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Enhancing the quality of life in a living lab Moerwijk

Introduction

In October 2000 the Dutch government created the action programme “ICT and Social Quality” 
 Goal of this programme is to observe how (and whether) ICT can be used optimally for the social quality of the society. One of the initiatives is to establish four “Digital Breeding Grounds”. A digital breeding ground 
 can be defined as an experimental area in which ICT is considered to be one of the channels that has the potential of contributing to social quality. The government enhances all sorts of local ICT initiatives with experiences, funds and knowledge. Every breeding ground has its own focus, structure and character. The cities of Amsterdam, The Hague, Deventer and Eindhoven have their own digital breeding ground. The breeding grounds will be evaluated to determine the desirability to diffuse and deepen these experiments and thus realising an effective national long term approach. 

Problem

The relation between the two concepts ICT and social quality is a very complex one. In this paper we will try to unravel this relation by examining three problems more closely: 

1. The loose and broad concept of social quality, which needs more definition.

2. The bias in the relation between the two concepts. The relation is not one-to-one, in other words a change in ICT is not directly related to a change in social quality, mainly due to the context of the society.

3. The experimental methods of research used to study the relation between ICT and social quality. 

The theoretical concept of social quality will be explained in this paper, then several lines of investigation to stipulate the relation between ICT and social quality will be outlined, before describing the empirical research within the breeding ground in The Hague. Both the definition on social quality and the research method will still remain experimental concepts. The problem thesis within this paper is formulated as: “What are ways to conceptualise and examine the relation between ICT and Social Quality? In the analysis this thesis will be discussed. 

Theory

The Dutch government poses that social quality in cities can be enhanced in the deployment and use of ICT. The experiences with social aspects of ICT are still scarce and successful stories have not been incorporated in the daily life practice. The attention to the social aspects of ICT still lags behind, compared to the economical and the physical aspects. Therefore the Dutch government creates conditions and facilitates initiatives to stimulate the chances of ICT for social quality, including social cohesion, participation, safety, liveability, welfare, learning, work, leisure time, local mobility and the construction of districts and cities. Although the government launched a whole range of new initiatives, it is still unclear what social quality exactly means. 

In the Netherlands the attention for the social aspects of ICT originates from early key words as “low barriers” and “accessibility”. These words have now been transformed to the concept of social quality. Social quality comprehends more than the concept social cohesion. Social cohesion refers to relations between individuals and groups: solid relations within the neighbourhood, citizens feeling linked to their street or even to their neighbourhood and therefore feel responsible for the public space. The concept social quality is broader and refers to the quality of the neighbourhood in general. Consequently, social quality has to do with the question whether people can live somewhere pleasantly. The question on how to gain insight on the liveability of a neighbourhood is operationalised on two levels:

I. the opinion of a citizen about his own surroundings: the degree to which each individual feels connected with his neighbourhood and feels comfortable there; 

II. the joint facilities within the surroundings and the chance for the citizen for self developing  and having meaning for others: the degree to which the neighbourhood functions as supplier of resources and as platform for citizens with entrepreneurial ambition.
 

Social quality within the Netherlands is generally divided into four dimensions: integration, participation, safety and social cohesion.
 These dimensions however have not been developed into a set of indicators yet.

Within Europe the concept of social quality is developed and conceptualised by scientists working with the European Foundation on Social Quality (EFSQ).
 The concept is adopted by the European Commission (DG V) and several Member States. The aim of this network is to progress the pioneering work of the EFSQ by operationalising the concept in the different Member States. Specifically its scientific aims are to: develop a robust set of indicators for the different dimensions of social quality, create benchmarks of social quality, stimulate national and regional groups of scientists to focus on this topic, and work with Eurostat to create a new database for the primary analysis of social quality. Within the theoretical state of affairs social quality is defined as “the extent to which people are able to participate in the social and economic life of their communities under conditions which enhance their well being and individual potential.” According to the EFSQ the four dimensions of social quality are: socio-economic security, inclusion, cohesion and empowerment. 

These dimensions seem to cover the dimensions used within the Netherlands, apart from socio-economic security (employment, public health, social security) which is somewhat different from the Dutch dimension safety. What is missing is conceptual coherence on social quality, probably because social quality is a moving target that is constantly influenced by the ever changing world. 

The EFSQ sought to create a scientific framework that explores the nature of “the social” as an authentic entity that determines the social quality. The conclusion of this endeavour is that “the social” concerns the self realisation of individuals as social beings within the context of the formation of collective identities. Social quality is therefore: 

A. a tension between systems, institutions and organisations on the one hand and communities and groups on the other (interests, conflicts, power) and; 

B. a tension between social processes at the societal level and biographical ones at the individual level (norms, values, rights). 

