Internet Changing Society, Says McKenna 
Silicon Valley guru speaks at Connect '96

The social change made possible by the Internet and related technologies will have at least as much impact on the world as the automobile and television, a leading technology marketer told an assembly of electronic networkers meeting at Stanford University in Palo Alto, CA, this month.
Regis McKenna, founder and chairman of Gemini McKenna, High Tech Strategies (formerly Regis McKenna, Inc.) of Palo Alto, spoke to Connect '96, a global conference of leaders interested in establishing interconnected regional electronic networks. McKenna has helped launch such companies as Apple Computer and Intel Corp.
The early automobile was developed by hobbyists in much the same way as the personal computer was, McKenna said. But it took a national highway system before the public accepted cars and used them to change their way of living. The differences with the Internet are that the social change is not dependent on government action this time, and the change is happening much faster. "When technological innovation was highly institutionalized, the diffusion of that technology into society was very slow," he said. "But it led to a change in the social makeup of society." A similar change is now beginning to happen on a global level with the Internet, and it will happen "somewhat independent of the wealth of a nation," McKenna said. "The low cost of developing this technology allows countries around the world to share in the information network. Costs are coming down continuously and access is going to be provided to everyone, anywhere, all the time. Half the people in the world have not even made a phone call, but in the next decade, satellites will make it more economical and faster."
"Half the people in the world have not even made a phone call, but in the next decade, satellites will make it more economical and faster."
McKenna noted three social changes already evident from the advance of global information networks: 

Society is becoming more diverse, and that has led to some fragmentation. "In a way, we are on our way to mass customization," he said. "The ability to segment markets heads in this direction. For example, over 200 languages are spoken in this county." 

The complexity and the number of choices in our lives also has increased. "I do not see this becoming less in the next half century," he noted. "We see a sort of constant turmoil in society-constant dissatisfaction. We are very insecure in a boundaryless world, with instant information." 

Things now tend to happen in realtime, without any chance for pause or contemplation. "The instantaneous nature of networking allows us to participate in realtime activities. We used to sit back and reflect on things. Now there's almost no time even for planning. By the time you put out a six-month plan, the marketplace has changed."
But in spite of the changes, "Networks are a way of rising above this diversity and fragmentation and bringing people back together again," McKenna said. In addition, the role and power of the individual are increasing. "There are 200 million computers in the world and 50 million fax machines. Today, the individual is accessing the big corporate databases. Government is worried about the individual breaking into their files. In the '50s we were worried about government getting information on us. So it's a complete reversal of what happened before." 
Because of these changes, businesses are becoming more and more engaged in social institutions, to an extent not seen 10 years ago, McKenna said. "The corporation today has to engage itself. And the medium for engaging is not only the corporate intranet but the public Internet."
McKenna said networking equipment makers such as Sun Microsystems and Cisco Systems are the only ones making much money off the Internet so far. "Making money may not be the best way to use the Internet. It may be free and it may best be a free mechanism. The Internet is growing because people are using it and people need it. We have never seen a technology that has expanded so rapidly and moved into the home so rapidly." 
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The Internet offers the hope of a more democratic society. By promoting a decentralized form of social mobilization, it is said, the Internet can help us to renovate our institutions and liberate ourselves from our authoritarian legacies. The Internet does indeed hold these possibilities, but they are hardly inevitable. In order for the Internet to become a tool for social progress, not a tool of oppression or another centralized broadcast medium or simply a waste of money, concerned citizens must understand the different ways in which the Internet can become embedded in larger social processes. 

In thinking about culturally appropriate ways of using technologies like the Internet, the best starting-point is with people -- coherent communities of people and the ways they think together. Let us consider an example. A photocopier company asked an anthropologist named Julian Orr to study its repair technicians and recommend the best ways to use technology in supporting their work. Orr took a broad view of the technicians' lives, learning some of their skills and following them around. Each morning the technicians would come to work, pick up their company vehicles, and drive to customers' premises where photocopiers needed fixing; each evening they would return to the company, go to a bar together, and drink beer. Although the company had provided the technicians with formal training, Orr discovered that they actually acquired much of their expertise informally while drinking beer together. Having spent the day contending with difficult repair problems, they would entertain one another with "war stories", and these stories often helped them with future repairs. He suggested, therefore, that the technicians be given radio equipment so that they could remain in contact all day, telling stories and helping each other with their repair tasks. 

