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At first glance, the domestication of new technology bluntens it, deadens its impact. But at the 
same time, this is the condition of deeper, second wave social innovations. Around the home and 
the community, use of new media is currently in a period of tension between the self-conscious 
innovators - bloggers, artists, file-sharers - and those who are just trying to get things done. 
Experiments with new media are giving way to different behaviours amongst parents, consumers 
and citizens, but the two might have more in common than it first appears. 
 
 
Laws of technological domestication 
 
The dawn of the motorcar in the early twentieth century enabled exciting new forms of consumer 
behaviour. Wealthy young men with some mechanical know-how could take friends and family on 
open-top trips to the sea-side, careering round country lanes, enjoying the sheer thrill of 
independent mobility. This hedonism is captured in F Scott Fitzgerald's Great Gatsby, in which 
the hero organises pointless drives into New York City, purely because he can.i But a sense of 
unreality pervades Gatsby's character; society barely impinges on his world. The cars, the city 
and the people he encounters are all part of his game, and he plays them for fun.  
 
Half a century later, the social realities of the car had emerged. Suburbanisation, out-of-town 
supermarkets, school runs, fly-overs, strip malls and 'Drive Time' radio. The cultural impact of the 
car lay not in the way that people consumed automobiles themselves, but in its spill-overs. The 
technology had not transformed society. Society had transformed itself, using the new 
technology.  
 
So is there no grain of sociological truth in the image of Gatsby and friends, skidding around Long 
Island? Certainly it bears little visible resemblance to that of the commuter boxed-in in rush hour 
traffic. Yet both exist in the same cocoon. The pioneer revels in the newness of the technology to 
escape. Decades later, society adopts the same technology as a personal shield. Whether as 
game or as necessity, technology is how we manipulate the world, including our social world. It 
saves us from dependence on the here and now. As Scott Lash puts it, "technological culture is 
culture at a distance".ii 
 
The same social processes are accompanying digital technology, as it continues its relentless 
drift into every corner of our society. Typical internet-user share little in common with the 
software-savvy net-heads of fifteen years ago. eBay, Google, Amazon and online supermarkets 
and banks, have domesticated cyber-space. Users are older, busier, less male, and 
fundamentally uninterested in technology. They hook-up to broadband networks because of the 
tasks that they rely on them for, not for the meaningless 'bytes per second' that they're sold in.  
So the question now is where the real social transformations will lie? What do digitally-
empowered communities look like, once they've ceased to notice their technology?  
 
 
From online community to online society 
 
Internet use becomes more and more social and interactive with every year that the user is 
online. The most obvious initial use for the internet is downloading of published content, such as 
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news. From there, email becomes gradually more useful, once a sufficient number of friends and 
acquaintances are also online, before more sophisticated social software such as eBay and 
(often illegal) file-sharing applications draw people in. Only beyond this point does media literacy 
reach a level of sophistication whereby users are publishing their own content, for instance 
through weblogs. With sufficient bandwidth, there would be nothing to stop users publishing their 
own music and video online.  
 
At present European and North American societies are halfway along this path. Approximately 
two thirds of Americans regularly use the internet, while the figure in most European countries is 
closer to 50%. As these figures rise, the internet becomes increasingly important for the 
maintenance of connections to friends and family.iii For the most part, consumers don't buy 
technology, they buy experiences, content and contact. There has never been a 'digital divide' 
when it came to mobile phones, for the simple reason that the purpose of a phone is quite clear. 
But only latterly has the social function of the net manifested itself. 65% of American internet 
users say that it helps them maintain friendships. Half of them belong to some form of online 
trade association or professional group; the same proportion belong to a community of interest. 
The internet is not supporting either pre-existing social ties or weaker, more virtual communities; 
it's doing both.  
 
 
The revenge of place 
 
As the users of any communication technology become more numerous, its uses become more 
local. This is clear when one looks at how email is used in offices, with one survey finding that 
50% of all emails sent are internal ones. Inevitably, home internet use will begin to follow a similar 
pattern, as the density of users increases. For instance, in the UK, where 78% of people say that 
the majority of their friends live "in the same area" as them, email begins to display more local 
patterns: only a third of emails sent are to friends and family who are over 30 miles away.iv  
 
The internet is becoming entangled in geography. An estimated 80% of all content on the internet 
contains some form of spatial data; the web may be world wide, but most of its contents refer to 
specific places.v A key function of the web is to provide classified information, such as the listings 
of a local cinema. But local social uses are also developing. The British web site, 
upmystreet.com, features message boards organised by post code. Users can discuss an issue 
with those in the same post code as them (to the nearest 14 houses), or over half a mile, or over 
a mile, or further. The internet has not brought about 'the death of distance' at all. It has 
introduced a choice of distance. 
 
