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3. 
AUGMENTED REALITY  
FOR COLLABORATIVE MEDIA 

 
 
Matteo Ciastellardi 

 
 
 
 

 
 
1.  BLENDED REALITY 

  
Web content belongs to different and multiple spheres of produc-
tion, use, and distribution. There is content that operates one-way, 
thus with no possibility of feedback to the original producer (except 
through tools that allow for subsequent feedback, such as web forms 
or response channels). There is content that is pre-designed to en-
courage active participation. (That is, it develops thanks to the bot-
tom-up enrichment by the users themselves.) Finally, there is content 
that moves the reading action of medial text to a dimension of 
blended reality. In the latter case, as for blended reality, this does not 
mean one of the many patents developed by digital communication 
brands, but the phenomenon, that, since the 1990s (on a mass con-
sumer level) has started to propose that media experience systems go 
beyond the digital synthesis of reality on the screen.  

The blended reality model, has evolved on the basis of at least 
three different remedies to the problem of lack of relationship be-
tween the perceived reality of users and the interface of digital con-
tents.  

A first step has been taken through solutions that are closer to 
virtual reality, allowing the user a feeling of freedom and movement 
within the exploration of extended worlds and environments that re-
call that of the real world (open exploration, interaction with objects, 
virtual dual representation in a simulated environment, and so on) 
and, subsequently, the ability to interact with other users in virtual 
scenarios. Examples include the first video games with exploration 
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interfaces, virtual communities like Second Life, up to online gaming 
platforms.  

A second strategy, less successful, was to bring a very realistic 
representation of the world to users' screens, offering forms of mini-
mum and sequential interaction, or a guided script of visual storytel-
ling, such as multimedia products in graphic exploration or transpo-
sition of cinematographic films whose storystream could only be 
guaranteed by the correct sequence of user actions (for instance, ar-
cade games like Mad Dog McCree, 1990).  

A third mode, a current one and nowadays regarded as the basis 
for the concept of blended reality, was born when the narrative focus 
moved from computer screens to smartphone screens, allowing users 
to exploit the camera as a filter able to find media texts scattered in 
the surrounding environment. The first step to ‘augment’ reality was 
the introduction of environmental coordinates to geolocate, via the 
phone camera, information related to what the smartphone was fram-
ing. Some other uses were related to tools such as QR codes (bi-
dimensional dot-matrix codes): with specific apps they can be recog-
nised in terms of digital content (a QR code represents just a text 
string) so they can “augment” the item where they are located, open-
ing a weblink, or showing a text, an address, a number, or other re-
lated details. Apps and social network sites fully transformed hand-
held and wearable devices into interfaces to query and explore the 
real world through the lens of the camera and the screen of the 
smartphone. Information about travel, tips about accommodation, 
songs embedded into a paper page, or a 360-degree view explored via 
a Facebook picture are only a few examples of a new blended form 
used to recognise and relate to reality. The use and adoption of ever-
more-sophisticated technologies inside a smartphone (such as com-
pass, gyroscope, GPS) supported by a web connection and with the 
possibility of easily creating content to enrich the experience of envi-
ronment, objects, texts, and so on, enable an improved mediated re-
ality experience. The use of a digital layer to explore, expand or in-
teract with the elements behind the phone camera, ‘augmented’ by 
specific apps, also meets the active roles that the public is demand-
ing.  

In this sense, we have to consider at least two different types of 
users. We can define the first type as ‘audience’ (Livingstone, 2005; 
Jenkins, 2013), in search for engagement in terms of exploration, in-
teraction with content and keen for the new possibilities of real-
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world recognition. We can call the second type ‘public’, made of pro-
sumer (consumer and producer at the same time, Toffler, 1980: 265), 
eager to collectively participate in the experience of a blended reality, 
responding to the possibilities offered in terms of mutual creation of 
content.  

The phenomenon of blended reality is the direct consequence of 
an endless process of technology enhancement and the rise of a par-
ticipatory culture. It is easy to find products of blended reality for 
private consumption, in which every user is limited to exploring and 
interacting with the digital layer only in a way that is defined by a 
stakeholder for commercial purposes (very common in marketing 
strategies). However, the idea of participation is more engaging when 
participation is not limited to the use and consumption of an experi-
ence, but when it is expanded into the constant definition of the ex-
perience itself. There is a wide range of definitions of participation, 
determined not only according to categories of users, habits of con-
sumption and interaction, but also by the possibilities offered by dif-
ferent technologies and supports: open source models, moderation, 
restriction policies, geographical area of participation, amongst oth-
ers (Jenkins, 2006 and 2013). It is possible to move from total en-
gagement and content production to lurking and peripheral partici-
pation (Jenkins, 2013: 156-163). Every user can be absolutely silent 
and unrecognisable in the lifestream of a media experience, just as 
the same user can serve as a content producer, moderator, troll, gate-
keeper, and countless other roles and this influences the consump-
tion of other users.  
  
