interactive future & man

interactive media programme (imp) 2001, TTVO Tampere, Finland

report and impressions of Mindtrek 2001 conferences

written by Matthias Hellmund (hellmund@mitbiz.de)

Media Convergence in the 21st century was the original title of a course covered by the Mindtrek 2001 conference program “Interactive Future & Man” – interaktiivinen tulevaisuus & ihminen. During the conference sessions on the 6th and 7th of November 2001 in Tampere Hall I had the honor to join a great selection of today’s and tomorrow’s interactive media visionaries and creators, spectators and analysts as well as freaks and critics. From gadgets to useful applications, from visions of highly futuristic projects to rational observations of today’s lifestyles and problems.

Proactive Computing

What about computers that don’t look like computers anymore and that can guess what you want, even if you don’t tell them. With the conference’s first keynote speech Kari-Jouko Räihä from University of Tampere brought current research results, visions and concerns about Proactive computing technology to the listeners.
Mobile Lifestyle

The first session block “Mobile Lifestyle” was looking at the effects, usage and meaning of mobile communication in different European countries and within different age groups. Janne Vainio from Sonera Mobile Personal Services successfully transported something of the Finnish mobile “vibe”, market data and background information to the audience.

In addition to these interesting insights, the research results how kids and youths are getting along with mobile devices showed even more that today’s and tomorrow’s technological development is more driven by the target groups than ever before.

The following presentations pointed out that the age of “mobile fever” seems to be 10-12 years at the moment. And the new buzzword “remote parenting” is on its way, although not (yet) meant as an absolute replacement of local parenting but as an additional “virtual link” to support freedom without much “physical” control. Social meanings of the new wireless worlds include offering young people some kind of “free zones”, which can’t be controlled by parents in the traditional sense. Where the internet is more a link to virtual worlds, mobile phones can help strengthen links in the real world.

What Is Real and What Is Not?

This was the title of Torbjörn Johansson’s presentation about Interactive Creative Spaces and his Interactive Institute in which multi-culture and multi-knowledge teams develop “tools for creativity”. What everybody first saw in his presentation was the harsh reality of a person not getting along with everyday “tools” like Microsoft Windows and the Apple Quicktime Player. However, after the technical difficulties were solved, Torbjörn showed some impressing projects like a multimedia tent for relaxation or an interactive 3D internet theater space, where the borderline between reality and virtuality has become truly blurry.

Wearable Computing

In a way this session block demonstrated the discrepancy between visions of cutting-edge sci-fi “intelligent clothing” and available products put on the market. Akseli Reho from Reima Clothing+ Oy demonstrated a communication belt for snowboarders using traditional GSM mobile phones. What first appeared as an easy-to-understand and “smart” product soon opened up questions about pricing and, even more important, what’s the point of it besides being a technology demonstration in ordinary stores. Another more purposeful but less usable product, a city map software for the Nokia Communicator, was presented by Gisnet Solutions Finland. A slow and very complicated user interface, a very limited viewing range, the absence of location based services and the lack of detail simply made the “techy” invention a unappealing and unusable product at this stage.

Way more interesting where the insights of Antti Kortesuo and Jaana Rantanen from University of Tampere. Their presentations started with a very creative vision of the “smart rider’s outfit”, the sci-fi optimum motorcycle riding clothes. Followed by current issues about what’s possible and where the problems are with today’s “smart” materials and “wearables”, this session block ended with excitement about what the wearable future will bring to us.

The Human Brain – a Part of the Information Chain?

On Wednesday morning we were looking at the “backend” of information processing: the human brain. What is thinking? What causes information overload and why is creative thinking the highest form of information processing? With these aspects Kiti Müller from the Finnish Institute of Occupational Health took a look at the overall picture of the information chain, something one should keep in mind especially when developing user interfaces.

Mobile Learning and Edutainment

A pilot project to realize an academic learning and teaching community with wireless devices is “uniwap” by the University of Helsinki. The development project is currently for use with WAP enabled phones. However, even the feedback of the in-house test group consisting of 14 teachers couldn’t determine strong advantages of a wireless solution over the existing web platform. The interfaces and abstract navigation structures presented in the session seemed to have a very technical, plain and dry look-and-feel.

Aki Järvinen, concept developer and games researcher at Icon Medialab Finland, transported some more “vibes” and energy during his journey through the world of gaming communities: virtual spaces where fans become passionate content creators.

A pilot project where innovative Kids are creating content with wireless devices was presented by Hypermedia Laboratory of Tampere University. A class of fifth graders in a partner school in Kittilä, Lapland, was equipped with three Nokia Communicators 9210. Authentic learning situations while sharing gathered information with other mobile groups and with the partner school are becoming possible, yet with cost of immense pricey devices, high connection fees and limited usability. This interesting experiment may become an ordinary day in school in the near future.

In the Bubble: Designing in the Space of Flows

John Thackara (Doors of Perception) from the Netherlands gave a compelling performance about the inadequacy of design today which, in his opinion, is still too much about “tech”. Thackara’s law “smart technology + pointless product = stupid product” underlined what his entertaining show not only criticized but also offered solution concepts for. A product’s “value” is transported by 1) services – not stuff 2) when it is useful 3) actually useful, usable and delightful and 4) by its context, its contextual purpose.

John’s view on “the bigger picture” was an exciting push to the entire Mindtrek conference program. He appeared as a rational, almost exotic character bringing some high-flying visions heard and seen before “back to the ground” – a positively healing interruption.

Mobile Navigation

Next Akif Ali from Arcus Software Oy started the last conference session block with his presentation of a 3D mapping solution realized on i-mode mobile phones in Japan, a product one could argue about its advantage over traditional visualization methods. It reminded me about the project “3D Car Nav” realized at the Fachhochschule Furtwangen, Germany, which ended with the open question whether people really will prefer a 3D view of an area to a 2D map. At least on a small mobile phone display the 3D animated view of Tokyo downtown was not very convincing, but a nice gadget and amazing technology anyway.

Other pieces of cutting-edge technology are used in the pilot project “Kiasma new museum guide system”, presented by Perttu Rastas. The new mobile museum guide system will be based on the crème de ’la crème of wireless network technology and agent software. Besides serving as a navigation system these new technologies implemented in the Kiasma building in Helsinki are offered as an untouched creative platform for new media artists.

VTT Automation and Space Systems Finland showcased their research and concept demonstration projects aiming at indoor and outdoor personal navigation. Topics ranged from extending the applications of GPS with the help of pseudo satellites to large indoor areas, also in order to offering blind persons a way to be guided through towns, public transportation and buildings.

The interactive future & man conferences ended with a positive signal: interactive technologies are not only gadgets but can increase our quality of life significantly.

CU @ Mindtrek 2002!
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