The millennial techno-futurists were dramatically wrong in two of their key claims. Firstly, they 
argued that digital technology would make place insignificant. And yet contemporary communities 
and families are preoccupied by local concerns. The value of their houses, the safety of their 
children, the threat of crime, quality of schools. New media don't alter any of these concerns in 
the slightest. But what they can do is provide up-to-the-second geo-data: latest information on the 
cultural image of a given neighbourhood, house prices, performance of a head teacher, and 
subjective assessments of safety.  
 
The British web site, myhouseprice.com, provides up-to-date figures for how much houses have 
been sold for in a given area. The UK Government has matched it with its own official service.vi A 
key function for Upmystreet discussions is for non-residents of an area to ask 'what is this area 
like?' The internet will soon perform for housing markets and neighbourhoods what the Reuters 
newswire does for bond markets. When information becomes instantaneous, change speeds up, 
tipping points occur, and the gap between the winners and the losers increases dramatically. It is 
no longer possible for a neighbourhood to be a city�s �best kept secret�. 
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Inverting the digital divide 
 
The second mistake made about our digital future was that technologies would replace or 
devalue face-to-face interaction. If domestic bandwidth increased about five-fold from existing 
levels in the West, then video conferencing could indeed become a viable way of working 
regularly from home. But the greater the digitisation of everyday life, the more we value face-to-
face interaction. We operate in what William Mitchell calls "an economy of presence", where long-
distance, �asynchronous� communication is the least valuable asset, constantly verging on 
becoming spam, while face-to-face interaction is the most valuable.vii By choosing to be in the 
same place at the same time as someone else, we demonstrate their value to us. In an 
environment of pervasive, always-on computing, the key social question is not "when should I 
engage digitally?" but when shouldn't I. Turning a mobile phone off is a more symbolic act than 
turning it on. 
 
 
 Same place Different places 
Same time Face-to-face  Telephone call 
Different times Email in the office Email, letters, texting. 
 
Table 1: The �Economy of presence�: different types of presence are valued differently. (The 
darker the box, the less rarity value it has.)  
 
 
The sex industry encapsulates this perfectly. The American web site Escortworld.com offers 
users a range of services, between long distance, asynchronous communication (pornographic 
photos), through long distance synchronous communication (live online interaction), through to 
face-to-face interaction (sex). The cost rises accordingly, indicating the model for all professional 
services in the future. In direct contradiction of those who warned of a 'digital divide'  (in which the 
rich are technologically connected, while the poor are left behind) highly paid consultants are the 
ones with the privilege of working face-to-face, while routinised knowledge workers sit in phone 
banks, wearing headsets, tapping data monotonously into PCs.  
 
When a politician or celebrity is accused of being a luddite, this misses the point: powerful 
individuals have nothing to gain from being easily contactable. Social networking software - such 
as LinkedIn and Ecademy - aim to help businessmen develop their networks. But the most 
valuable connections are those with people who are already highly connected, i.e. they are the 
ones who are least likely to engage with these sorts of networks. The internet may help people 
connect to others in large numbers, but when it comes to networking, quantity never quite 
translates into quality. Places (private members clubs, obscure bars, emerging neighbourhoods) 
are a far more effective way of filtering communities than digital technology alone. But as with 
flashmobs or illegal parties organised at the last minute over mobile phones, digital technology 
may prove most valuable where it helps communities manage their face-to-face interactions and 
geographic synchronisation.  
 
 
Wired = altered 
 
Despite the apparent normalisation that the internet is undergoing, it is doing more than simply 
acting as a mirror of everyday social practises. There are transformations going on.  
 
