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The birth of Cyberspace

Cyberspace was one of the great buzz-words of the early 1990s, when everyone in the IT industry was enthusiastic about the potential for meeting, playing, socializing, trading and working in virtual environments. We predicted a world where people would design and sell clothes for characters to wear in virtual worlds, where businesses would rent out space in virtual malls, and prime sites would sell for large sums. Since it didn’t happen immediately, many people forgot all about it, and the term of cyberspace largely fell out of use and became passé. As such ideas were the foundations of some of my earliest predictions as a futurologist, I was beginning to despair that I had got it all wrong. Well, the industry dream has finally become reality, just a bit later than expected. Fortune magazine recently carried a feature on the various aspects of the business opportunities these virtual worlds present. People have now been selling virtual objects, fashion and property for a few years, and the embryonic markets are starting to get noticed. Cyberspace has finally finished its gestation period and has been born. Yet it is still a mere baby. So where will this virtual economy go?

Ambient intelligence, smart environments

In a few years time, we will inhabit an ambient intelligent environment. There will be myriads of chips all around us, in building infrastructure, furniture, gadgets, clothes, foods, packaging, even on our skin and inside some peoples’ bodies (for medical and security purposes). Chips in the environment or on our person will offer processing, storage, sensing identity and communications. The resulting smart environment will know who we are, what we are doing, where we are, to the nearest few millimeters, and all about us, subject only to our own preferences and privacy or security laws. Identity chips knows as RFID tags (radio-frequency identity) will start replacing bar-codes in packaging over the next few years, and some will be used to add data to clothing, which might be intended for use by smart appliances in our homes – smart washing machines, dryers or irons. More likely, they will be used for sales and marketing purposes, allowing better stock control and sales processing efficiency. But these chips could be detected by shops well after the sale unless they are disabled, electronically linking the detection of a particular garment to the database records of the human being wearing it every time they go into that shop, or any other. Even though a shop might not know who the wearer is, the shopper can still be targeted by marketers just based on recognizing their trousers.

Augmented reality

Virtual reality is the use of computer generated images to allow people to wander around inside a computer generated world. Augmented reality is the overlaying of computer generated images or information in the person’s field of view as they wander around the physical world. It is virtual reality inside out. Certain kinds of geographically overlaid information can be accessed via a mobile phone or PDA, but augmented reality will only achieve its potential when people routinely wear some sort of head up display. Such displays already exist, and are likely to take off over the next few years as people take games and videos with them more often. Once there, these displays can be used for email, navigation, internet access, games, video communications and of course augmented and virtual reality applications. Ambient intelligence is useful regardless of the interface type, but augmented reality might well be one of the main interfaces through which people use ambient intelligence. The scope for augmented reality goes much further than just visualizing ambient intelligence though, and the following sections explore some of the other related markets.

Digital bubbles

The smart environment could offer many advantages and disadvantages for people. Potential abuse by marketing departments will necessitate the development of digital bubbles that protect us from the flood of unwanted electronic information coming at us from all angles. These bubbles will act as an electronic force field, and personal firewall. But of course we will want some information and want to communicate to some degree with the smart environment, so it must be a semi-permeable force field that allows information through it selectively. What we want and need depends heavily on context, so large amounts of AI, security and profiling technology will be needed. 

Socialisation

Our digital bubbles will interact not only with then fixed environment, but with the bubbles of other people. They will exchange information with them, very selectively, and iteratively. Many people want to broadcast some information about themselves to all and sundry, which they do on web sites today. Tomorrow a personal wireless web server, or ‘ego badge’ can do that on the go as part of our digital bubble functionality. Ego badges allow people’s personal information to be automatically analysed and correlated by computer. Our computers will electronically ‘speed date’ with every person we pass in the street, alerting us only when we meet someone whose profile matches to a point where we have both consented to an introduction. This could be for social or business reasons. This can be fully context sensitive, responding to our emotional or medical state, as well as to whom the other person is. In some cases, the person nearby might act merely as a gateway to enable a contact to someone else in their social or business network. 

Some of the people introduced in this way may not exist at all, but merely be players in cyberspace, such as games characters, or chat room style alter egos. In the extreme case, a little girl’s dolls may be introduced to someone else’s dolls, even without the girls being aware. Virtual soap operas among virtual characters and dolls might emerge, with juts an occasional human playing a cameo role.

Duality of appearance

Various sensors on and about our person will monitor our behaviors and physical characteristics, and respond accordingly. One of the areas that computers may want to share with other people’s digital bubbles is that f personality characteristics. An ego badge would alert us to other people that are likely to be of interest to us so that our social and sex lives would improve. A related device is the active contact lens, which uses tiny lasers and micro-mirrors built into a contact lens with circuitry and power supply, to raster scan a high resolution image onto our retinas. This is called direct retinal projection. 

Any computer generated images could be superimposed on what we see in the real world. We would be able to modify how we see other people so when you meet people you could change how they look. Beauty will be quite literally in the eye of the beholder. 

This brings us to the heart of how fashion will change. Suddenly we have to worry about our digital appearance as well as our physical appearance. And digital appearances can be infinitely diverse. We will not be limited by the properties of physical materials, or have to have the same appearance for everyone looking at us, nor even have the same appearance all day. Our appearance can be different t each viewer, and different each time they look at us. So fashion designers will need to design virtual fashions, and these will need to be dynamic and context sensitive. Dual appearance dictates dual fashion.