The interaction of these tensions is the dynamic behind both self-realisation and the formation of collective identities which in turn lead to the production of the social world. 

According to the EFSQ the methodology to research social quality should consist of three factors: (a) constitutional factors (by criteria), (b) objective conditional factors (by indicators) and (c) subjective conditional factors (by profiles). 

In this research project ICT refers to the use of computers and Internet in particular. According to Castells (2001) the use of Internet is closely connected to work, family, and everyday life of Internet users. E-mail represents over 85 percent of Internet usage, mostly for work purposes or to keep in touch with family and friend in real life (Anderson and Tracey, 2001; Howard, Rainie, and Jones, 2001; Tracey and Anderson, 2001, in: Castells, 2001
).
Literature on how ICT relates to social quality is scarcely available, although the potential impact of ICT on individuals and groups promises to have significant impact on social quality in neighbourhoods. However, the individual dimensions of social quality as used within the Netherlands (integration, participation, safety and social cohesion) have been related to ICT by several researchers.
 For one example is the Netville study about social cohesion. In this study the Canadian researcher Keith Hampton concludes that ICT enables more face-to-face contacts in the neighbourhood. Besides this, people were more aware of local news by accessing the community e-mail system that served as a tool of communication among neighbours. 
 A second example derives from studies by Di Maggio, Hargittai, Neuman and Robinson (2001, in: Castells, 2001
) on participation. These studies showed that Internet users (after controlling for other variables) more often attend arts events, read literature, go to the cinema, watch sports and play these sports more often than non-users. A lot of other research material is available on the effects of the Internet, but these findings are hardly related to the concept social quality. 

Method

Social quality within the context of a neighbourhood (a digital breeding ground) can be explored with help of the concept called Living Lab.
 A living lab refers to a setting that is created with specific targets and has a clear structure, but in the same time is dealing with the uncontrollable dynamics of daily life. Therefore a living lab has an open character, it is certainly not a usability lab, it is an environment in which technology is shaped by specific social contexts and needs and where users are seen as co-producers. 

Characteristics of a living lab are:

· a constructed directed setting;

· the target of the setting is related to the shaping of technology

· the focus within the setting are uncontrollable and unpredictable processes around the shaping of technology

A living lab encompasses more than just digital breeding grounds, it also stands for other constructed settings usually created and subsidised by the national government. Researchers within living labs are restricted to monitoring from the inside what is going on. On the other hand researchers are part of a living lab themselves and are able to intervene in order to (1) contribute to a better implementation of technological innovations in social practices and (2) deal with the unpredictable processes by reflecting on and consequently adjusting their own methodology.

Empirical research

Since August 2002 empirical research is being conducted within the city of The Hague within the district called Moerwijk. The post war district Moerwijk is characterised by a high percentage of elderly, an exceptional low use of Internet by citizens and a high share of immigrants. Point of reference within this research is the assumption that ICT will contribute to the social quality in Moerwijk. The goal is to enhance the quality of life of residents within Moerwijk by using ICT. The sub goal is the sustained introduction of ICT in the society, thus provide a reinforcement of mutual contacts and mutual services, accessibility to these services and access to relevant information. Another sub goal is to gain insights in the way in which people apply ICT to gain more independence, what the pitfalls are and to translate these insights into a transferable approach for other (similar) projects aimed at enhancing social quality with help of ICT. 

The method being used in this project is called the social lab, in the former section referred to as the living lab. In this lab 500 “guinea pigs” from three target groups participate: elderly, immigrants and people with a low income. Participants of these groups have access to necessary hardware (intervention 1), receive computer courses (intervention 2), are individually guided by professionals as well as volunteers and specific software and services are constantly being developed for them (intervention 3). These services are related to other initiatives in Moerwijk (intervention 4). For the research method this means that the implications of these interventions are being explored within an experimental context. 

The concept living lab is used within Moerwijk, because ICT applications are developed in a real life situation in which the daily life and needs of the target groups are the starting point. Inhere to this living lab approach is the insecurity which ICT applications could play a role in enhancing the social quality, that only becomes apparent during the project and not beforehand. The project is a social experiment. An important goal is to gain insight in the learning process: the effects of interventions in real life can also be recorded, analysed and transferred into a so called “manual”. This also clarifies the role of the researcher within this project; not only are the project goals evaluated, the whole process is intensively monitored in order to translate the results of the research in this process. This feed back comes from the experiences of the target groups (who are being monitored) as well as from the project managers who are executing the project (and are being monitored as well). Researchers organise the confrontation between these two perspectives, which is called action research. Besides the fact that, the researchers gain insight in the context of Moerwijk, and its inhabitants (demography, liveability, participation, safety, welfare, use of Internet) and institutional groups (regarding other ICT initiatives). The researchers are formulating hypotheses on the possible relationship between ICT and Social Quality in Moerwijk. 