As Orr's story suggests, people think together best when they have something important in common. Networking technologies can often be used to create a space for "communities of practice", like the photocopier technicians, to think together in their own ways. This is perhaps the most common use of the Internet: discussion groups organized by people who wish to pool their information and ideas about a topic of shared interest. At the same time, we should not consider the Internet in isolation. Regardless of whether they are located in the same geographic region or distributed around the world, a community's members will typically think together using several media, such as the telephone, electronic mail, printed publications, and face-to-face meetings, and the Internet is best conceived as simply one component of this larger ecology of media. 

Simply putting everyone on the Internet, however, will not ensure that they share their thinking with one another. A global accounting firm tried to pool its employees' knowledge using an expensive software package called Lotus Notes, but it was disappointed to discover that the employees did not share anything very important. A business professor named Wanda Orlikowski discovered the problem: because the employees were competing for promotions, they had an incentive to keep their knowledge secret. As this case suggests, many applications of the Internet fail because the technology is poorly matched with the culture of the institution that adopts it. 

Social networks also influence the adoption of new technologies: if the members of a community already have social connections to one another then they are more likely to benefit from technological connections. Every culture has its own distinctive practices for creating and maintaining social networks, and a society will be healthier in political and economic terms when these practices are functioning well. For example, it has long been a mystery why the people of Sarajevo have maintained their tolerant, pluralistic culture as terrible wars rage around them. A visit to the city, however, makes one reason entirely obvious: Sarajevo is organized around a pedestrian mall about two kilometers long, and the people entertain themselves by walking the length of this mall, meeting their acquaintances, and stopping for coffee. Social connections are thus continually renewed, and people are led naturally to introduce their friends to one another. 

To take another example, Hungary remained a relatively healthy society during the Soviet occupation largely because of its well-developed social networks, based on a tradition of close life-long relationships among the members of each gymnasium class. The social networks of Silicon Valley, by contrast, depend on workplace connections. People frequently move to new jobs, but they assiduously maintain their relationships with their previous coworkers, even when those coworkers get new jobs themselves, so that they will have people to call the next time they are looking for work. 

As these examples illustrate, the practices of social networking vary considerably, and each practice is knitted into the larger workings of the society. Authoritarian societies will attempt to suppress the cultural practices of networking, and democratic societies will promote them. Broad implementation of the Internet is one way to promote social networking, and the existing practices of networking can offer clues to the most effective ways of implementing the Internet. Of course, much of the spread of the Internet is spontaneous: so long as the telephone system works reasonably well, Internet service providers can spring up to offer Internet service to anyone who wants it. In an affluent society with strong social networks, this might be enough. But when resources are more limited or the cultural practices of networking have been weakened by a history of authoritarianism, state policies have some hope of promoting Internet use. The most obvious policy, simply plugging everybody in, is far too expensive and does not address the social and cultural issues. It is much better, not to mention cheaper, to take a modest, targeted approach. Building on experience in the United States and the analysis I have developed above, let me offer ten conclusions that might guide a country's development of a culturally appropriate Internet policy: 

1. Resist the standard sales pitch for new technology. This sales pitch, which is found in every part of the world, plays on your fears of being left behind by technological change. It treats all of your experience and common sense as obsolete things of the past, and invites you to release your grip on the past by buying lots of technology. Unless you have a coherent plan that builds on your experience and common sense, however, buying a lot of machinery will not save you from being left behind. 

2. Do not spend vast sums of money to buy machinery that you are going to set down on top of existing dysfunctional institutions. The Internet, for example, will not fix your schools. Perhaps the Internet can be part of a much larger and more complicated plan for fixing your schools, but simply installing an Internet connection will almost surely be a waste of money. 

3. Focus on developing people, not machinery. Learning how to use the Internet is primarily a matter of institutional arrangements, not technical skills. Therefore, invite proposals for demonstration projects that enable your institutions to learn how to use the machinery. Once the institutions are ready to digest large amounts of machinery, the machinery will be cheaper. 

