synthesize these common attributes by accommodating both the user who 

intends to publish individual bits of data and the user who intends on publishing narrative 

sequences. Those users who desire to publish data without thinking about its larger context can 

do so, with all such “one-off" data being grouped into a single default context organized by time 

which I call a scrapbook context. However, users who would like to tell a story with the data 

they publish can group related published items into a user-created separate context that I call a 

book. As users who haven’t categorized past published content see trends and themes emerge 

among items in their default scrapbook context, they can move those items into a newly created 

book context and retroactively assemble a narrative around a singular theme. The goal of this 

approach is to gradually orient users toward adopting a social sharing etiquette that involves 

organizing the data they publish into multiple contexts separated by narrative or theme. As 

content is thus divided, content consuming users can subsequently unsubscribe from the content 

of publishers they follow that they do not find relevant or interesting while remaining subscribed 

to the content they do. It is through this core approach that I believe a lot of irrelevant 

information can be filtered out of social media sharing while simultaneously encouraging a 

culture characterized by robust sharing of meaningful, narrative-friendly content. 

 It is important at this point to emphasize that my proposal and the expected results of 

implementation are but an unproven hypothesis. It remains to be seen whether creating a social 

media platform organized in this way will produce the desired clutter-free narrative-sprouting 

culture. Furthermore it is not certain that a sizable demographic segment would even find such a 

platform valuable at all. It is upon this recognition that the principles from Eric Reis’ Lean 

Startup become useful. These principles aid in determining a platform building strategy that 
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avoids spending excessive time developing features that in the end won’t prove valuable to 

consumers and don’t aid in reaching the intended goal. 

 The Lean Startup Method emphasizes an approach to creating and introducing new 

products or services that involves iterating quickly, discovering what the consumers want, and 

relying on data gleamed scientifically to make business, product and marketing decisions. The 

starting point for the Lean Startup Method is the same as the starting point for any new business 

venture: an entrepreneur’s hypothesis about how a newly proposed product or service will 

introduce value into a given market. However, instead of proceeding from the idea to build 

the entrepreneur’s product in full, Reis’ method promotes the building of a small subset of that 

vision called the Minimal Viable Product (MVP). The goal in creating an MVP is to build only 

the elements of the product that are essential to testing a value hypothesis and to translate the 

learning acquired from that testing into decisions about how to proceed with building a product 

that actually delivers value to the market (Reis 93-94). Approaching new product development in 

this way allows startups to fail or succeed very quickly, reducing the time necessary to discover a 

successful business model. 

 I’ve adopted the Lean Startup Method as a guiding formula to my process of building 

BioBits. While I find it important to articulate how I theoretically envision a complete narrative-

friendly ecosystem functioning as a solution to stated problems, in execution I will only be 

developing portions of that vision piece upon piece iteratively. Each developed piece can then be 

subjected to the crucible of testing and verification. This method brings to my process the benefit 

of being able to quickly and accurately identify and improve high-level design ideas that work 
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while dispensing with those that don’t. The principles of the Lean Startup Method are a recurring 

theme in the proceeding descriptions of my design process. 

III. DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS 

As I prepared to start designing BioBits I sought to accomplish three interrelated objectives that 

would provide a foundation for my design decisions. The first was identifying the target audience 

that would be the prospective user base for the system. The second was identifying the target 

activities that my design had to accommodate, and lastly, identifying the existing design 

conventions and patterns that my target audience is likely to be familiar with. 

 The first objective — identifying the target audience — was important for a number of 

reasons. An understanding of the peculiar needs, experiences, behaviors, environments, and 

technical proficiency of the group most likely to use a given product provides guiding cues. 

These influence design decisions at every point in the design process, from feature specification 

to the interface design. Moreover, the identification of a target audience is essential to iterative 

product refinement processes that rely on testing. The reactions and feedback taken from a 

sample of individuals [representative of the larger market demographic a product seeks to appeal 

to] validates or invalidates product and interface decisions. “Understand the user” is a directive 

at the core of contemporary design theory and processes.  