From August 2002 up to March 2003 a group of citizens has been trained to use the computer and the Internet. In April 2003 the first groups are trained to build their own website, using special simplified software. The Internet users are enthusiastic concerning the possibilities the Internet offers and “the big world opening itself to them”. Citizens use the Internet above all to search for information and e-mail with their (grand)children. This might change when the users are more experienced, when people are able to bring their information instead of only getting their information. Another change is expected when inhabitants become more acquainted, for example by meeting in the Internet cafe, by following lessons, by making websites in editorial teams and by getting to know each other via their Internet pages. So far the physical community and the virtual community are at the beginning of being connected.
 

Analysis 

The research can be analysed on three levels, although the results are preliminary.

In the first place the concept social quality is hard to define. It is even harder to formulate indicators for social quality. The complexity of the concept and it indicators makes it hard to do research to social quality in general. We developed a set of indicators for social quality concerning the four dimensions integration, participation, safety and social cohesion, as well as indicators for the gender, age, education, cultural background, health, hobbies, expectations and the daily life of a citizen. The EFSQ framework has not been used so far. At the moment the researchers are developing hypotheses on the concept social quality and the relation to ICT.
In the second place the method of research should be critically analysed. The living lab concept has not been defined into a fundamental research framework yet. How should the living lab further evolve in order to become more than an experimental concept, what should the role of the researcher be and what instruments can be used to obtain empirical data from a living lab? These questions are very important to answer before analysing the main problem on social quality. On the other hand the analysis of the research method is a study to be done outside the margins of this paper. 

The most fascinating research question is “Who decides what social quality is?”, for example for the researchers, the inhabitants, the politicians? Everyone has a different perception of social quality of life. This perception is dynamic and consequently changes over time. Therefore this concept is hard to research and difficult to develop a governmental policy for. 

Effects of the introduction of ICT into a neighbourhood like Moerwijk will probably occur over a longer period of time than the one and a half years in which the researchers are performing their action research. The more ICT is embedded in the society of Moerwijk, the more interesting the relation between ICT and Social Quality becomes.

Finally the relation between social quality and ICT is being analysed. It is up to the researchers to explain what the role of ICT could have been and how the concept social quality should be further explored. After all not only ICT is related to social quality, also the number and intensity of social contacts, the context of Moerwijk and individual aspects like gender, age, education, cultural background, health, hobbies and expectations have to be taken into account. On the other hand the  role of individuals living in Moerwijk is the role of co producer of Internet. As Castells
 wrote “technological systems are socially produced. Social production is culturally informed. The Internet is no exception. The culture of the producers of the Internet shapes the medium.” The role of ICT is constantly developed and changed. Therefore gaining insight into the society and culture of Moerwijk is essential to this research. Another issue is the effect of researching the relation between ICT and social quality, which implies social quality is already enhanced only by researching social quality.

Some preliminary analyses of the empirical research are: 

· a quarter of the Internet users in Moerwijk perceives the number of social contacts has increased due to the use of Internet, in particular younger people (age: 16-24) and Internet users with a low income 

· half of the Internet users in Moerwijk thinks the society has become more accessible for them due to the Internet, in particular the first generation of immigrants

� Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties. Kabinetsstandpunt Sociale Kwaliteit en ICT. 17 oktober 2000


� In the fall of 2002 the team Social Quality Matters (SQM) started to share knowledge on ICT and Social Quality in Digital Breeding Grounds. Also: http://www.sqm.nl/


� Lange, M., Lenos, S. ICT en Sociale Kwaliteit, meer dan computers. Dossier Digitale Trapvelden, Amsterdam,  november 2002


� The Social Quality Matters network also refers to these four themes: http://www.sqm.nl/ (see: “dossiers”)


� http://www.socialquality.nl/ 


� Castells, M (2001) The Internet Galaxy. Reflections on the Internet, Business, and Society. Oxford: University Press. 


� Examples of knowlegde networks within the Netherlands: ICT knowledge network Social Policy (X-S2: http://www.x-s2.nl/) by the Ministry of Health, knowledge network Social Quality and ICT (SQM) by the knowledge centre of Policy for Large Cities (http://www.kenniscentrumgrotesteden.nl/). 


� http://web.mit.edu/knh/www/downloads/HamptonWellman2.pdf


� see footnote 6


� Lieshout, M., Frissen, V. (2003) Living Labs. TNO-STB: Delft (in print)


� See http://www.moerwijkmorgen.nl/ for the first experimental sites, created by the inhabitants and a message board where inhabitants are posting questions and remarks about their neighbourhood


� see footnote 6