4. Build Internet civil society. Find those people in every sector of society that want to use the Internet for positive social purposes, introduce them to one another, and connect them to their counterparts in other countries around the world. Numerous organizations in other countries can help with this. 

5. Electronic mail is more important than technologies such as the World Wide Web that employ sophisticated graphics. You can get most of the social benefit of the Internet with low technology that works entirely with text, without foreclosing the possibility of upgrading the technology later on. Electronic mail does require literacy, but the benefits of electronic correspondence also provide a powerful motivation to acquire literacy skills. 

6. Conduct extensive, structured analysis of the technical and cultural environment. Include the people whose work will actually be affected. A shared analytical process will help envision how the technology will fit into the whole way of life around it, and the technology will have a greater chance of actually being used. 

7. Identify existing practices for sharing information and building social networks and experiment using the Internet and allied technologies to amplify them. 

8. Don't distribute the technology randomly. Electronic mail is useless unless the people you want to communicate with are also online, and people will not read their e-mail unless they want to. Therefore, you should focus your effort on particular communities, starting with the communities that have a strong sense of identity, a good record of sharing information, and a collective motivation to get online. 

9. For children, practical experience in organizing complicated social events, for example theater productions, is more important than computer skills. The Internet can be a powerful tool for education if it is integrated into a coherent pedagogy. But someone who has experience with the social skills of organizing will immediately comprehend the purpose of the Internet, and will readily acquire the technical skills when the time comes. 

10. Machinery does not reform society, repair institutions, build social networks, or produce a democratic culture. People must do those things, and the Internet is simply one tool among many. Find talented people and give them the tools they need. When they do great things, contribute to your society's Internet culture by publicizing their ideas. 

Phil Agre is an associate professor of communication at the University of California, San Diego. He is the author of "Computation and Human Experience" (Cambridge University Press, 1997) and the coeditor of "Technology and Privacy: The New Landscape" (with Marc Rotenberg, MIT Press, 1997) and "Reinventing Technology, Rediscovering Community: Critical Studies in Computing as a Social Practice" (with Douglas Schuler, Ablex, 1997).
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Is there an Internet Culture?

Is there an Internet culture? Are there shared traits among Web surfers and shoppers? Does the ’Net have one dominant attitude or multiple personalities?

 It depends who you ask. 

 But to be truly effective online, you’d better understand whom you’re really targeting. 

 by Grace Casselman

Once upon a time, the Internet was admittedly the realm of the military and certain academics. No longer -- the scope of the ’Net has absolutely exploded. But despite some rumors to the contrary, the Web’s not a particular haven for perverts, geeks, nerds or the undersocialized, and it’s not just for the young, the highly educated or the technophiles. 

Meanwhile, although terms like “Internet community” and “Netizens” get bandied about, is there actually any shared culture, personality or traits among on-line users?  

The Four ’Net Personalities 

One type of personality in particular is strongly represented online, according to SRI Consulting, of Menlo Park, Calif., while three other personalities also have a notable presence. 

SRI divides U.S. society as a whole into eight different consumer personality types, using what it calls the Values and Lifestyles (VALS) psychographics model, explains vice-president Bill Guns. The VALS model will generally associate two character types with each individual, although one of those will be dominant. 

Only four of those eight personalities (each represents between 10 and 16 per cent of the general American population), are significantly represented online. Of those, the one that’s particularly dominant is the Actualizer category. In the “real world,” it represents only 11 or 12 per cent of the population, but more than 70 per cent of Actualizers are reportedly online. 

Guns says Actualizers are “confident in who they are;” they’re knowledgeable, and they don’t find technology off-putting. They’re sophisticated, self-confident consumers, and have resources. They’re comfortable with shopping on the Web and don’t worry overly about fraud. (This is a key target group for many saavy marketers, he notes.) “They’re high-energy people. This is the demanding presence we know that’s very present on the ’Net.” 

If Actualizers have one real need on the Internet, that’s “choice,” says Guns. 

