Assignment 11: Beyond “Couch Potatoes”
Praful Mangalath
[image: image1.png]LETs SaY You waT | [ 15 T ST 50 when 15
To KNoW WHAT THE | RAINING 0UT?  WEB 2.1
LATEST NEWS 15, ALL TULDRAW  DUE oUT?

YOU HAVE o Do 15 TYPE !

1T OUT IN TS Box THAT

SAYS “NEWS” AND THEN

WELL, DUH. THS
1S THE ERA
OF WEB 20.

USERS GET To
‘GENERATE.





Ref: Bill Amend, http://www.foxtrot.com

The above comic summarizes what I think is the main problem with ‘media’, ‘meta-design’ and ‘design environments’ based on a very shallow understanding of the field. The theme of the papers we have reviewed so far advocate a shift from the traditional role of passive consumers into active designers by lowering the inhibitory threshold that restricted this transition by providing user-friendly design environments and tools. 
My assertion is that maybe technology isn’t the restrictive factor and that the bigger problem isn’t so much with user-environment interaction as it is with the social aspect in the user-user context. Design-environments and user-friendly tools (blogging tools, image and video sharing environments), though vital in success stories like the Web 2.0 explosion, have somehow been misconstrued as the driving factors behind the success. As a ‘couch potato’, the consumer has not always been passive and had opinions on media ‘stuffed’ upon him, only; this was restricted to conversations within a smaller group of friends/coworkers. All that these new environments have offered is better connectivity in opening up dialogue with the security their anonymity offers. The content creators are still people who have not had issues using the traditional publishing model – they have just found larger audiences. So the question remains, will these new media models actually convert ‘couch-potatoes’ into active designers and do we actually want this? 

These principles encourage more users to stop being passive, design, provide feedback and contribute original content, but is such an uncontrolled, anarchist shift a good thing? In other words do we really want everyone actively designing? Wikipedia has seen immense growth over the past year with over a million articles on everything ranging from the ‘Ackermann function’ to ‘how to hypnotize chicken’ and though the wiki model started off with the utopian goal of ‘an encyclopedia anyone can edit’ – it hadn’t analyzed the roles and relationships of the contributors to the community often balkanizing into disruptive and unreliable information. Citizendium, http://citizendium.org/ was launched to tame this problem with wikipedia by adding "gentle expert oversight" and requiring contributors to use their real names. // quot: Citizendium // 

The same problem lies in polling user feedback – neither averages nor discussion capture the stratified interests of a consumer/designer base. The average product rating online is 4/5, not very representative of individual tastes. The articles below go into specifics:

Rah-Rah Ratings Online.
http://www.smartmoney.com/toughcustomer/index.cfm?story=march2007
Hell Is Other People on Amazon.

http://www.exile.ru/2005-March-11/hell_is_other_people_on_amazon.html
Neil Stephenson (www.nealstephenson.com) discusses this issue with the elitist and the masses in many articles and sums it up nicely - geeking and vegging here vaguely refer to the active and passive roles of a consumer.
“Nothing is more seductive than to think that we, like the Jedi, could be masters of the most advanced technologies while living simple lives: to have a geek standard of living and spend our copious leisure time vegging out.”

Enumerate in which situations
1) you acted as a designer/active contributor

a. course projects


b. research group


c. Wikipedia


d. open-source projects ( http://www.boost.org , http://www.scipy.org/)

2) you acted as a (passive) consumer

a. television


b. books


c. everything else..

3) situations in which you believe you should have acted differently

I am still working on graduating from anonymous posts in mailing lists to using my real identity. I don’t particularly engage in flammatory arguments but I still have a lot to learn still and would rather keep my often incorrect suggestions off the record.
analyze: 
1) what motivated you to choose to be in one of the groups? 
A lot in programming is learnt by example and I owe a lot to people who share their work and are dedicated to OSI/FSS principles.  When I have problems/questions outside of my domain people have patiently answered my questions and it’s my responsibility to do the same when I can help out in something from my area of expertise. 

2) prevented you being in a group? 

Lack of time
3) which rewards did you get (or not get) for your contributions?
Learning experience/feedback 

4) which technological and social factors influenced your decision? 

I like the communities I work with and strongly believe in the FSF’s ‘Free software is a matter of liberty not price.’ Technological hurdles have not posed a significant a problem to me as is the case with the rest of the group, being CS graduates, I expect.

