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Background 
Most people readily accept there is a need to keep pace with change. Driven by digitalisation, 
convergence and the rapid increases in take-up and use of the Internet in Australia and 
internationally, changes in communications, ICT and the media pose challenges for the 
consumers, governments and service providers. One way to meet that challenge is though 
futures research. Futures research examines the possible social and economic consequences of 
change so as to anticipate and be responsive to the emerging environment. Futures research 
helps to push out the margins of current thinking by challenging old habits and well-
established assumptions. 

Research of a similar nature is underway internationally. The focal question of the OECD's 
Future of the Internet Economy project (FOTI) is about what we want the network to look like 
in 10-15 years time with the aim being to ‘influence the Internet as a positive agent of 
change’1. 

The Australian Communication and Media Authority (ACMA) aims to be known as an 
integrated, forward-looking, proactive and flexible organisation. A core element to building 
this reputation is to research and analyse local and international trends in the development of 
emerging technologies, services and uses of communications, ICT and the media. This 
research provides ACMA with a robust and credible knowledge base upon which to meet its 
statutory responsibilities as a regulator – an evidence-based regulator2. 

ACMA applies a range of strategies in its evidenced-based approach, including collecting and 
analysing data on industry performance, research into consumer, user and audience issues, 
and keeping informed about emerging technologies and services. Futures research has also 
been applied to examine the regulatory consequences of change.  

One of the hurdles in thinking about the value of futures research is that there are no facts 
about the future – there is no evidence. The task is abstract and conceptual. Because the issues 
are non-linear and emergent, a tolerance for ambiguity helps. Thinking about the future is all 
the more uncertain in periods of constant flux and change – where things might go this way or 
that. The inherent uncertainty in many ways means that the future cannot be predicted. 

What futures research does do is to develop an understanding of what could plausibly happen 
and to use that insight to identify risks and to exploit opportunities to be proactive. In 
ACMA’s case, to use futures research to build a resilient approach to regulation.  
                                                 
 
1 www.oecd.org/FutureInternet  
2 Regulating a dynamic mobile telecommunications industry, Speech by Chris Chapman to the Mobile 

Telecommunications Conference 06, 20 September 2006, www.acma.gov.au  
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Objective 
The objective of this paper is to illustrate how futures research - together with evidence of 
actual developments that supports a view of the future identified in prior futures research - 
aides in being proactive, responsive and evidenced-based. 

To keep the process to a manageable size a case study approach has been taken drawing on 
the ‘distributed collaboration’ theme anticipated in past futures research and to compare that 
with actual developments up to mid 2007. 

Two past Australian futures projects are evaluated: Vision 20/20 (ACMA) and Smart Internet 
2010 (Smart Internet CRC). Research for both projects commenced in 2004. The final reports 
respectively were published within four months of each other in 2005. Both projects looked 
further out than 2007 to inform planning in the medium term. 

Past futures studies 

Vision 20/20 
In April 2005 ACMA published the Vision 20/20: Future scenarios for the communications 
industry – implications for regulation report. Out of a range of critical uncertainties Vision 
20/20 participants selected those that they considered posed the most challenges for 
communications regulation in the future. Five scenarios were then developed that examined 
what the communications environment might be in 2020. Possible tensions in the emerging 
environment were subsequently identified from the scenario narratives. The main themes 
derived from the five scenarios were assessed with the emerging tensions into an integrated 
strategic landscape with two key uncertainties: high or low levels of collaboration, and 
centralised or distributed control.  

Out of the five scenarios, Sensitive new age future assumed distributed collaboration (high 
levels of collaboration with distributed control). The narrative summary described a future 
communications environment ‘with global networks, open standards and full interoperability 
– individual self-reliance and social responsibility result in trust and cooperation. There is 
good consumer choice and satisfaction’ (page 5). Possible developments that the Vision 20/20 
report identified as being consistent with distributed collaboration included the emergence of: 

 a regulatory environment –multi-layered and dynamic – that would require more 
responsiveness and flexibility through cooperation locally and nationally, between 
governments and among governments, non-governmental organisations and private 
interests; 

 decentralised and distributed networks, where intelligence lies at the edge and is 
independent of the network operator; and 

 globalised communications where new relationships can be formed and perspectives 
shared, forming new points of reference in shaping behaviour and values. 

Smart Internet 2010 
The Smart Internet 2010 report was published by the Smart Internet CRC in August 2005. 
The primary research question was what the Internet might be like from an end-user 
perspective. As with the Vision 20/20 project the objective was not to predict the future. The 
project applied a ‘Schools of Thought’ approach offering insights and differing visions of 
possible futures from domain experts. 

