
An Exploration of Social Interaction Through Music 
By 

Jesse Chorng and Paul Castellana 
 
Part I.  Abstract 
 
One of the most celebrated attributes of music is its ability to bring people together.  However, the 
recent success and widespread use of personal portable music players, in particular mp3 players 
such as Apple’s iPod, has resulted in music doing just the opposite.  People go through their daily 
activities plugged into their portable music devices, effectively isolating themselves from common 
interaction with their community. 
 
Do mp3 players have the potential to amplify the social values of the music they hold rather than 
dampen them?  How would mp3 player carriers react to the opportunity to unplug and share their 
music in a public setting?  Would the public find such find such sharing to be a positive or negative 
externality?  These are the questions that we wish to examine in our project. 
 
We propose to design and construct a portable installation piece with the intention of revitalizing 
social interaction through music.  The piece will integrate a speaker system with functional seating.  
Its users will be able to freely connect their mp3 players to the speaker system and play music at a 
volume loud enough to promote collective listening within the immediate area, but not so loud as to 
disturb their surroundings.  We will periodically move the piece to different campus locations that 
are conducive to small group interaction, meanwhile documenting its use and the community’s 
response through observation and surveys.   
 
Part II.  Project Narrative 
 
Digital mp3 players have effectively redefined consumers’ abilities to incorporate music into their 
everyday lives.  Within their pant pocket, listeners have ready access to literally entire music 
libraries, giving them more freedom than ever to choose when and where their music can be heard.  
In the public space, the presence of mp3 devices is undeniable. Everyday hundreds of individuals on 
Carnegie Mellon’s campus use iPods and other portable players to add to their personal experience.  
Yet, while this technological innovation has freed music from home stereos, how can this 
experience be pushed further into a new realm of social interaction? The answer to this question is 
exactly what this research project hopes to explore. 
 
The interactive music piece will give us the ability to study how digital music can be utilized to 
spark communication amongst students on campus.  It will promote and even encourage 
participation in collective listening by providing an accessible and welcoming place where music 
lovers can congregate and share.  The piece itself will seat 4-6 people, yet will be able to 
accommodate even more with music.  This physical mp3 environment will then not only 
functionally serve students, but also create a dialogue amongst them and successfully counter the 
adverse effects of personal headphones. 
 
Besides the various trends we expect to find regarding types of users and applications this media 
piece will have, we hope to discover new ways in which music can affect student life.  Be it 
classical music during study time, hip-hop when its time to socialize, or even heavy metal to 



mentally awaken individuals for an exam, the piece will undoubtedly provide interesting insights 
into the way students increasingly incorporate music into their lives.   
 
Part III.  Process 
 
The first step in the process will be developing an optimal design.  Factors that will be taken into 
consideration are the following: 
 
- Conduciveness to social interaction: what shape, size, and seating style will best promote 

collective listening to music? 
- Acoustics: what hardware is most suitable for public use and how should the speakers be 

located on the piece to create the best possible acoustic environment? 
- Mobility: how can we construct the piece so it is sturdy and durable enough to withstand 

constant use, while light enough in weight and simple enough to break down so that it can 
be easily moved from one location to another? 

- General Aesthetics: what overall design concept will be most attractive to its users? 
- Sustainability: we will extensively research ways in which we can use environmentally 

friendly materials and lower power consumption by employing solar and/or mechanical 
forms of energy. 

 
Upon answering these questions we will begin purchasing materials and constructing the piece.  We 
will be using plywood as primary building material.  In order to the cut the wood to size, we will 
need access to one of the university’s woodshops.  Due to the size of the project, we will also need 
space on campus (preferably close to the woodshop we use) to house the materials throughout the 
construction process. 
 
While the piece is set up for public use, we will periodically observe and document its use firsthand.  
In addition, we will circulate optional surveys to assess the community’s reaction to the piece.   
 
Part IV. Outcomes 
 
As Economic majors, we rarely find opportunities for creativity in our formal studies.  This project 
would allow us to explore and enhance our interests in design, as well as provide a public forum for 
us to present our work.  The leg work involved in researching and comparing optimal designs, as 
well as the subsequent data collection involved with assessing the public’s reaction will provide 
invaluable experience for us in research methods in general. 
 
If the project is successful and embraced by the community, it could have a number of implications.  
In addition to making a statement about the adverse social affects of personal mp3 players, its 
support would simultaneously suggest an untapped versatility of the devices.  Depending on the 
project’s reception, we would explore opportunities to place the work in public settings outside of 
CMU, as well as the possibility of design a model to be a permanent fixture on campus. 


