
136 ImmersIve technology

WeCanBeHeroes
The democratisation of gadgetry and the mainstreaming of social media  
are behind a widespread consumer switch to digital technology.  
Products such as Apple’s iPod are used intuitively and Web 2.0 sites  
allow web users to publish and connect without any technical know-how. 
Because of this, we are moving from Web 2.0 to a world of ever-on,  
multi-active media, where entertainment not only surrounds us, but can  
be controlled by our brains as well as our bodies, writes Priyanka Kanse.
Illustrations by HORT, www.hort.org.uk
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The social media phenomenon has  
turned our computers into agents of 
participation, community and creativity. 
‘Virtual communication is the way that  
we reach through the screen and affect 
each others lives,’ says Howard Rheingold, 
author of Smart Mobs – The Next  
Social Revolution and visiting professor  
at Stanford University. 

Touch, Talk, TanTalise
Now that there is no need for an 
instruction manual, people are using 
technology to touch, talk and tantalise  
on and offline. ‘fifteen years ago there 
were small communities of early adopters,’ 
says Chris Baker, senior editor at Wired 
magazine. ‘Just about everyone knew 
a smattering of HTML and there was 
a shared delight in what people were 
making. Everyone got very excited when 
they tried to envision what our collective 
efforts would add up to. Now social media 
has lowered the barrier to entry so that  
the much larger community of web users 
can have the same sort of freedom to  
create and share that early adopter geeks 
had in the mid90s.’

Social networks are the public face of 
this movement. An estimated 272 million 
people worldwide use a social networking 
site, according to Universal McCann’s 
Wave 3 report. As we shall see, they are 
driving a more vital, virtual and immersive 
shift in how we entertain ourselves and 
consume media.   

Clever brands are using social media 
to include and empower their consumers. 
Tennent’s has created the Tennent’s 
Mutual, a programme of music events 
curated by it’s customers. The Scottish 
lager brand has invested a start-up fund 
of £150k, but how it will be spent, as well 
as venue choice and ticket prices, will 
be decided by those who sign up to the 
Tennent’s Mutual. 

ViRTual PRoMoTion
Nabbr, a self-styled ‘virtual music 
promoter’, works with clients such Sony, 
BMG and Universal and sends out  
widgets to a quoted 36m users. Nabbr 
observes which promotional works 
are viewed by networkers and uses the 
information to target them with new 
releases and offers from music brands  
or labels promoting similar artists. 

The Social Gaming Network  
(a property of Webs.com), uses a similar 
approach. It designs games such as 
Warbook, Streetrace and Fight Club, 
which can be installed on Facebook  
sites. It then uses the data acquired about 
those who download the games to help 
brands selling similar products to target 
their advertising and marketing messages. 
To date, more than six million users  
have installed these games on their 
Facebook sites, with half a million playing 
them daily. In order to play, many users 
are happy to watch embedded advertising 
from sponsor partners.

uniTeD inTeResTs
The next stage of social networking, 
however, will not be governed by large 
companies that attempt to provide  
for everyone, but by niche groups that 
bring users with a common interest 
together. Ning and ONEsite, for example, 
allow consumers to create their own 
networks around subjects they love,  
from netball to death metal, much as  
they do in real life. Insoshi takes 
participation even further and creates  
an open-source networking platform  
that allows users to continually improve 
and expand the software.

We are already seeing grouping 
behaviour in virtual worlds such as  
Second Life, Gaia Online, Sora City 
and MadWolf Software’s The Manor. 
Residents seek out others with similar 
interests and create areas in which to 
congregate. Alongside community aspects, 
Gaia incorporates elements of massively 
multiplayer online role-playing games 
(MMORPGs) with inbuilt games  
and challenges. 