 However, Reis admonishes that when following Lean Startup principles, entrepreneurs 

ought to consider as a hypothesis even the most informed ideas about who they believe the target 

audience will be for an unreleased product. Therefore “customer profiles should be considered 

provisional” until the product has proven through “real world” market performance that it can 
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“serve this type of customer in a sustainable way” (Reis 90). Given this relevant counsel, I 

decided that my approach to creating target-audience profiles would include seeking out relevant 

market data to determine which user demographics would be most likely to find a narrative-

friendly social media platform most useful. Information about these users would then be used to 

form a profile that would help guide initial design processes and the selection of initial platform 

testers. Results from surveys and user testing would reveal which user demographic projections 

show promise and which projections are a dead-end. 

 It was upon setting out to define a hypothetical user base that my second objective — 

identifying the target activities my design needed to accommodate — came into play. Identifying 

target activities would support my design process in two ways. The first is that it would help me 

determine what market data to investigate as a means of forming a target audience proposal. 

Identifying the activities people commonly engage in that are related to sharing or consuming 

narratives, helped me assemble a list of individuals and occupations that are most regularly 

engage in these activities. Secondly, identifying target activities supported my design process 

through an understanding of the activities themselves. In the same way details about the user 

serve to guide design decisions, so can details about the activity itself also serve to guide design 

decisions and priorities. Thus my design process would include analyzing the tasks commonly 

involved in the activity, and seeking to understand the goals and desired outcomes that motivate 

a user engaged in the activity in an effort to discover an effective and efficient design solution. 

 I settled on two narrative involving activities that I wanted my initial build of BioBits to 

support. First, I wanted BioBits to support a user who desired to assemble a digital biography or 

recount history. An example of this would be the major events in World War 2. Also in-line with 
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this objective would be to support sharing short sub-stories from someone’s life like a vacation, 

or documenting an ongoing story like a pregnancy. On the consumption end BioBits would 

support those who desire to browse or consume these types of stories. Secondly, I wanted 

BioBits to be a useful tool to those who desire to relay sequential step-by-step information like 

tutorials or a visual process book as well as those who desire to learn something from 

information related in this way. 

 Having established the two social activities my platform would support, I consulted 

results from a 2011 Pew Research survey on reasons why Americans use social media as part of 

my cursory attempt to define a target-audience. While considering reasons survey respondents 

affirmed as being a motivation for their engagement with social media platforms, I observed two 

in particular that I believed could be adequately served by a narrative-friendly social media 

network. One was the desire to stay in touch with family members and the other was the desire 

to connect with old friends the respondent had lost touch with (Pew Research Center 2011). A 

narrative-friendly social media platform would make it easier for those desiring to stay in touch 

with family to follow major storylines in their family member’s lives as they unfold, such as the 

journey to completing a degree or the birth and growth of a niece or nephew. In a similar way, 

those users seeking to catch up with old friend’s they’ve lost touch with could be better served by 

a narrative-friendly platform given the ability on such a platform to browse events from their old 

friend’s past life in an easy-to-consume story format rather than trying to sort through and make 

sense of disparate posts cobbled together within a single context. 

 The Pew study found that parents were more likely than non-parents to gravitate to social 

media in order to connect with old friends and by a large margin females were more likely than 
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males to “cite family connections as a major reason for using” social platforms (2011). Given 

this information I set my sights on parents and in particular females as target user groups to mind 

during my design process. Yet the composition of my proposed target audience would exceed 

this designation. Creatives, online subject matter experts and their respective followers, seemed 

to be an obvious user base to target as well. Fine artists, designers, developers, bands, vocalists, 

culinary artists, cosmetic artists and other creatives, as well as content creators, make up a group 

that frequently rely on storytelling to play an essential role in their success. These are often the 

producers of DIY tutorials, process books, updates from multi-week tours, and a host of other 

narrative and sequential content that ideally would find an accommodating home in the 

narrative-friendly platform I envisioned. 