 
2. THE (UN)COMFORTABLE PROSTHESIS OF INFORMATION 
  
The role of users as individual actors is every day more relevant in 
terms of personal engagement and participation: most of the experi-
ences, tools, platforms and products for augmented reality are de-
signed for a solipsistic use. The user in this process of interaction 
represents him/herself through exploring a new layer of information 
while maintaining control of his/her own environment. The experi-
ence is similar to the user of a pair of glasses: it is only from an en-
tirely individual point of view that someone can benefit (in terms of 
information and consumption). And the metaphor of glasses is really 
pertinent due to the fact that one of the most important experiments 
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for augmented reality, promoted and supported by Google, was 
based on a pair of glasses able to enrich different experiences of eve-
ryday life (Google Glass). Google’s project, and its suspension for 
various reasons (Di Zubin and Blythe, 2016: 115) underlines how 
subjective exploration through a digital layer is, and how difficult it 
can be to accept an external prosthesis of information.  

The use of an external device to embed, internalise and ‘browse’ 
reality represents a cultural development that distances us from tradi-
tional ways of internalising knowledge. Memory and brain structure 
were originally devoted to the preservation of information, from tiny 
details to big stories, memes to visual memories.  

In Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, Marshall 
McLuhan introduced the concept of prosthesis in media theory, to 
explain media's function as “any extension of ourselves” (McLuhan, 
1964: 7). As physical extensions of a person, the different supports 
extend the capacities of the biological self: hands, feet, skin, nervous 
system, sight, and other faculties can find their extension outside the 
body by adopting different media.  

This concept of augmented body converges with the idea of 
augmented reality. On one hand, a tool like a smartphone (aug-
mented body) is driving senses and the nervous system to go beyond 
the perception of the real environment, connecting the propriocep-
tion of the self towards new patterns of reality: from here-and-now to 
a constant connection with distant information, people and environ-
ments (more freedom, less experience of novelty). On the other hand, 
a digital layer of information (augmented reality) is defining the edge 
of intersubjective and situated dimension of the self with a common 
ground of experiences, information, and knowledge framed in a mo-
bile screen: a second skin of the world defined by other people to en-
rich the experience of reality itself (less freedom, more experience of 
novelty).  

The convergence of these two aspects, and the necessarily multi-
tasking activities related to the fruition and use of specific media, de-
fines a different range of consciousness and ever-new possibilities in 
terms of knowledge, interconnection and exchange.  

Prosthetic extension through media also creates changed proc-
esses for some functions of the body. For example the externalisation 
of memory (adopting wearable devices and the Internet to store and 
retrieve any kind of information) and the different ways of ‘reading’ 
(different interfaces and media texts) are, at the same time, useful op-
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tions and biological changes for some brain functions (Wolf, 2007); 
the multitasking attitude can lead to lower grey-matter density (Loh 
and Kanai, 2014).  

If media extend, they also amputate. Although electronic tech-
nology expand the central nervous system, there is also a possible 
drift into amputation or auto-amputation. From a biological perspec-
tive, the human organism seeks to maintain a state of equilibrium. 
Any disturbance, turbulence, contamination or external stress pushes 
the human system to react and rebalance its original state, sometimes 
with the auto-amputation of the disturbing element.  

  
With the arrival of electronic technology, man has extended, or set 
outside himself, a live model of the central nervous system. In this 
sense, it is a development that suggests a desperate suicidal auto-
amputation, as if the central nervous system can no longer depend on 
the physical organs to be protective buffers against the slings and ar-
rows of outrageous mechanism.  

(McLuhan, 1964: 43) 
 

Media as prosthesis can become uncomfortable when the information 
overload unbalances the self. In this sense, augmented reality takes 
advantage of the proliferation of grassroots content, but it also suffers 
from the non-linear and fuzzy problem of content surplus, which de-
stabilises the biological assets of the self.  

New generations, especially millennials onwards, suffer this 
process in terms of the reading brain (Wolf, 2007), but rebalance 
learning strategies to face new and fluid models of content consump-
tion, naturally strengthening emerging competencies and skills. 
Moreover, the trans-media approach of recent generations, moving 
through different supports and channels, browsing information in 
several ways, and the multi-screen attitude, using several devices si-
multaneously, enhance people polarisation around the tools and the 
mixed processes of reading and decoding information.  