‘Phenomena like Second Life and 
World of Warcraft are activities which 
draw us in, and at the same time away  
from old conceptions of the computer’, 
says Abigail Sellen, senior researcher  
at Microsoft Research in Cambridge.  
‘As a result, when we use computers, we’ll 
think more about the activities we are 
engaged in rather than the fact that we are 
interacting with a computer.’   
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We are moving from Web 2.0 to a world 
of ever-on, multi-active media, where 
entertainment can be controlled by both 
brains and bodies 

The social media phenomenon has turned 
our computers into agents of participation, 
community and creativity

Social media has lowered the barrier to entry 
to a much larger community of web users 

Social networks are driving a more vital, 
virtual and immersive shift in how we 
entertain ourselves and consume media

Brands are already using social media to 
include and empower consumers

The next stage of social networking will be 
governed by niche groups that bring together 
users with a common interest 

Immersion into social media and  
virtual worlds heralds the beginning  
of the ubiquitous web, a state of  
continuous connectivity

The games industry has been the quickest to 
act in terms of blurring boundaries between 
physical and virtual worlds and spaces

RFID chips are already being embedded in 
everything from buildings to ham

Future technology will be controlled  
by the mind

Consumers will increasingly demand 
technology that connects them to  
their environments in more emotional  
and tactile ways

Haptics (touch technology) and 3D 
technology are developing rapidly; 
holographic projections are up-and-coming

Marketers are excited about the possibilities 
of screens with greater interactivity

Brain-computer interfaces have the power to 
control devices by thought alone

The excitement around immersive 
technology is not the technology itself, but the 
opportunity for communication 
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Left: Continual connectivity and social networking: 
The worldwide web has given users the ability  
to create and inhabit different social groups;  
they overlap, create connections and form  
a continuous cycle
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social WoRlDs
The next generation of MMORPGs  
will not take place on a PC screen,  
but via mobile. Google’s Android 
platform, which the company describes 
as open-source, is being pushed to the 
limits by developers. W2Pi’s WiFi Army 
is a first-person shoot-’em-up game played 
using the phone’s camera and a Google 
Maps application. Gamers search for other 
players and try to build a loyal army of 
fighters, using the voice function of their 
phones to communicate.

This immersion into social media and 
virtual worlds heralds the beginning of 
the ubiquitous web, a state of continuous 
connectivity. It alters our perception of 
leisure activity. Sun Microsystem’s mantra 
‘the network is the computer’ will become 
true as consumers start to consider internet 
access in the same way they think about 
electricity: ubiquitous and plentiful.  
Next-generation mobile phones will 
function as constant portals to the web. 
New handsets such as Polymer Vision’s 
Readius incorporate pull-out e-paper 
screens for richer browsing.

‘I think you’ll see some more 3D virtual 
world aspects seep into social media,’ says 
Chris Baker of Wired. ‘I also think that 
social media will be become something 
we all take with us on mobile devices, 
so there’s a chance of more interaction 
with our surroundings. I envision the 
future of social media as an extra layer of 
data about your surroundings, but one 
that’s unintrusive – we won’t want to be 
constantly bombarded with info, it’ll be 
more low-level and ambient.’ 

Microblogging services such as Jaiku 
and Twitter, which provide instant updates 
via text to the user’s network, are gaining 
popularity, especially among a freelance 
community deprived of office banter. 
Users are constantly aware of their friends’ 
movements and broadcast their own. 

BluRRinG BounDaRies
The games industry has been the quickest 
to act in terms of blurring boundaries 
between these physical and virtual worlds 
and spaces. Popular consumer consoles 
such as Nintendo’s Wii and Sony’s EyeToy 
peripheral bring motion-sensor and 
computer vision technologies into the 
home. LG’s Secret phone is equipped with 
motion sensors that allow users to play 

games by shaking and tilting the phone. 
Mixed reality games that are played online 
and offline simultaneously are increasingly 
popular (see inset box). Nintendo invited 
Nintendo DS players to play ‘Treasure 
Quest: Enoshima – Treasure of the 
Dragon’ on the island of Enoshima,  
just outside Tokyo, creating a physical 
meeting space for owners of the  
handheld console. Players use  
the wireless function of the DS to  
find clues and work out their screen  
and real-life locations.