 The effort to pursue my final predesign objective of identifying existing design 

conventions and patterns familiar to the audience would carry over into the rest of the entire 

design process. This objective was conceived by my desire for the design of the platform, 

wherever possible, to convey familiarity over novelty. My effort is not to demonstrate that the 

essential design conventions familiar to social media platforms are broken, but rather that they 

are not harnessed effectively to tell stories. Therefore novelty and innovation in my design 

process would be driven by efforts to create effective and intuitive mechanisms to convey and 

consume stories. The intended result is a social media platform that is accommodating to 

narratives and that reduces irrelevant information while being familiar and easy to pick up for 

new users. 
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 The four primary social media platforms that I referenced for design patterns and 

conventions are Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Pinterest. These platforms were chosen 

because they represent four of the top 5 most used social media platforms in the US (Pew 

Research Center 2015). Another reason is the fact that they are not focused on supporting sharing 

around a particular subject (like LinkedIn) or a particular media type (like YouTube or Flickr). 

Pinterest was a platform of special interest and focus in my design process firstly because it is a 

platform dominated by use of online-connected women (2015) — one of my target user groups 

— and secondly because it is a platform designed with effective mechanisms for reducing the 

flow of irrelevant information to platform content subscribers, a feature I will discuss in more 

detail in the following section. 

IV. ESTABLISHING A CONCEPTUAL MODEL 

"The conceptual design encompasses a set of abstract models that convey the main features of th

e envisioned system." (Karampelas ch. 2) To accomplish the establishment of a conceptual 

model I set out to translate the product goals and design considerations that I discussed in the 

previous sections into a "set of integrated concepts that specify what the system will do, and 

how it will behave, in order to be comprehensible and usable to the users.” (ch. 2) The 

conceptual model arising from my design process would describe three foundational product 

offerings integral to BioBits: First, it would convey concepts for low-friction publishing, easy 

consumption and simple management of narratives. Second, it would convey concepts for 

facilitating community sharing and exchange. Third, it would convey concepts for managing 

content subscriptions and limit exposure to irrelevant information. 
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In order to arrive at my conceptual design solution for the first offering related to stories, I 

ventured to understand what makes up a “story” as well as define what constitutes a narrative-

friendly medium. According to Porter Abbott’s introductory book on narratology “The 

Cambridge Introduction to Narrative”, a story is a particular order of events (historical or 

fictional) that proceeds chronologically from earliest event to latest event within a set length of 

time (Abbott 16). However, helpful to describing and discussing a narrative-friendly platform is 

an understanding of the difference between “story" and “narrative”. Narrative involves 

representing an event or a series of events that are understood to be constituents of a story (14, 

19). In the study of narrative there is understood a distinction between the conveyance of a story 

— what narratologists call "narrative discourse"(15) — and the story itself, just as Leonardo's 

painting of Mona Lisa is a distinct thing from Mona Lisa herself. A great deal of creativity and 

skill can be demonstrated by a storyteller through the narrative discourse that shapes how an 

audience perceives a story. 

 One way in which skill and creativity can be demonstrated in storytelling involves how 

time is presented in a narrative. A storyteller can relate a story in a non-chronological fashion. An 

example of this would be employing the use of a flashback or presenting a future event first, then 

presenting the history leading up to that event. A storyteller can also make use of a montage that 

quickly traverses days, months, years, or eons of time. Another aspect of narrative that a 

storyteller must often reckon with is how to divide a story. Often narratives employ divisions to 

signal a passage of time, a conclusion or climax of a set of related events, a change in the point 

of view or scene, and to switch focus to a separate concurrently developing string of events. 
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These divisions are represented in the various narrative genres as chapters, acts, scenes, episodes 

or volumes. Like bullet points in a presentation these narrative divisions make the various 

dimensions of a story more digestible to the audience. 

