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One of the UK’s biggest social problems today is loneliness, which of course arises mostly from lack of social contact. There are two groups who are most at risk. The first is very old people, who are often immobile with families who have moved far away. For some of this group, the only real contact they have may be their care worker and the occasional shop assistant. The other group usually goes un-noticed and is young children. Thanks to concerns about paedophiles, they are not allowed out to play, and may only see friends at school, so can also be very lonely during evenings and weekends.

Both of these groups will benefit greatly from the use of broadband to allow life sized video communications through to the TV set. This will become a reality next summer when an alliance between BT and Microsoft starts giving people TV based video links. This will initially be to allow people to see each other while they are playing networked computer games, but it will quickly develop into a routine way for people to communicate. As TV displays get bigger, it will be quite normal to have life-sized pictures on a large screen. It will be as if your friend is in the same room. Grandparents will be able to watch their grandchildren growing up far away from across the network. Children would be able to use their ‘cyberspace tunnels’ from their bedroom TVs through to their friends’ bedroom TVs, allowing them to have a virtual sleepover every evening. While it will always be preferable to see people face to face, this technology will provide an excellent second best solution when that isn’t possible. It will allow people to stay more closely in contact with their families and friends, especially important when people move home so frequently. This TV-based video communication would also allow people to become more actively involved in local democracy, attending meetings from the comfort of their living room via webcams.

Another technology related to this is the use of personal profiling. Computers can automatically identify many aspects of people’s personalities over time, so that they can be introduced to appropriate new friends via the network. So again, people who have little or no social contact could be introduced to people in their local area with whom they are likely to get on, or to find Bridge partners fort network games, or chat to people via the network. Each of these technologies opens up valuable new social opportunities to a disenfranchised group. As people become used to these forms of social networking, they are more likely to get actively involved in other activities in their area, improving their quality of life. Again, this takes nothing away from the desirability of face to face contact, but provides a strong fall-back solution.
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