‘You don’t need to programme  
the game,’ says Rolf R Hainich,  
author of The End of Hardware.  
‘You deliver the tools and every- 
thing else happens. The passively 
multiplayer online game (PMOG)  
adds a secondary level of interactivity  
to daily web use. A browser extension 
tracks internet use and awards datapoints 
for every URL visited. Players can use 
these points to leave gifts for other  
players on random websites or to prank 
friends, planting datapoint-depleting 
mines on web pages.’

TWo-scReen TanGo
However, the blurring of technologies  
is becoming second nature outside of  
the gaming arena. A Harris Interactive 
survey on behalf of Blinkx found that  
78% of adults do the ‘two-screen tango’, 
using the internet to accompany their 
tv viewing. Interestingly, 62% of these 
tangoing users do not use the internet to 
find content related to the tv programme 
they are watching, but rather to add 
new layers of value, insight, knowledge 
and visual depth to the main image or 
programme they are scanning.

This is a manifestation of what 
consultant and writer Linda Stone calls  
‘continuous partial attention’: paying 
partial attention to everything and 
anything in an effort not to miss out.  
‘To be busy, to be connected, is to be  
alive, to be recognised, and to matter,’ 
writes Stone. And while humans connect 
and interact constantly, the objects  
around us will be doing the same.   
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Above: Digital vs. organic: 
Immersive technology has blurred  
the boundaries between the physical and 
virtual. The digital and organic are 
coming together to create new possibilities

Right: The Animated Textile  
project by subTela

Wearable technology
Textiles embedded with lights will help us 
communicate feelings and emotions. 

At subTela, part of the Hexagram Institute 
for Research/Creation in Media Arts and 
Technologies in Montreal, Barbara Layne 
and her team create intelligent textiles by 
introducing LEDs into the mix. The subTela 
Animated Textiles project includes a pair of 
jackets that synchronise when the wearers 
hold hands to display LED messages. The 
Twining project, in association with dancer 
and choreographer Yacov Sharir, uses a LED 
display on his jacket to provide cues to the 
other dancers on stage.

Philips’ concept project SKIN explores 
the integration of emotive technology into 
garments and jewellery, including an electronic 
tattoo film and stick-on body sensors.

Sonali Sridhar and Mouna Andraos  
from New York University have created  
a ‘printed organism’, which grows on  
a pre-existing garment. Thermochromic  
inks and conductive fabric and threads  
cause a pattern to emerge on the jacket.

Designer Hannah Perner-Wilson’s project 
‘Clothing that arranges the body’ is a 
garment that is influenced by the outside flow 
of electricity. Instead of plugs and sockets, 
the electrical current flows through material 
magnetic fastenings.

Wearable technology specialists 
CuteCircuit’s Accessory Nerve is a Bluetooth-
enabled sleeve that creates pleats when  
the wearer receives phone calls. Every caller 
has a unique pattern that the wearer will  
learn to recognise. If they are busy they  
can simply smooth the pleats and the  
caller will receive a text message. Their 
KineticDress has sensors that respond to 
the wearer’s movement. Depending on 
the amount and speed of the movement 
electroluminescent embroidery lights up.

subtela.hexagram.ca/blog/ 
www.design.philips.com/probes/projects/
dresses/index.page 
www.junksoup.com/fhp/ 
www.plusea.at 
www.cutecircuit.com
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RaDio Ga-Ga
RFID chips move us closer to this 
world where connectivity is literally all 
around. RFID chips are already being 
embedded in everything from buildings 
to ham, to help us find our way or prove 
product authenticity. Modular flooring 
manufacturer InterfaceFLOR has  
created an RFID carpet that provides 
information on maintenance and also 
allows for targeted cleaning by robot. 
Adding moisture and temperature  
sensors could mean that the carpet  
is constantly performing a building  
health-check. 

UK theme park Alton Towers has 
introduced ‘Your Day’, a personalised  
dvd service. Guests wear RFID wristbands 
that are read by RFID antennas, matching 
their footage as they enjoy the rides.  
The dvd is available to buy at the end of 
the day. Nokia researcher Rafael Ballagas 
has similarly created a prototype ‘magic 
wand’ that tourists could wave to be told  
of interesting places nearby. The wand 
works with simple GPS technology. 