In terms of distributed collaboration, the Smart Internet 2010 report contained a number of 
possibilities distilled from expert opinion: 
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 the emergence of a mobile Internet that ‘will create new forms of social interaction as 
fluid, networked-enabled swarms of users exploit technology to coordinate group 
action, collaborate, create and exchange content at an unprecedented scale and speed 
(page 16); 

 open source software (eg. XML, RSS), peer-to-peer networking and social networking 
providing the infrastructure for virtual communities of like-minded or inter-connected 
individuals to collaborate; 

 taken together, ‘social networking, open source and peer-to-peer (P2P) will disrupt 
more areas of social life as users self-organise to form “communities of practice” with 
other like-minded individuals’ (page 20); and where 

 the Internet’s imperfections are more than compensated for by the webs of human 
relationships that keep it functioning. 

Of the four schools of thought outlined in the 2010 report, the ‘Not the Smart Internet’ view 
came closest to articulating a ‘distributed collaboration’ viewpoint.  Proponents of this view 
maintain that ‘a distributed network requires an open model of cooperation in order to foster 
innovation, improve fault tolerance, and provide scalable solutions’ (page 33). Social network 
‘evangelist’ Howard Rheingold pointed to a new ‘culture of collaboration’ (page 38).  

Indicators 

Introduction 
This section outlines evidence of distributed collaboration in the public and private spheres, 
nationally and internationally. 

Distributed collaboration takes on many forms including social networking, online 
communities, intranets, virtual private networks as well as communication by email, instant 
messaging, video-conferencing and the like.  

The enabling technology providing distributed collaboration is the Internet. Developed by 
networks of individual researchers, the Internet has been described as a ‘triumph of the 
research community’ – ‘The most collaborative technology ever created, itself, resulted from 
collaboration’3. 

Social networking 
The rapid increase in the use of social networking platforms is one of the most observed and 
telling examples of distributed collaboration that has occurred since 2005. ACMA’s 
Telecommunications Industry Performance Report 2004-05 noted that, in July 2005, 
Technorati (a blog tracking service) was tracking 14.2 million blogs globally. By April 2007, 
Technorati was tracking over 70 million blogs, an increase of 55.8 million or 493 per cent4. 

The content on social networking sites is largely created or reproduced by users. In a recent 
blog posting, Mark Pesce observed that: ‘We now have an expectation that when we 
encounter some media we find highly salient, we should be able to forward it along within our 
social networks, sharing it with our communities of salience5. 

                                                 
 
3 Learning through participation and connecting intelligence, The Knowledge Tree, 2007 

http://kt.flexiblelearning.net.au 
4 http://technorati.com/weblog/2007/04/328.html  
5 http://blog/futurestreetconsulting.com/?p=30  

http://kt.flexiblelearning.net.au
http://technorati.com/weblog/2007/04/328.html
http://blog/futurestreetconsulting.com/?p=30


90 Record of the Communications Policy & Research Forum 2007 

 

People not only have more access to information, they also have the ability to participate in 
new media. The transmission of information and images via new media is giving individuals 
more power to influence debate, share information and take collective action6.  

Social networking is shaping up to be a significant factor in the 2008 US presidential election. 
Tech President is a website that tracks the number of Facebook ‘supporters,’ MySpace 
‘friends,’ and YouTube views per candidate7.  

Web 2.0 phenomenon 
Web 2.0 is short-hand for describing a number of developments that have the following 
elements: 
 

 the Web and all its connected devices is one global platform of reusable services and 
data; 

 data consumption and remixing from all sources, particularly user created content; 
 continuous and seamless updating of software an data, often very rapidly; 
 rich and interactive user interfaces; and 
 architecture that facilitates participation and interactivity. 

Web 2.0 applications enable web users to interact with the Internet and create new forms of 
social interaction that are fluid, real-time and networked. 

Online communities 
Wikipedia is one of the best known online communities. Wikipedia is multilingual, free-
content online encyclopedia run by a non-profit organisation. Wikipedia articles are written 
collaboratively by volunteers around the world. With fifteen times as many words at the 
largest edition of Encyclopedia Britannica, Wikipedia currently ranks among the top ten most-
visited websites worldwide (Wikipedia, September 2007).  

Whirlpool is an independent community website created in 1998 to foster information about 
the state of broadband development in Australia. A web-based forum on the website was 
created in 2001. The discussion forum on the site facilitates information exchanges between 
ISPs, consumers and members of the public. 

Organisational collaboration 
In Mobilising Minds McKinsey consultants Lowell Bryon and Claudia Joyce concluded that 
collaboration is the new strategic advantage in the 21st century8. Collaboration can mine 
collective intelligence and apply this learning capacity to adapt to complexity in the digital 
age. 