One of the accessories that we might need in such a world is the digital ‘aura generator’. This will act as a sort of wireless web server that radiates our digital appearance into the nearby space. It is almost like the hologram generators that science fiction fans will recognise from Red Dwarf. The main difference is that it will make us look different to different people.

Fashion for the virtual world will undoubtedly evolve different rules and conventions. Even without any of the physical constraints of the real world, design cultures will nevertheless emerge. How will people choose to display themselves when they have an infinite choice? Will appearance fashions come and go more or less quickly in cyberspace? How much will they depend on age, gender, race and so on? Sadly, details of these future cultures are far beyond my ability to predict. All that is clear is that when anything is possible, only some things will be done.

Dual architecture

Duality of appearance will also apply to architecture, where we may appear one way in the physical world, and have a whole range of digital appearances in the augmented reality and virtual environment worlds. These new worlds will need to be designed, and new tools that use artificial intelligence, coupled to local manufacturing, are likely to mean that much of the future design can and will be done by ordinary people themselves – it doesn’t have to be done necessarily by professional architects or designers. But how much this affects the market for professional designers will depend on how much relative skill and creativity they really have, as well as on how much effort people can be bothered to invest in designing themselves.

Virtual environments

As we get used to digital fashion on the high street, we will also begin using virtual environments for communications. Any environment can be digitally emulated by a computer, and we can meet other people in these environments. They may also be inhabited by machine personalities too. Again, these environments have to be designed, as do the many processes and rituals that will be used.

One of the tools people may use to customize their digital appearance is the digital bathroom mirror. This would be an interactive device that allows someone to see their digital appearance, and to edit it using various graphics tools and virtual make-up until they are happy.

Active skin might make it possible to record the nerve signals associated with any sensation and to replay those signals later to recreate the sensation. Imagine recording a hand shake, or a kiss. In fact, this nerve linking technology allows sensations to be treated like any other computer data. They could be modified and enhanced, transmitted across a network or translated into another kind of sensation altogether. We could have a much closer link to our computers than we have today. And because these sensory signals can be processed and modified, there will be some areas that are open to meddling by designers. Perhaps we could redesign sexual behaviours. We could certainly design our virtual partners, including their synthetic personalities in the future to match our wildest fantasies.

In principle, any physical sensation is just a series of nerve signals, and this could be initiated by the computer as a response to any physical act. So just as form is decoupled from function in our gadgetry, so even sexual response could be totally decoupled from stimulus in principle. An orgasm could be triggered by typing a capital O on the keyboard, or sensations could be included as just another emoticon in a text message. In fact, Samsung have already released a mobile phone that allows a range of different vibrations to be included in messages. Linking directly to the nervous system is far away but is a natural progression of this type of service.

Virtual environments are a whole new domain for human activities, and many of the markets that exist in the physical world will have echoes in virtual worlds. We will certainly see a lot of virtual shopping malls, virtual tourism, meeting places, fantasy games and exploration, creativity enhancement, relaxation and therapy, as well as virtual replicas of the real world. Interesting places in virtual environments will attract visitors, so they have a real commercial value, as is already being demonstrated by sales of virtual real estate. Although cyberspace is infinite, human creativity is limited, so there will remain a premium on those sites deigned by people with the most lucrative imaginations. There will be a large mass of mediocre cyberspace, which people will generally ignore in favour of those areas that are more compelling.

Marketing

Of course companies will make very good use of virtual environments, dual architectures, augmented reality and digital bubbles. These offer much more attractive, more personalized, better targeted channels to customers than the broadcast marketing we mostly see today. Digital bubbles will work very well with pull advertising, giving customers information that they actually want when they want it. This will reduce the annoyance level from advertising while increasing success rates.

Navigation

It was obvious from the earliest days of superhighway concepts that people would need ways of finding things so companies would flourish if they offered good search or indexing tools. The value of both Google and Yahoo now proves this. Both virtual environments and augmented reality will need search and navigation tools too, and the nature of these will be a combination of geographic navigation and information search, as well as reputation. Navigation companies such as Tomtom will compete with mapping companies such as multimap and streetmap, search companies like Google ands reputation-based and community-based sites such as ebay, but of course there will be many other competitors too. Mergers among these will result in some very powerful companies indeed that span markets in both physical and virtual worlds.

On the other hand, it is entirely possible that navigation could be based on open source tools, with the reputation and community being owned by the web community itself. There need not be any large companies at all to make it work, in principle. However, history repeatedly shows that markets that start off as community ware quickly become captured by professionals. People will always want to use a better product, better products are made by more skillful people, and most skillful people eventually capitalize on their skills. Virtual markets are still governed by real economics.

Where people will retain the power is in the grass-roots nature of reputation. Ebay lists reputations so that new buyers and sellers can decide whom to deal with, and those reputations come from previous users thereby cultivating levels of real trust that can’t be produced by simple marketing. The next Google (or probably one of the next things Google does itself) will be a company that enables searches to be qualified by trust and reputation. Because of the lack of real sensory presence, trust and reputation are even more important in cyberspace than in the physical world, and they ultimately depend on real customer assessments. So the customer remains king, but the world will still be owned by big companies. No change there then!



























































































































































































