FuTuRe GaMinG
Futurologist Ian Pearson worked on a 
recent report for online and high street 
retailer Comet that created a snapshot of 
how gadgets will look 75 years from now. 
According to Pearson, future gaming 
park technology, and, eventually, the kind 
we find in our homes, will allow us to 
accomplish even more amazing feats  
with our minds. 

Imagine, he says, a memory recorder: 
a piece of technology that would record 
the Alton Towers experience and allow 
playback to all five senses! As greater 
interaction sets in between the human 
nervous system and electronic devices, 
many believe the logical outcome will 
be gadgets that allow us to record our 
memories. Unlike the digital cameras  
and camcorders of today, these devices  
will record the sights, sounds and 
sensations we experience, recreating  
touch, taste, smell and emotion, and play 
them back as if we were there again. 

eMo-connecTions
‘I think the next big thing is where IT 
meets biotechnology,’ says Pearson. ‘With 
this technology, the really critical point is 
the connection of nerve endings to silicone 
for electronics; basically, being able to 
interface to the nervous system. That 
will allow us to pick up our thoughts and 
sensations, record and replay them.’

In the interim, he believes consumers 
will increasingly demand technology that 
connects them to their environments  
in more emotional and tactile ways. 
‘We may well be moving into an era 
where there will be more diverse ways of 
delivering output,’ says Abigail Sellen of 
Microsoft Research. ‘Screens large and 
small will continue to have an important 
place here as the visual medium is so 
powerful. However, in the research world, 
we are seeing other kinds of systems such 
as those involving wearable displays, 
haptic feedback (touch), and even games 
which are mainly audio-based.’

Haptic gloves allow wearers to  
control on-screen movement, such as 
brandishing a sword or picking up and 
playing with objects. The TN Games  
3rd Space haptic vest allows gamers to feel 
a punch, a body slam or a shot without  
a hospital visit. The vest is studded with 
tiny computerised air pistons and will  
be joined by sleeves and trouser legs by  
the end of the year. 

Scientists are also working on the 
‘haptic chameleon’, a user interface that 
can be shaped to change its function. 
‘Imagine a games console where you could 
shape the controller into the item you 
needed,’ says Amanda Gore, founding 
partner of trend consultancy PSFK 
London. ‘Extra-sensitive haptic controllers 
could be used to feel and test products 
when buying online.’

The Philips VIBE emotional sensing 
necklace can read multiple biometric 
signals of its wearer and communicate 
them to other devices, and even other 
wearers. This technology could create  
more realistic and honest gaming 
experiences, or could be used to control 
the ambience of a physical environment. 
‘When you walk into the house it could 
recognise and react to your mood 
accordingly, surrounding you with ambient 
lighting or pumping uplifting or soothing 
aromas into a room,’ says Gore. 142 

Haptics
Technology that helps us cross geographic 
boundaries using vibration and touch will 
enable the social connectivity of the future. 

CuteCircuit’s Hug Shirt™ is a Bluetooth 
accessory that delivers a hug to the wearer. 
When the wearer hugs themselves, sensors 
record the strength of the hug, skin 
warmth and heart beat. The shirt then 
sends the hug to another shirt wearer.  
For those without shirts, synthetic hugs 
can be created using special software.

The National University of Singapore’s 
Mixed Reality Lab created the Internet 
Pajama, a mobile doll enabled with  
a pressure-sensing circuit that can sense 
varying levels of pressure and warmth  
and replicate the hug accordingly. 
Designed with hard-working parents in 
mind, the Internet Pajama changes colour 
according to the distance between parent 
and child and also can display emoticons. 
The researchers here have also thought 
about human relationships with their  
pets and created Metazoa Ludens, a mixed 
reality game that sees pets chasing food. 
The remote player sees a human-like avatar 
in place of the bait, as though the pet is 
chasing the avatar.