The three other groups with significant representation on-line are: the Fulfilled, the Achievers and the Experiencers. 

For the Fulfilleds (about 40 per cent of them are online), “content is everything,” says Guns. “They find joy in information itself. Form matters not. They’re info junkies, they’ll shop and shop and then they’ll call the 1-800 number and ask questions.” (Guns observes Canada has a higher percentage of Fulfilleds than the U.S. “It’s part of the fort mentality,” he says.) This group is very price-conscious. “If the offer is good, they’ll go for it. They under-value convenience, they just want the best price.” 

The Achievers (35 per cent are online) see technology as a tool. They’re never first in adopting it, they tend to follow the Actualizers, and they respond well to the implied message: “Everyone like you is doing this.” They see information as a tool to help advance them, says Guns. 

The Experiencers (30 per cent are online) are “unpredictable and offbeat,” says Guns. (These are the people who would go bungee-jumping.) They’re big on presentation, liking short bits of hot information, and not a lot of text. They particularly like the Internet for its element of sociability. 

Guns points out that as the Internet’s penetration increases, it will diffuse throughout the various personality groups. Businesses working online need to understand the “heterogeneity” of Internet consumers, he says.

Businesses need to understand the dynamics of the groups they’re targeting, “how do they process information, and what motivates them to do things they do,” says Guns. He notes that companies that plan to target one “mass market” generally “fall on their face.” 

Here’s something to consider: Guns says many Web marketers make the mistake of trying to sell to themselves, to their own personality type. Companies need to recognize the varying personalities and needs in the online world. “We tend to strategize to ourselves, and that’s not a good idea.” 

What Do the Users Say?

People use the ’Net in myriad ways, and have different views about their own relationships with the technology. For example, Laura Mergelas, 28, is a public relations professional in Toronto who turns to the Web for news, professional and personal research, plus shopping for travel and gifts. What people who use the Internet want most is “instant gratification,” she speculates, noting that the Web attracts “people who are really busy at work and busy at home. They’d rather spend their time reading and researching online, not walking around a mall. People with less time want immediate results.” 

She wants less “gizmos” and more information, and has little tolerance for ecommerce sites that don’t provide the information she’s looking for, and quickly. “If I have to look through 12 pages, I give up and call.”  She wants to see facts on products, guarantees, refunds and return policies. “If you’re going to advertise you have a Web site, make it worth my while.” 

Bruce Toombs, 38, is a college professor in Montreal. Personally, he’s into Web browsing and text-based virtual environments. Professionally, he says: “I can no longer imagine working as a teacher, educator or researcher without the Internet. It’s changed the way we work.” He says he regularly shares data with other teachers around the world. Moreover, he posts course information on his Web site for his students, and keeps his classes informed by using an email list. 

He believes there are two key groups of Internet users -- those who have a passion for text and information, and those who want images and “quick and dirty” presentations. There are also several Internet subcultures, he says. He says he’s familiar with a ’Net culture that shares standards, such as abhorrence for spamming. He notes his culture recognizes a variety of acronyms, like BTW (by the way), FWIW (for what it’s worth) or IMHO (in my humble opinion). 

Meanwhile, online users have popularized the use of emoticons, otherwise known as smileys -- keyboard symbols meant to convey emotions, including:  :) -- [happy], :( -- [sad] and ;) -- [winking]. 

Geoff May, 20, is a Web/graphics designer in Kitchener, Ont., who says he uses the Internet for “everything,” including newsgroups, games, finding software and running his own Web server and FTP server. (He likes sites to be easy to use and navigate, and wishes more ecommerce sites would offer payment options or billing, like Columbia House Co. -- http://www.columbiahouse.com does, recognizing some people don’t have credit cards.) “I think the standard for Internet users is changing. It used to be geeks -- classic nerds with glasses. Now the Internet is coming into mainstream culture. It’s everything. It’s become a part of life.” 

Merging with the Mainstream

There’s no doubt that the mainstream populace in Canada is getting exposed to the Internet. According to the International Data Corp., (Canada) Ltd., as of July, in 55 per cent of Canadian households, somebody has access to the Internet (either at home or at work) -- compared to 50 per cent in April. More dramatically, 40 per cent of Canadian households were connected to the Internet in July, a big jump over 31 per cent in April. 