According to these socio-cultural and biological premises, the 
definition of specific content and products for blended/augmented 
reality must take into account different variables of use, moving from 
possible ways of consumption and end-user participation, to the skill 
abilities of the potential users and their cognitive gaps in trans-media 
competencies.  
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3. THE RISE OF COLLABORATIVE MEDIA  
     FOR AUGMENTED REALITY 
 
When we speak about blended reality, we move into a specific field 
of interaction and exploration. Human factors, socio-cultural context 
and the different supports for interaction are the three key elements 
that define the framework of blended reality. But we must also con-
sider the definition of the content of blended reality itself: the layer of 
distributed and interconnected information that enriches what 
smartphones frame.  

Today, when we consider media content, we are facing the rise 
of many collaborative media: “a form of mediated communication 
whereby people collaborate on messages, content, meaning” (Löw-
gren and Reimer, 2013: 4). Collaborative media means to face a cul-
ture of participation and mutual interchange between audiences, con-
tent and the supports on which content is distributed and remedi-
ated. According to Löwgren and Reimer, we can speak about col-
laborative media instead of digital or analogue media because there is 
no longer a clear distinction between the two. “Today all major me-
dia run on digital infrastructures and, consequently, the concept has 
lost its meaning as a marker of contemporary media and contempo-
rary media practice”. (Löwgren and Reimer, 2013: 14).  

In the specific case of augmented reality, as already noted, it is 
very simple to find content defined top-down from big stakeholders, 
but it is not so common to have a complete frame of grassroots pro-
duction by the means of collaborative media. The software and the 
culture of collaboration and sharing are broadly diffused, but it is 
important to classify the production of content into three flexible 
categories:  
1.  microproductions (participatory media texts related to microb-

logging and social network sites);  
2.  extended contents (participatory media texts related to websites, 

full thematic platforms and co-operative networks);  
3.  full publishing (participatory media texts related to autonomous 

independent systems like apps and ipermedia productions).  
 Augmented reality commonly needs specific tools and platforms 
such as in the full publishing category to offer participatory media 
texts to explore. If companies and professionals can invest in these 
kinds of products, usually it is not possible to offer a broadly distrib-
uted, accessible and simple framework for content creation (Mano-
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vich, 2013). Some accessible platforms to create AR content exist as 
well as some open source systems, but they require money or ad-
vanced coding ability in order to obtain initial results.  

Only a few models of augmented reality platforms offer, for 
specific purposes, or with limited resources/time, a free framework to 
develop content to digitally enrich the real environment. These apps 
most often function through pattern recognition of visual objects 
(text, images) in order to overlap the original item with a digital layer 
created by the user.  

Collaborative media are slowing moving in this direction in or-
der to offer complete solutions to customise the real world with aug-
mented content.  

In the present volume, the example of augmented reality ex-
panded towards a perspective of collaborative media starts from an 
original masterpiece created by B. W. Powe: Opening Time.  

The original artwork is a text (Powe's creation) mixed with im-
ages (by Cristina Miranda de Almeida) produced for an editorial out-
come (printing press). Adopting a system of augmented reality (in 
this case Zappar - https: //www. zappar. com/) the product comes to 
life if framed by the Zappar app in a smartphone, and it offers spe-
cific interactions with a digital variant of the text/images. The digital 
version of the original introduces music (composed by Michael Cen-
tury), web connections, videos, a wiki version of the text (completely 
re-writable by users) and many other elements that can be explored, 
modified and expanded.  

The purpose, as shown in Figure 1, is to move from an original 
idea, preserving the authorship of the product, and then to cross-
fertilise in order to create a web version of the original. The web ver-
sion is a connective product that can be completely reorganised, 
played, and restyled, giving the opportunity to maintain a record of 
all the design steps taken. The digital variant, examined and re-edited 
over time, can be explored at different stages to view an interesting 
map of the contributions, the tendencies and the ideas emerging from 
the original artefact and recombined in the electronic version. The 
possibility to trace all the data and all the actions led by users in the 
digital layer offers the opportunity to study the creative processes of 
interaction and consumption, in order to have new material (apart 
from contents) that can be very useful in identifying emergent topics, 
as well as the constraints of the digital variant.  
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 Figure 1. The four passages from the original artefact to the data analysis  

of contents and processes.  
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