While haptics is not a replacement for 
human touch, in a world where people 
are increasingly kept apart due to work 
commitments and physical distance it is a 
way to establish and maintain connections.

www.cutecircuit.com 
www.mixedrealitylab.org

Left: Hug Shirt™ by Cute Circuit
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Below: Evolution of screen technology: 
Web 2.0 and continuous developments  
in technology are moving us towards  
3D screens, real-time apps and more  
engaged relationships
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scReen eVoluTion
The third dimension is the next evolution 
of screen technology, creating a richer user 
experience for gamers and networkers.  
Swiss firm Horao has created NOVA, a 
multi-media 3D screen installation consisting 
of thousands of LED clusters. ‘The barrier 
to entry has been lower than we expected. 
People start playing and interacting with the 
screen quite naturally. In fact, people expect 
to be able to change and influence the 
content, even create their own,’ says Martina 
Eberle, co-founder and director of Horao.

Philips WOWvx technology uses a 
surface of lenticular lenses to split images 
between right and left eyes, convincing 
the brain that it is seeing 3D. ‘Colour tv 
has become the standard; only when you 
see a black and white screen do you say 
‘that’s old-fashioned’,’ says Hans Driessen 
from Philips Research. ‘In 2020 consumers 
will see 3D as standard.’ Driessen and his 
colleagues are working on creating screens 
where objects can be moved around. 
‘These things are feasible,’ he says. ‘It’s just 
a matter of finding the right application.’

Driessen adds that it is important for 
consumers to have 3D content available 

before a changeover. George Lucas  
already has plans to convert the Star Wars 
trilogy into 3D and he and James Cameron 
shoot all their new films in the format.  
We will see a spate of post-production 
companies whose job it is to bring the 
third dimension to 2D content, much  
like the addition of colour to old black  
and white films. 

And, just as we get used to this kind 
of visual, holographic projection will 
come and blow us all away. Holographic 
projections have already been used by 
Al Gore and Prince Charles to deliver 
recorded messages at Live Earth and the 
World Future Energy Summit respectively. 
If pressure to cut flights turns into 
legislation, this technology will be an 
environmentally friendly option for board 
meetings and conference calls. 

Digital outdoor media specialist 
MediaZest has created holographic 
projections for shop windows. In the  
C&A on Kurfürstendamm in Berlin,  
the company projected a life-size  
lingerie model in the shop front with  
a webcam broadcasting the ogling  
public to a website.

‘With the internet providing tough 
competition high street retailers need 
to make their stores attractive, modern, 
innovative and dynamic,’ says Andy 
Hawkins, MediaZest sales and marketing 
director. Holographic projections currently 
require low lighting to provide maximum 
impact, limiting their use, but this will 
change and we can expect to see holographic 
projections in the living room in future.

enTeRTainMenT caVes
Image content does not have to stop at the 
edge of a screen. Imagine watching sports 
via a format where the walls become the 
crowd and the floorspace becomes the 
pitch. Researchers at Iowa State University’s 
Virtual Reality Applications Center have 
created ‘entertainment caves’ that display 
moving images across the whole room. 

Combine their work with 3D tv and  
you could have a dedicated tv room in  
your house that allows you to close the 
door and become a part of your favourite 
nature or sports programme, according  
to the panel of experts in Comet’s ‘Batteries 
to Broadband and Beyond’ report,  
by The Future Laboratory.  144 

Right: Immersive, connected environments: 
In a world of connectivity where we 
continuously send and receive information, 
pattern recognition becomes a new form  
of communication
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Mixing live and online games,  
augmented reality games (ARG) create 
new communities united by a desire  
to solve puzzles online and off. 

The University of Nottingham’s  
Mixed Reality Laboratory is home to 
augmented reality gaming specialists  
Blast Theory. They have created 
traversable interfaces, screens through 
which you step to enter a virtual world  
and games such as Rider Spoke, which 
sees cyclists travel through a city finding 
hiding places and trying to recognise  
the hideouts of others.