Michael Pilmer, president of the Canada.com portal (http://www.canada.com) says people “who go online need to know, need to communicate. They’re people who want to engage.” But if a Web site doesn’t provide what they’re looking for in the way they want, users are “quick to move.” 

Web users get involved with the medium, he says, noting that people are quick to point out good ideas they see elsewhere, and will demand it at his site. “The loyal users coach you, and the Web changes all the time. The site constantly has to be interactive with new features and new content.” 

“I’m constantly amazed by the amount of email we get. Clearly people have a passion for what they’re doing, and they don’t suffer a bad experience easily.” 

But he notes that the medium of the Web particularly “allows for interaction. They can hit the contact button, and in 30 seconds send their comments to us.” (It’s crucial that business sites respond to their email in a very timely manner, he warns.) “There’s nothing worse than sending email and you don’t get a return. That’s the beginning of the end.” 

Web users are often “young, cynical, with a lot of expectations,” says Jennifer Evans, the director of Toronto Webgrrls. They’re also well-informed and organized into virtual communities, she adds. Webgrrls is a “real good example of this kind of culture. It exists because of the Internet, and most of our communication is on an on-line basis,” she says. 

“It’s a means by which women working in the Internet and new media get to know each other. It’s a community of people with similar interests, and it provides a cushion -- a starting-off-point to develop interests and learn.” 

“I really like the Internet as a facility for the growth of subcultures,” comments Jean-Pierre Brind’Amour, strategic information manager with Gridlink Corp., a Calgary-based Web and technology services company. Such subcultures run the gamut, he says, from pornography, to religious revivals, to bike courier groups and Ultimate frisbee/football communities. “They’re in very disparate geographical locations, brought together by the intermediary of technology…but they don’t have to deal with the pressures of one-to-one contact between humans.” 

“The people you least expect are huge online users. Farmers are some of the most connected people in Canada,” he notes. 

“Like all things that start out small, the Internet was a cult before it was a culture,” says Ken Nickerson, general manager of MSN Canada (http://www.msn.ca). And while the promise of the Web was that every user could be a publisher -- that’s not the current reality. People are assuming more “traditional” roles on the Web. “With a good third of Canadians online, we’re no longer telling everyone they’ll publish. Some people do publish, but a lot of people just want to watch.” 

  

The Impatient Medium

“It’s a mass medium of its own now,” says Nickerson. He says Internet users are accustomed to the TV experience, where they push a button on the remote and see immediate response. “When you change a channel, it’s an instantaneous response. Although Web users encounter delays, there’s still the expectation that a click equals reward. There’s a ton of ecstasy involved.” 

There’s “an expectation for immediate satisfaction,” he says, noting that users don’t have a lot of patience when a site is too complicated, when it requires too many clicks and too much effort to get at pertinent information. “With every click you lose 20 per cent of your audience.” 

That’s where a lot of Web sites go wrong, he says. “They have the idea to show the logo, then something else, then the directory. Users are doing the clicks, with a high expectation on them, and they’re not fulfilling their promise.” (To address that, Microsoft is working on technologies like Passport, that will allow users to carry around an electronic identify, including preferences, to quickly enable “one-click buys,” he says.)

Everyone seems to agree that Internet users are inherently an impatient lot. And poorly designed sites are further hindered by slow download times, due to slow servers and bandwidth issues. In fact, Zona Research, of Redwood City, Calif., has estimated that US$4.35 billion is at risk each year in the U.S. alone (US$362 million per month), because of unacceptable download times. Zona says pages need to load within eight seconds, or users get frustrated. 

Unlike TV, using the Web is a personal experience, according to Nickerson. “There may be 30 choices available on a page, but it’s a choice you make. When you give people a number of choices on a single screen, they take it very very personally.”

SRI Consulting’s VALS Types

(Which are you? Take the survey at http://future.sri.com/vals/valsindex.html) 

Actualizers 

They’re successful, active, take-charge people with lots of self-esteem and resources, says SRI. They look to develop themselves, and want to effect meaningful change. They have a wide variety of interests, and demonstrate “a cultivated taste for the finer things in life,” says SRI. (About 70 per cent of these people are online.) 

