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A.  Conceptual Framework

The methodological approach for monitoring the evolution of MobileMAN and evaluating its socio-cultural and economic potential builds upon a solid body of social science studies of information technology and society.  It is based on the following key issues and conceptual foundations:

I. The inter-dynamics of technological innovation and societal change

· Technological change is not to be seen as the driver for social evolution, as an autonomous and irresistible force to which society has to adapt; 

· Social and technical issues are always intertwined.  In order to capture the dynamic interplay between technology and social life, new information technologies must be understood both in relation to other technologies, as well as in relation to the social context of their creation and use; 

· We believe in the concept of ‘co-evolution’ and accordingly look beyond the formula of societal impacts.  Indeed, new information technologies are not simply transferred from the system designers to the users.  Different social groups transform, adapt and reinterpret technologies in ways often not anticipated by the technical system and policy designers;  

· The emergence of advanced information technologies throws up new choices and dilemmas related to its potential uses vis-a-vis existing knowledge and practices. People do not simply ‘surrender’ to the imperatives of new technologies; they retain control of how to integrate them in their production strategies, resource availability and social desires. 

II.  Real vs. Virtual Communities

· The source, nature and faith of community, traditionally considered as a localised group intermediate between primary groups such as family and societal formations such as national governments and regional entities, has been a long standing concern in social science. 

· Advanced information technologies have led many scholars to develop optimistic views about their potential role in the creation of ‘virtual communities’, understood as arenas of personal engagement and long-standing, caring relationships unconstrained by territorial boundaries and geographical distance. 

· Some scholars have expressed their concern over the effects of information technology on community.  It is recognised that the same technology that can foster a sense of community may also be used to restrict access to technology and other resources.  

· Gender, linguistic, social, economic and cultural boundaries maintain and separate communities that can be both reinforced and overcome by advanced information technologies.  The same technology that can foster a sense of community in some cases, may also be used to restrict access. 

· The effects of advanced information technologies on community are still to be understood in their full complexity and hence call for further systematic research.

III.  Impacts and responses to technological innovations: the importance of social heterogeneity 

· Communities are not constituted by socially homogeneous groups of people.  It is necessary to underline the importance of social heterogeneity and to recognise that new information technologies have generated diversified responses. 

· Standardised patterns of technology transfer need to be questioned by recognising the strategic contributions that people’s knowledge, organisational practices and participation can make to information technology development.  
· Within different groups there are different ‘pacesetters’ in adopting advanced information technologies who distinguish themselves demographically, socio-economically, culturally and attitudinally.  Understanding who are the ‘innovators’, the ‘non-adopters’, the ‘resisters’, the ‘adapters’ and the ‘alienated’ and what characterises them is one of the objectives of SUPSI’s socio-economic model.
B) Methodological Approach

The development of a detailed methodological approach to study the social dimensions of MobileMAN cannot occur in isolation and requires a concerted effort by all actors involved in the project.  It will be prepared during the first project year by DLS in close consultation of all research partners.  We intend to explore the viability of the following research activities, that can roughly be attributed to three distinct research phases:
Phase I:  Participatory Design 

There are significant socio-cultural distances between user communities and communication technology designers that may impede to anticipate users’ needs and concerns.  This calls for the need to adopt a participatory design methodology, a more open and inclusive design strategy that goes beyond the manipulative involvement of stakeholders.  We thus recognise the importance of linking contrasting modes of knowledge, the so-called ‘expert’ knowledge and the ‘peoples’ knowledge.  We plan to organise regular encounters among various categories of stakeholders and information designers.  By means of focus groups we aim at facilitating communication between information technology designers and potential future users’ groups.  

Phase II:  Monitoring and Evaluating pilot uses of MobileMAN 

The MobileMAN prototype will be pilot tested by a group of people associated to the designers whose uses, adaptations and problems encountered will be closely monitored.  During this pilot implementation phase we aim at helping to identify technology-driven problems and opportunities and new uses for MobileMan to better ensure that the technology advances promote and improve the general welfare. 
Phase III: Evaluating the socio-cultural and economic potential of


MobileMAN 

In a third phase the socio-cultural and economic potential of MobileMAN will be tested by means of empirical research with a relatively large population as to gain a broad perception of the system’s potentials.  We envision to test MobileMAN with a virtual community of university students and a virtual community of disabled and aged people.  Our aim is to assess how these diverse groups could incorporate MobileMAN into their everyday lives at work, home, university and play and how it influences the social relationships associated to these various domains.  Ultimately we intend to find out MobileMAN’s potentials and limits in broadening people’s network of social relationships.