Perplex City is a deeply involving 
game created by Mind Candy. The first 
incarnation lasted for over two years 
and gamers eagerly await the second, 
the release of which has been delayed. 
Speaking at the PSFK Conference in 
London, Dan Hon, former COO of Mind 
Candy spoke of how quickly the players 
solved complex puzzles together. ‘Our 
players are very driven and sometimes a 

bit psychotic,’ he joked. Some of the live 
elements of the game included  
a banner plane flying over Manchester 
with a keyword and hi-tech treasure hunts 
in London and New York. Players even 
wrote books so their characters could 
become published authors, a requirement 
to gain access to a part of the game.

To promote the Halo 2 video game for 
Microsoft’s Xbox, 42 Entertainment created 
a game called I Love Bees. Previous ARG 
(augmented reality game) players received 
a honey bear in the post that contained 
plastic letters that spelt ‘I love bees’. 
During a Halo advert before the film I, 
Robot, the web address for a site ostensibly 
about beekeeping flashed up (www.
ilovebees.com). ARG fans realised this 
was a puzzle to be solved and set about 
a task which involved deciphering MP3 
transmissions and being at payphones 
worldwide to receive clues. In his book We 
Think, Charles Leadbeater cities  
I Love Bees as an example. ‘We Think [is] 

my term to comprehend how we think, 
play, work and create, together, en masse, 
thanks to the web.’

www.blasttheory.co.uk 
www.perplexcity.com 
www.42entertainment.com

Augmented reality gaming

143

Below: Live clue on a railing in New York  
as part of immersive game Perplex City 
created by Mind Candy
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Philips’ amBX gaming system aims  
to create an arena where lighting, 
vibrations, air movement and sound  
work together to create an truly immersive 
experience. Gamers would ‘feel’ the  
action from the movement of vehicles,  
the rumble of explosions and the wind  
on their faces.

Touch conTRol
Using touch to control technology  
seems natural, and is a major reason 
for the success of Apple’s iPhone. Sergi 
Jordà, musician and course director of 
music at the Universitat Pompeu Fabra in 
Barcelona, has created the ReacTable,  
a collaborative musical instrument that 
works when users move objects over 
a touch-sensitive tabletop. Icelandic 
musician Björk used the ReacTable  
on her Volta world tour. 

Multitouch Environment Research 
Barcelona (MERB) in Catalonia has 
created Multitouch Crayon Physics,  
a touchscreen that allows users to draw 
objects with their fingers, then play with 
them. For example, you could draw the 
characters needed to play the computer 
game Pong, and then start playing.

The Khronos Projector allows viewers 
to bend space and time within video 
footage by touching the screen. Its creator 
Alvaro Cassinelli, assistant professor at  
the University of Tokyo, wants consumers 
to stop treating technology as delicate.  
‘I have to fight this attitude, which is 
deeply rooted in most people for a very 
simple reason: normal screens are rather 
delicate pieces of hardware, made of glass 
and the like. They are cold, rigid windows 
to the digital world. It was one of my goals 
to challenge this state of things, by having 
a screen that can be caressed or even 

punched – an interface that will accept 
natural human attitudes towards a real 
physical object.’ 

Marketers are excited about the possibil- 
ities of screens with greater interactivity. 
Various agencies have expressed interest in 
the Khronos Projector and its implications 
for advertising. ‘When advertising reacts 
to the observer and engages him or her in 
a physical way it will have ten times the 
impact of present-day ads,’ says Cassinelli. 

Man anD Machine
So far, we have discussed innovations that 
fall into the human-computer interaction 
(HCI) category. However, the most radical 
shift will come with the introduction of 
brain-computer interfaces (BCIs) with the 
power to control devices by thought alone. 
In medical trials, we are already seeing 
a paralytics control computer cursors 
and wheelchairs by thought, and speech 
prosthetics that work when the user thinks 
the words they want to say. 