Fulfilleds 

SRI says Fulfilleds are “mature, satisfied, comfortable, reflective people who value order, knowledge, and responsibility.” They are well-informed and comfortable with their life situations. They make decisions based on their principles, and even when they garner good incomes, they’re practical consumers by nature. (About 40 per cent are online.)

 Achievers 

Achievers are oriented on their careers and like to feel that they’re in control of their own lives, valuing consensus, predictability and stability. SRI says, “Image is important to them; they favor established, prestige products and services that demonstrate success to their peers.” (35 per cent are online.) 

 Experiencers 

Experiencers “seek variety and excitement, savoring the new, the offbeat, and the risky,” says SRI. They tend to be young and still formulating behavior patterns. They’re big into exercise, recreation and social activities, and spend money on clothing, fast food, music and movies. (30 per cent are online.) 

 Strivers 

SRI says strivers look to others for motivation, and “are striving to find a secure place in life.” They’re often lacking in resources although many of them “seek to be stylish.” (10 to 15 per cent are online.) 

Makers 

Makers are “practical people who have constructive skills and value self-sufficiency, says SRI. They’re not very interested in things outside of the context of family, practical work and physical recreation. (About five to nine per cent are online.) 

Believers 

Believers are “conservative, conventional people,” says SRI, including their buying habits. They have established routines around things like family, social or religious groups.  (Less than five per cent are online.) 

Strugglers 

SRI says strugglers lead “constricted” lives, lacking resources, education, skills and strong social bonds. (Few of these people are online.) 

 Web Shopping: The Gender Split 

If women are from Venus, and men are from Mars, we shouldn’t be surprised to hear they orbit cyberspace differently. Especially when they go shopping. 

 

 And it appears women are now taking out their wallets. The Internet Demographics study says the number of Internet buyers is skyrocketing, primarily “driven by women as the number of female consumers on-line jumped 80 per cent in nine months, and passed the 10-million mark.” The numbers of female on-line buyers reportedly increased nine percentage points, from 29 per cent to 38 per cent since last summer.

According to the study, women represent 45 per cent of the 9.2 million on-line book buyers, 38 per cent of the 7.2 million CD/video purchasers, 24 per cent of the 5.4 million computer hardware acquirers and 53 per cent of the 4.5 million on-line clothing patrons.

Overall, a total of 55 million people -- or 60 per cent of the “Internet population,” have shopped on the Web, up 15 per cent over a year ago. 

Women’s favorite online purchases are reportedly clothing and books, while men buy cars/car parts and computers. 

Shahla Aly, vice-president of ebusiness and ERP delivery services for IBM Canada Ltd., says her company’s research also shows that men and women shop differently from each other. In the physical world, women are known for browsing through stores and malls, while men are more likely to make very quick purposeful trips. It’s the other way around online. 

“Men browse all over the Web, but they don’t do that in the real world.” Female shoppers tend to “go back to sites they know and they’re very focused.” Online stores need to understand that, if they want to reach women, she says. “People marketing to women need to understand how they approach the Web.”

The Love Connection 

It’s no surprise that socialization of all kinds has found a home on the Internet. This summer, Toronto media communications company, The Carat Group, announced one in 10 online Canadians use the ‘Net to meet friends and lovers. Half of those people have gone on to real-life meetings. 

The Carat Group says the average at-home surfer is 37 years old and has 15 years of schooling (compared to 12 years for non-surfers); 48 per cent have a university degree (compared to 22 per cent); and the average income is $55,000 (compared to $40,400 for non-surfers). The study found 58 per cent are male. 

As well, 28 of Internet surfers have participated in a newsgroup, (35 per cent of men and 19 per cent of women). 

The study found that 40 per cent of Ontarians surf the ’Net at home, compared to just 28 per cent in Quebec. 

But Quebec residents chat on the ’Net more often than other Canadians (19 per cent versus 12 per cent), and 22 per cent of online Canadians will admit to having visited adult entertainment sites. 
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