Firstly, inasmuch as the digitisation of everyday social behaviour does create a social mirror, it is 
also a transformation. There is social reflexivity here. Once we gain a view of something that was 
previously obscured from us, our behaviour changes accordingly. Social network mapping is not 
yet a mainstream activity, but the work of Valdis Krebs, which turns email logs into maps of social 
interaction, indicates what is already possible using widely used software.viii Once our informal 
social activities become codified and held up for our inspection, we will have the opportunity to 
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act on this information.  
 
Secondly, although geography may move online as a result of ubiquitous computing and 'geo-
tagging', it does not remain unaffected. The key thing is that the split between 'communities of 
interest' (hobbyists and membership associations) and 'communities of place' (neighbourhoods) 
fades away. 'Wired communities', such as 'Netville' in Toronto were originally set up to help 
residents download content from around the globe. But it swiftly became clear that the networks 
were becoming used for social capital formation at a local level. In Netville, only half the suburb 
was connected to the network, which offered an excellent opportunity for an empirical study of the 
local effects of the internet. These were profound: wired residents knew three times as many 
neighbours, talked with twice as many, and visited 50% more of their neighbours compared with 
non-wired residents.ix 
 
But this is not to say that the web became local at the expense of being global. As weblogs 
demonstrate, it supports a peculiar accommodation between the domestic and the global. Local 
interests start to merge with non-local interests once the two can be handled using the same tool. 
Members of a fully wired neighbourhood consider the quality of their local amenities alongside the 
performances of their favourite soccer team and views on global politics. All are part of their 
portfolio of concerns. It is not that communities of interest have returned to being communities of 
geography; it's that geography itself becomes an interest among others.  
 
Equally, communities of interest become localised. Netmums, a British website where mothers 
can share advice and make new friends, began as a community of interest, scattered around the 
country. But it has grown to become a source of local introductions and face-to-face meetings. 
Equally, users of eBay can now specify that they would like to trade locally. In a society of 100% 
internet penetration, there is no reason why eBay couldn't enable very local, face-to-face 
interactions. As a taster of this, the largest wired community scheme in Britain to date, Wired 
Network in East London, will implement local trading sites to help people buy and sell goods and 
services within the community.  
 
 
Protest politics 
 
Just as the domestication of the car did not altogether eliminate the solipsism of the early 
motoring enthusiasts, the adolescent mentality of the early web-users has affected the technology 
in its passage into the local and domestic sphere. The internet may no longer be used to play 
social games (such as, adoption of false identities), but it enables a frivolity of social engagement 
that manifests itself in the politics and civic activism of the net. What is most notable about net-
based politics is that it is a devastating force for political attack, but an unwieldy basis for 
constructing alternative visions. The Anti-Capitalist movement has demonstrated this on a global 
level: its PR and negative message have been awesome, but its ability to engage in policy-
focused dialogue entirely lacking.  
 
The 2004 US Presidential elections and Democrat primaries offered an insight into how this 
manifests itself in party politics. Howard Dean came out of nowhere as the sole anti-war 
candidate, to become the Democrats front-runner through late 2003 and early 2004. Dean 
harnessed the internet brilliantly, to allow a decentralised network of followers to emerge from the 
bottom up. Meetup.com was critical in the way that Dean built support, which he and his 
campaign manager Joe Trippi successfully converted into the most successful fund-raising 
strategy ever seen in a primary. But Dean was badly defeated in the primary by John Kerry. He 
had whipped up support through being anti-Bush, anti-Kerry, and anti-politics. His youthful 
supporters may have rallied round when it came to the 'Deaniac' coffee house discussions about 
Iraq, but they were less helpful when it came to the boring bit of visiting the polls, with the 
registration and queues that that involves.  
 
Netville displayed something similar. The local network started to enable self-organising politics 
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amongst residents. But it was mobilised against the telecom company, which was threatening to 
shut down the network. Frustration was vented online, which was then converted into face-to-face 
meetings - as with the Deaniacs. But was this the basis of a new neighbourhood governance 
model, or simply using new media to identify and vent a shared gripe? Probably the latter.  
 
Where net-based politics does work is where there is a simple but emotive, shared message, and 
a shelf-life for the protest. The Jubilee 2000 'Drop the Debt' campaign had one objective only, and 
a limited time span. It would make its case, lobby hard, then disband itself. This is flash politics, a 
shift from 'just in case' associations (such as Unions) to 'just in time' associations. When online, 
the world must revolve around the individual. 
 