Early-adopting gamers will be the first 
to bring BCIs into their personal lives. 
Headsets by Californian companies Emotiv 
Systems and NeuroSky will incorporate 
electroencephalographic (EEG) sensors 
to read neural signals. Emotiv Systems’ 
EPOC, a wireless headset that allows users 
to control gameplay with their minds, will 
allow gamers and virtual world inhabitants 
to project physical facial expressions onto 
their avatars. The outcome of tasks and 
stories in video games will be dependent 
on user emotion. NeuroSky’s MindSet™ 
neural headset offers similar features and 
can also talk to the user’s PC and phone. 
Consumer BCIs currently use non-invasive 
sensors to detect brainwave patterns,  
but the future could see hardcore gamers 
opting for implanted sensors.

Tech ReVoluTion
‘In my opinion we are on the cusp of 
something revolutionary,’ says Greg 
O’Byrne, product manager, software 
developer and technology blogger for 
techRivet. ‘The advent of operational, 
consumer-affordable BCI devices has 
the potential to change how we interact 
with our environment. BCI will make its 
first impact in gaming. This is for several 
reasons. Firstly, gamers are early adopters 
of technology, and secondly, the gaming 
interfaces are well defined. There will  
be a unit on the market within the year.’

The excitement around immersive 
technology is not the technology itself, 
but the opportunity for communication 
with each other. We could become so 
surrounded by technology that life itself 
will almost become a video game. ‘As 
games come out into the real world, we 
may be players in a virtual world without 
knowing it, and without explicitly opting 
in,’ says Abigail Sellen of Microsoft 
Research. Many experts are voicing 
concerns about privacy and data security 
and are calling for governments to assign 
responsibility for both. 

Many futurologists and researchers 
are keen to explore Web 3.0, the semantic 
web: an internet that anticipates the 
needs of its users. However, we are only 
at the beginning of the social media 
journey. Speaking at the Web 2.0 Expo 
in San Francisco, Clay Shirky, author of 
Here Comes Everybody, sounds a note 
of warning. ‘Media that’s targeted at you 
but doesn’t include you may not be worth 
sitting still for.’

Right: BCI – Brain Computer Interface: 
Brain patterns now have more in common 
with the intuitive and ‘human’ way  
software is evolving – including the need  
or desire to connect
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The advent of Web 3.0 heralds the start of  
a whole new social media venture.  
The broadband technical implications  
are pretty clear: the human ones less so.

We will see even faster cellular networks; wifi 
hotspots and recharging posts will boom; there will 
also be a mushrooming of gadgets to connect with 
these; we will carry social media on our mobiles to 
enable more interaction with our surroundings; 
RFID chips will move us closer to a world where 
connectivity is all around; screen technology will 
evolve into the third dimension; and ultimately we 
will have screens with even greater interactivity 
– the most radical being the introduction of brain-
computer interfaces (BCI).

As The Economist recently pointed out, people 
once looked on the car as nothing more than a 
faster horse. Yet it led to entirely new cities, urban 
sprawl, shopping malls and health threats such as 
obesity. By the same token, wireless technology is 
more than just a cleverer phone. Interconnectivity 
and the social-media phenomenon is going to lead 
to some drastic changes in lifestyle.

More and more will be done on the move and, 
wherever we go, we will always be in contact with 
other people and with information. We will move 
away from fixed offices and sedentary work-
spaces. Wireless technology is changing 9am and 
5pm rush-hours into more varied ‘daisy-chain’ 
patterns. Multi-tasking will become the norm. 
And, after giving so much of our ‘real’ lives to the 
internet, the next step will be to create a purely 
online representation; there will be a blurring 
of surroundings between physical and virtual. 
Many believe that social media will encourage us 
to become more collaborative and creative!

However, all these new freedoms come at a cost. 
It is getting harder and harder to find excuses 
to be offline, even when flying. The day might 
come when we seek out wifi coldspots rather than 
hotspots. Permanent mobile connectivity might 
keep us in constant contact with family and social 
circles, but it has the counter-effect of making 
it harder to bring in outsiders. Sociologists 
already worry about the web creating isolated 
cliques, leading to breakdowns in normal social 
communication. Cameras on mobile phones 
have already turned everyone into reporters and 
paparazzi; Web 3.0 promises many new freedoms 
but also the shackles of constant surveillance.
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