 These observations about narratives have led me to define a narrative-friendly medium as 

a medium that allows for two things: First, it allows a storyteller to specify a story of their 

choosing by creating a silo that encompasses a specific time or subject wherein the storyteller 

can convey multiple divisions of that story linearly in an order of their choosing. Secondly, a 

narrative-friendly medium — by its means of facilitating the narrative discourse — encourages a 

congruency between the perception of a story that a storyteller intends to convey and the 

audience’s perception of that story. Social media platforms built for storytelling such as Stellar, 

SlideShare, or Cowbird meet this narrative-friendly criteria. Also certain features of larger social 

media platforms such as the various photo galleries in Facebook or Google Plus meet this criteria 

as well. The design of my platform's conceptual model would also need to meet this criteria 

while avoiding the pitfalls of both larger platforms and smaller narrative-friendly platforms as 

I’ve previously described. 

 The foundational element of the conceptual design solution for my platform would be 

what I call the Bit. The Bit is similar to a Facebook post or a "tweet" on Twitter and it represents 

a single module or division of a story. A Bit can contain media such as a single photo, multiple 

photos, a web site link or a single video. This media is combined with an optional short title, a 

short description, an indication of time the bit was published and community reactions such as 

comments or “likes”. A unique feature of the Bit is that users can attach to it a 30-second voice 

recording. The goal of the Bit is to encourage storytelling with visuals and audio and thereby 
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reduce reliance on a lot of text to convey the story. The attachment of a voice recording seeks to 

offer another way for user to summarize or add perspective to the contents of a Bit and also seeks 

to offer a more authentic replication of the storytelling experience that can take in real life such 

as when a number of people might thumb through a printed photo album while a single person, 

or several persons, provide commentary about the photos. 

 Bits can be added and freely arranged along a linear timeline to tell a story within an 

enclosing unit that I’ve mentioned before call the Book.  Users can create books and post bits to 

them to tell a story or simply to group their published content related to a specific subject. In 

order to reduce the anxiety that might confront a new user as they try to decide what story to tell, 

two features would be provided. The first feature (as I’ve introduced earlier) is the Scrapbook. 

This is a default book that all users will have as a permanent part of their user accounts. All 

uncategorized posts are placed in this default book. This allows users to post to BioBits freely 

without worrying about where their posts ought to be placed, just as they may on other large 

social media platforms. The second feature to reduce user friction against posting to the platform 

would be the option of account templates. When a user signs up they can choose an account 

template that has a number of books already created for them. So, for example, a user that 

chooses a “band/solo artist” template upon signing up could find on their account page — in 

addition to their default Scrapbook — a few other books titled “Tours”, “Discography”, “Live 

Performances”, etc.  

 Books play an important role in managing content subscription and limiting the flow of 

irrelevant information. Users within the BioBits community can choose to follow all of the 

content published by a single user or just follow the content from the books of a user they find 
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interesting. This model follows very closely to the subscription model instituted on Pinterest. On 

Pinterest users can save “pins” that contain an image and a description to a virtual “board”. Users 

of the platform can subscribe to individual boards or to all the content posted by a user. Pinterest 

is not a narrative-friendly medium because the way information is visualized within boards does 

not facilitate effectively the perception of a linear storytelling. However its subscription model 

does offer an easy and effective way for users to limit the flow of irrelevant information that they 

can encounter on the platform. Given that Pinterest is heavily used by members of a user 

demographic I wish to target, modeling BioBits' book after Pinterest’s board should 

hypothetically make the BioBits ecosystem easier to understand for a sizable portion of first time 

users. 

 My design called for BioBits to house content in two primary areas: the account page and 

the subscription feed. The account page would be divided into four parts. The first would be a 

Books section which would be home to all the user’s books. The second division is called the 

Shelf. When users subscribe to a book they’ll be given an option to add that book to their shelf. 