An initiative by the United States intelligence community to improve information sharing and 
provide a collaborative work space has been described by the media as ‘MySpace for spies’9. 
According to the Director of National Intelligence, the intent is to enable ‘improved 
interoperability and seamless information sharing between the Department of Defence and the 
Intelligence Community’10. 
                                                 
 
6 Communications in crisis – new media and real-time tensions, presented by Nik Gowing, Main Presenter 

BBC TV. Futures Summit, Australian Davos Connection, May 2007.  
7 http://www.techpresident.com/  
8 The Knowledge Tree, 2007 ibid  
9 US launces ‘MySpace for spies, FT.com, August 21 2007, www.ft.com  
10 Office of the Director of National Intelligence news release no. 17-07, www.doi.gov  

http://www.techpresident.com/
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In June 2007 ACMA agreed to participate in an international ‘convergent’ communications 
regulators group collaborative research project. The project is designed to provide a snapshot 
of the organisational structures and regulatory strategy of convergent regulators as well as 
insights into forecasts of future convergence scenarios. The aim is to offer insights into the 
range of opportunities and challenges currently facing convergent communications regulators.   
 
The FOTI project was initiated in recognition of the need for international collaboration to 
develop and implement enforceable solutions to the recurrent Internet security and privacy 
issues being experienced in multiple jurisdictions.  
 
In itself the project methodology is an interesting example of collaboration.  Apart from 
OECD member countries, non-member countries, representatives from the research 
community, business and from civil society have been invited to participate. As the project 
web site states: ‘A high level perspective is needed to identify inter-relations, broad 
implications and for all stake-holders to rise to the challenges of adapting to this new 
environment.’ 

The issues – creativity, confidence and convergence- are interconnected. Consequently, 
policies that address them need to be formulated across a range of areas such as 
communications, economic, consumer protection and information security policy, needing 
cooperation between governments, the private sector, organised labour, the technical 
community and civil society. They are multi-disciplinary issues with strong societal 
implications that require the attention of Ministers 11. 

One of the main points from a FOTI workshop held in January 2007 was ‘the openness of the 
Internet has been a clear factor in fostering competition and innovation, and is increasingly 
enabling users to develop, collaborate and distribute content and customise applications. This 
openness is driving a range of new social and economic opportunities and deepening the role 
of the Internet as a key part of our economic infrastructure’12. 

Analysis 
Distributed collaboration is changing the way individuals, businesses and governments 
communicate and access information. Thomas Friedman (a columnist with the New York 
Times) describes it this way, ‘The world is flat – it has been flattened. We are going from a 
world of vertical silos of command and control to a world where value is created horizontally 
by who you connect and collaborate with’13.  
 
Improving connectivity between people and communities has significant social consequences.  
The more connections there are between people and within communities the more likely they 
are to collaborate. Content innovation has become decentralised. The Internet has a 
democratising impact on media production through increased user participation. The 
availability and diversity of content is on the increase. User-created content tends to be 
collaborative. 

                                                 
 
11 http://www.oecd.org/document/19/0,2340,en_2649_201185_38051667_1_1_1_1,00.html  
12 Social and Economic Factors Shaping the Future of the Internet, OECD, July 2007, www.oecd.org  
13 Thomas Friedman,  In a flat world imagination is the key, Sydney Morning Herald, 4 May 2007, 

www.smh.com.au  

http://www.oecd.org/document/19/0,2340,en_2649_201185_38051667_1_1_1_1,00.html
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As long as the drivers of ‘connectedness’ remain (open standards, interoperability and 
‘creative commons’ content) distributed collaboration will continue to develop. A critical 
uncertainty is whether the open nature of the Internet is sustained. 
 
In his The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and Freedom 
(2006) Yale Law Professor Yochai Benkler concluded that the feasibility of producing 
information, knowledge and culture through cooperation, rather than market or proprietary 
relations, creates the opportunities for a better informed and engaged society (page 92).  
 
The indicators outlined in this paper suggest that distributed collaboration is becoming a 
meta-trend – a force of massive change economically, socially & politically. Change of this 
scale is expected to force people and organisations to adjust  
 
their world-views, their behaviour and business models. These adjustments will have 
consequential effects on social, institutional, legal and business frameworks. 

Conclusion 
Although futures research is not able to predict the future, schools of thought and scenario 
planning methodologies provide a range of possible futures that can enable a ‘readiness’ for – 
and to possibly shape – the future. The benefits of foresight are potentially at the most 
powerful in identifying early signs of meta-trends that drive massive social and economic 
change. Having advance knowledge and understanding of change of this nature has the 
potential to drive strategic advantage where the foresight is translated into effective 
anticipation and resilience. 
 
Post-futures research tracking and analysis of indicators or sign-posts can provide evidence 
that supports – and to strengthen readiness for - a particular future foreshadowed in prior 
futures research actually emerging. The benefits of this evidence-based support for foresight 
further strengthens organisational capacity and confidence in being able to anticipate and be 
responsive to change. 
 




