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the problem
background

Car ownership in urban areas has been declining in 
recent years. Factors such as increasing costs of fuel, 
parking, and insurance; increased availability of public 
transit; and alternatives such as ZipCar and FlexCar 
have all contributed to this decline. However, people 
still often need to get places that their normal means 
of transportation cannot accommodate, and may 
need to share a ride with someone. Drivers may also 
want to share rides, either to share the cost of fuel or 
parking or to use the HOV lane to reduce travel time.   
MobiPool was designed to help fill this gap, so that 
when a particular mode of transit is unavailable, there 
would be another way to achieve the individual 
traveler’s goal.

research

Research for MobiPool was done through a series of 
informal meetings and interviews with people in the 
University of Washington community.  Interviews 
were conducted to collect data which was used to 
generate a set of requirements for the application.  
The application had to do two particular things well: 
find rides and share rides.  It also had to provide an 
element of safety and security to mitigate the 
anonymous and sometimes nefarious nature of the 
Internet.  After identifying those safety and security 
concerns, the system design and technology were 
carefully considered to make MobiPool a safe way to 
share rides on a mobile phone.

the solution
design

MobiPool was designed to satisfy the requirements determined by my 
research.  It needed to be able to find and share rides, while being constrained 
to a mobile device.  MobiPool was initially going to be a native iPhone 
application, but given time constraints it was reimagined as a website for the 
iPhone.  Because of the need for user security, MobiPool was designed from the 
ground-up to integrate with the Internet’s popular Facebook website.  
Facebook applications normally take the form of a smaller frame or window on 
the larger site, but MobiPool was designed to use the entire iPhone browser, 
yet still gracefully use Facebook’s authentication and social relationship 
mechanisms.  Considerable time was also spent taking into consideration the 
limited screen real estate available, as well as target sizes for the clumsy 
pointing mechanism, the human finger.  MobiPool is highly optimized to be used 
in a mobile, touchscreen environment.

the end result

technology

Being a website, MobiPool uses the scripting language PHP to generate pages.  
PHP connects to a MySQL database server to store information about users, 
rides, preferences, etc.  Because of MobiPool’s heavy integration with Facebook, 
MobiPool also transparently communicates with Facebook to retrieve user 
information and Facebook friends, and to push notification messages to users 
when status changes occur in the system.   Design of the underlying 
architecture of the application also allows it to be easily ported to different 
browsers.  Although not currently implemented, MobiPool could just as easily 
generate a web page for non-smartphones or a page specific to BlackBerry or 
Windows Mobile browsers.  Were the application to go from an institutional 
project to production system, the infrastructure is in place behind the scenes 
to facilitate this.

evaluation

Evaluation for an application such as MobiPool requires careful examination of 
both the flow of the application and how a particular user interprets what is 
presented on the device’s screen.  Knowing this, think-aloud studies were 
conducted with participants who were given a series of tasks to complete, and 
asked to speak aloud their thought process while completing them.  These 
were recorded using a screen capture program to record their voices while 
also recording their actions on a phone.  These proved to be very fruitful, and 
the findings were then introduced into the application.  Small things like the 
way a date was formatted proved to be much more confusing than was initially 
anticipated, as well as making sure to give clear explanations for user interface 
functions for novice users while still not slowing down experienced users.  
These think-alouds gave the project that final bit of polish that makes it not just 
a prototype, but a finished product.

the project

MobiPool is an iPhone web application which tightly integrates with 
Facebook to allow people to find and share rides with a certain level of 
trust and security.  Users can choose to go with only people they know, 
or others they may not.  It is focused entirely on mobile devices, using 
a highly optimized web site that takes into account things like clumsy 
touchscreen targeting, small displays, and slow cellular connections.

environmental impact

MobiPool helps get cars off the road by encouraging people to share 
rides, which can reduce vehicle emissions.

future work

Future work on MobiPool includes better integration with other 
sources for destination events, sychronizing rides with external 
calendar applications, and device-specific native and web applications 
to access the system.