The shelf is a place where users can add, organize and group their own books and the books of 

other users. The shelf offers users fast an effortless access to saved books. The third division is 

All Bits, where all the bits posted in all of a user's books can be seen. The final division is All 

Likes, a place where all the bits a user has liked will appear.  

 BioBit's subscription feed would follow much of the predictable features of news feeds 

found on other social media platforms. All the Bits posted to new books a user is subscribed to 

will appear in the subscription feed. Bits appearing on the feed would give users the option to 
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reveal the content of the Bit or the book in which the Bit was posted. This approach would give 

browsers of the feed a way to quickly see the larger context related to the Bits encounter.  

V. DESIGNING THE INTERFACE 

Upon establishing a conceptual model my efforts were turned to designing the user interface 

(UI). The overarching goal of the interface design stage was to translate the conceptual design 

into visible static wireframes that demonstrates how the system will look to users on their 

computing device, and documentation that indicates how users will interact with the system. This 

was achieved by a process that included: 

1. Creating a design inventory of all the pages and states I needed to be designed and listing 

accompanying usability goals for each page and feature. 

2. Creating a visual collection of various interface designs from existing work in which 

similar design problems have been effectively addressed to serve as reference and 

inspiration. 

3. Rapidly exploring design solutions for the interface layout and function by creating 

numerous sketches. 

4. Translating preferred design ideas from my sketches into low-fidelity greyscale digital 

wireframes using vector-based software. 

5. Modifying low-fidelity digital wireframes based on feature considerations, technology/ 

ergonomic constraints, feedback from simple user tests and discussion with individuals 

reviewing the design. 
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6. Establishing an art direction that included the selection of fonts, color schemes and other 

look and feel elements. 

7. Translating low-fidelity wireframes into high-fidelity full-color wireframes consistent 

with the established look and feel using a bitmap software. 

8. Creating notes about the final design that explain how the features of the system 

conveyed by the design would function. 

While much of the work in this stage of the design process would be in keeping with my 

established predesign objectives through efforts to create an interface that featured, wherever 

possible, common social media network interface conventions and design patterns that are 

familiar to my hypothetical user base, I would simultaneously seek innovation and a departure 

from convention in areas of the design that needed to accommodate the unique features of my 

proposed platform. In this section I will review some of the more unusual UI design solutions 

that emerged from my work designing a BioBits interface for a desktop browser. 

 The most conspicuous features of BioBit's UI are those designed to support narrative 

consumption. The most prominent of these features is the design of the book view. Bits within 

the book view are presented as cards and arrayed horizontally across the screen from left to 

right (see fig. 1). This arrangement is a departure from how user posted content is typically 

displayed in social media applications. Most platforms display content posted to a user’s profile 

in a vertical layout with the newest post at the top and older posts following sequentially below 

in reverse chronological order. The prevailing method of stacking content vertically takes 

advantage of the Western cultural convention to progress through content by moving downward 

on a printed page, be it a newspaper, book or magazine. Furthermore, “scrolling” vertically to 
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encounter additional content is a ubiquitous UI standard on computing devices especially on 

desktop and laptop devices.

!  

Fig. 1. BioBits Book View 

 However, the decision to arrange bits horizontally within a book is privy to a different set 

of advantages. For one, in Western cultures a reader, before progressing downward on a page, 

will ingest written words and other visible data from left to right. Thus ordering sequential 

elements from left to right is in keeping with a deeply ingrained convention. Additionally, 

positioning of bit preview images at the top of each bit card in the book view results in a uniform 

horizontal adjacency of all visible bit images in a book, (see fig. 1) thereby leveraging the 

benefits of what eminent data visualization theorist Edward Tufte defines as “parallelism”.  
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According to Tufte, parallelism "takes advantage of our notable capacity to compare and reason 

about multiple images that appear simultaneously within our span. We are able to canvas sort, 

identify, reconnoiter, select, contrast, review — ways of seeing all quickened and sharpened by a 

direct spatial adjacency of parallel elements.” (Tufte 80) Tufte claims that such spatial adjacency 

of multiple images creates structural congruency that “gives the eye context for assessing data 

variation” and spurs our perceiving minds to make connections among “assorted visual 

elements" (82). The use of a parallel structure to arrange photos within a BioBits' book aims to 

harness the benefits of parallelism as a means of visually reinforcing the stories told on BioBits 

through the observation of just the images themselves. 

