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The Mobile Communications Workshop was successfully held on January 9th, 2004, at Lancaster House Hotel, with thirty participants from academia and industry from across the country, and with even greater internationalism than we expected also from France, Germany, Italy, Sweden, Australia, Canada and several from the USA. 

The workshop addressed the following questions: 

· Are technological and socio-cultural changes in mobile communication leading to a shift from ‘network’ structures to more fluid, ubiquitous, or distributed systems? 

· If so, with what effects on social practices, institutions, and markets?

· What are some of the future scenarios for the development of mobile communications, mobile and ubiquitous computing, and mobile multimedia from a range of technical, economic, social, and cultural perspectives?

· What are the emerging complexities, risks, and governance structures associated with these future scenarios?
· What new modes of social exclusion, uneven development, and power relations are emerging in relation to these socio-technical developments?
These questions were addressed across the concepts of emerging mobile technologies and emerging mobile socialities
Emerging Mobile Technologies

It began with presentations by Paul Coulton and Andrew Scott from Lancaster’s department of communication systems and department of computing respectively. Paul Coulton described the technical specifications and infrastructures supporting particular forms of mobile communication, describing especially why the roll-out of 3G devices was occurring very slowly, why there were urban and rural differences in service coverage, and how there may be a change from pricing based on time to pricing based on data rates. Andrew Scott described changes occurring in communications infrastructures based on computing systems. He told us about Lancaster’s work with Microsoft, Orange and Cisco to develop a Mobile Internet Protocol, and the questions of security this posed. He also discussed other future developments such as data being transmitted through the mobile infrastructure improvised across lines of slow-moving urban traffic, new devices aiming at auto-configuration, and Microsoft’s work on Smart Personal Object Technology (SPOT). The session concluded with a very interesting presentation by Michael Hulme of Telecomony on the ways in which people’s attitudes to time commitments and flexibility are changing under the influence of new mobile technologies.

Emerging Mobile Socialities

The second session opened with a presentation by Christian Licoppe, from France Telecom. Christian presented fascinating research on ‘connected social relationships and the mobile communication technoscape’. He presented the idea of ‘connected presence’ in which there is a blurred threshold between absence and presence. He suggested that Short Messaging Service (SMS) is used to alleviate the increased pressure on availability that goes with connected presence and also provides a kind of regulation for that economy of attention (sometimes acting as a kind of distancing tactic). The regime of connected presence gets more entrenched and pervasive as the mobile technoscape gets more complex.

Finally, Nina Wakeford, from INCITE, University of Surrey, presented empirical research on how new picture-phones are being used by teenage boys. Interestingly, their ethnographic research found that rather than using the devices to send photos over the network, the subjects instead used them to assemble photo ‘collections’ (repositories of memories, jokes, etc.), which were then shared with friends via infrared transfer from device to device. The phones became very public objects, and were used in more contexts and more frequently, and amongst a group rather than individually. 

The workshop then turned to a ‘break-out session’ in which groups were asked to develop a future scenario of how they think mobile communications will develop in the next ten years, drawing on the presentations in the workshop and the wider workshop themes.

Future Mobile Communications Scenarios
Group 1

This group presented a picture of a dystopian future and a dysfunctional family who live in a very high-tech ‘smart’ house but aren’t very mobile.  Air travel has become highly dangerous and has been replaced by more ‘virtual’ travel; for daily life the family only travel short distances due to the breakdown of the transport infrastructure, high fuel costs, and the ability to work from home, chat with friends and even local communities on-line, order in shopping, etc.  This family are the object of research for corporate companies and as such their behaviour is transparent: social scientists are no longer needed to do research!  The daughter prepares to go out with friends through video and picture messaging on her mobile device, for example deciding what to wear, but in fact never goes out: organising the event has more meaning than the event itself.  The son found a mobile phone left in a taxi, which contained so much information about the user that the son has been able to resume the identity of the mobile owner.  He now lives a socially and technically constructed identity.  The Father spends all of his time concerned with security risks and upgrading the technology, which is an endless exercise. 

Group 2 

This group challenged the notion of mobility – what does mobility mean?  They felt it was a mistake to speculate what the future might look like based on the evidence and research we have today.  They suggested that we can comment on general social trends but not on specific devices.  This asks questions of us as researchers and what we are researching.  The future, they felt, would be a world of seamless access combining not only video, voice and pictures but also feeling and smell.  Our mobilities then would depend on our ability to connect to many networks.

Group 3

In line with group 2, this group felt that it was not possible to predict the future or futures as they will be emergent.  This they felt should actually inform the design process which should change as we can’t predict the future.  However, they felt that the future would be dominated by surveillance which connected objects and people.  The devices themselves could actually have some form of artificial intelligence and be ‘smart’ or they would be able to give us more information in order to make more intelligent decisions.

Group 4

This group felt we should expect the unexpected and that we are limited by our imagination.  The future they presented was utopian. The advances in technology will lead to an enriched co-presence, a mobile co-presence.  There will be a higher frequency of shorter interactions which will be networked.  There will also be a strong emphasis on group use of technology which mitigates the warned about exclusion aspects of technology.   There will be a continued fusion of the self with the technology and our bodies may be conductors – plug in and play bodies!  The technology will reflect on the younger generations’ mental development which will be attuned to the logic of technology and the way it is designed.  The world will become technology dependent and knowledge will be networked globally.  Also, the younger generations will be increasingly important and mobility research (such as CeMoRe) will not only be in universities but will be in schools also. 

Group 5

This group were troubled with the idea of predicting the future and the role of the technical expert.  The technical expert can’t predict uses of a device but the social sciences don’t have the means of predicting although can make exploration after ‘the event’.  The group wondered what citizenship will be like in a world which is connected, will there be new divisions of citizens and non citizens?  Also, will all the systems be full of SPAM, so much so that we have to turn them off?  Or will we have to pay a premium to be in a SPAM-free environment (and then does this create new inequalities)?  The significance of security will become more important for such systems.  We may see new forms of social divisions beyond age and class which may be linked to access.  This may be defined as splintering urbanism.

Outcomes

Many participants in the workshop also attended the Alternative Mobility Futures Conference. Some of them, along with other conference contributors, are being invited to contribute articles to an edited publication.  The proposed collection is to be edited by Mimi Sheller and John Urry, entitled Mobile Technologies of the City, and is currently being submitted to the Routledge series Networked Cities.