 
Institutions in a user-centric world 
 
What individuals are most hungry for is participation in the institutions which shape their lives, 
both public services and corporations. But this is where the internet has been most disappointing, 
not least because it is a medium that undermines users' patience with the world; it gives an 
illusion of instant control, that is then repeatedly dashed. As Janice Denegri-Knott says, 
consumers tend to become  �dis-inhibited, de-individuated and self-absorbed� when they go 
online.x The internet promises too much for its own good.  
 
As much as individuals declare a desire to influence the world around them, in truth they embrace 
technologies to create distance between themselves and institutions. Even interactive services 
such as online banking are a way of disengaging � users like it because it gets them closer to 
their money, and further from their bank. Organisations should hesitate to engage directly in 
dialogue with their consumers, and concentrate on alternatives.  
 
Firstly, peer-to-peer networking remains a critical way of distributing messages to receive 
maximum attention. Viral marketing is incredibly difficult to get right online, but it remains an 
important opportunity, given how new media sustain new tribal identities between friends.   
 
Secondly, face-to-face interaction is the end-goal of most communication. It is what email and 
texts get used to achieve socially. However, face-to-face interaction with a business tends to 
occur at the end of a queue, and to today�s consumer that looks like a form of commitment. 
Working out when face-to-face interaction is necessary is one of the key decisions facing 
businesses today. Despite the convenience of online interaction, the only services which should 
be delivered online are those which can be done to near perfection. Automated environments 
encourage utter intolerance of failure.  
 
Thirdly, place remains a key mark of cultural value for these individuals. Digital technology, and 
especially mobile technology, enables users to entangle memories and anecdotes with 
geography. Experiments such as Urban Tapestries in London, and Murmur in Montreal and 
Toronto, indicate ways in which peer-to-peer communication can be tagged to the built 
environment.xi Harnessing maps and Third Generation mobile phones will enable marketers to 
develop more finely tuned advertising strategies, based on users� locations. But business should 
be wary: ethnography shows how personal the mobile phone is, how close to the body it feels. It 
is a shield to the outside world, and a way of cutting out institutions in favour of friends. Speaking 
to individuals via their mobile devices is a risk.  
 
Finally, opportunities arise online from new trusted third parties. Offered the opportunity to 
engage in online dialogue with organisations, people tend to respond negatively and childishly. 
They certainly don't have the patience for genuine participation, as much as they might think they 
want it. However, where there is a broker - a consumers association, civic group, media 
organisation or discussion group - positive and constructive ideas can be collected and 
channelled into governance decisions. Rating systems, such as eBay's, could help assess what 
consumers actually want, to automatically feed user experience back into governance decisions, 
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for instance of hospitals. Swedish website, Interesting.org steps in between the dissatisfied 
consumer and the company, to ensure that the individual is financially rewarded for constructive 
criticism. eGovernment intermediaries from civil society and the private sector are an important 
way of moderating the dialogue between Government and individuals. Dialogue is giving way to 
�trialogue�.  
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Stand-out points 
 

• The internet�s key functionality is to �speak to an audience of one�. It empowers 
individuals to construct communities around their needs and interests. People are 
personalising their social worlds. 

• New media may increase interactivity between individuals and organisations, but they 
reduce patience on the part of the user. The internet is a successful mechanism of 
complaint, but less so of real participation. It simultaneously increases and frustrates the 
desire to be listened to. 

• Communities of interest and communities of geography are merging. Interests become 
local, once you can find the one person in your neighbourhood who is like you. Locality 
becomes an interest, once you can search for relevant local information on house prices, 
crime and culture.  

• Look at wired communities, and consider a future where an entire neighbourhood is 
online. If you are one in a million, then there will be four or five of you in a large city, and 
you can find each other.  

• �Interactivity�, �democracy�, �personalisation� and �consumption� are increasingly inter-
changeable. They are driven by the technology-fuelled belief that the world ought to be 
shaped around individual needs.  

• �Intermediaries� and trusted third parties are critical to the successful functioning of the 
internet. Rather than attempt some version of direct democracy, it makes far more sense 
for quasi-representative bodies to sit between the user and the organisation.  

• The value of new technology is to make the world malleable. The consumer will only be 
truly satisfied once he fails to notice the service supplier altogether.   
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