 The decisions dictating the prominence and arrangement of images inside of a book were 

part of an effort to make the experience of consuming stories on BioBits more sensual, and to 

reduce the user’s need to rely on reading to experience a story. Another design decision 

concerning the book view in keeping with this objective was making the audio control widget 

to occupy a central position and spacious area on each bit card within a book view. Only the 

words of a bit’s text description that fit within a 140 character limit is displayed on a bit card and 

relegated to a position below both the image and the audio control widget. The audio control 

widget plays and pauses the audio recording of narration that can be attached to each bit (see fig. 

1). For a user to read any text beyond the 140 character truncation of bit description text, they 

must click on a bit card and open its expanded view. In the expanded bit view a user can read the 

full description and browse all the photos contained in the bit (see fig. 2).  
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Fig. 2. BioBits Expanded Bit View  

 The aspects of the UI design related to publishing content did not feature very many out 

of the ordinary ideas as one of the goals of BioBits is to give users the ability to relay stories 

using mechanisms already familiar to them from the existing social media ecosystem. Book 
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creation occurs through UI features very similar to those used to make “boards” on Pinterest (see 

fig. 3). Creation of a new bit is similar to posting a new tweet on Twitter. A simple workflow was 

created for the task of adding pictures to a new bit from Facebook (see fig. 4). 

Fig. 3. A BioBits Account Page 
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!  

Fig. 4. Adding a New Bit 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 A good interface designer must consider his or her initial design decisions as provisional. 

Contemporary UI design workflows at the highest level call for an iterative approach where 

designs are tested and refined through rounds of user testing and design modification. A number 

of the ideas that I’ve presented here are hypothetical and have yet to undergo this process in 

full. Initial user tests of browsing a horizontally scrolling book on touchscreen mobile devices 

showed promise, with users intuitively and comfortably browsing content by scrolling left and 

right and providing positive feedback about that experience. However, rigorous testing and 

examination of this format in a desktop web browser is needed as pulling off a user-friendly 

horizontal scrolling solution on a desktop is more challenging. My current solution for desktop 

makes provision for scrolling using a custom scroll bar and through use of the mouse wheel. 

When a user’s pointer is hovered over a book’s content area, scrolling down with the mouse 

wheel moves the book timeline to the left toward revealing bits positioned later in the books 

chronology. When the pointer isn’t over a book’s content area the user can scroll down to see 

links to related books. 

 Refinement of the BioBits' interface and workflows will be a continuous process lasting 

throughout the life of project as the interface and over all user experience are integral in today’s 

market to the success of any product proposition, especially in the crowded social media 

platform space. 

VI. CONCLUSION 

The process of imagining and designing BioBits, though still in its initial stages, has already 

been rewarding for me as an interface and product designer. Working on this project has yielded 
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new insights and raised new questions and prospects of exploration that have applications 

relevant beyond the project itself. This experience has also resulted in an acute awareness that a 

demand for quality narratives as well as an ever-expanding universe of accessible information 

are features that are here to stay. As the world becomes increasingly connected by the rapid 

proliferation of small computing devices, the portable digital screen will become the de facto 

window into the world’s narratives and information. This reality places an enormous 

responsibility on the shoulders of the interface and product designers who must determine to a 

great extent the modes through which information flows in and out of this window and whether 

the experience of peering through it will be one of pleasure or pain and if the aftermath lends 

itself to healing or hurt. Will the emerging digital age propel mankind to the zenith of our long 

evolving storytelling tradition or will it sink our tradition into a state of crisis below the rubble of 

millions of recycled memes? To a great extent it is up to the designer to decide. 
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