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Prologue

The Future of Socio-Technical
Systems
Charles Steinfield
Michigan State University, East Lansing, USA

Like it or not, we live in interesting times. They are times of danger and uncertainty; but they are also the
most creative of any time in the history of mankind.
—Robert F. Kennedy
This is an interesting time to be studying ICTs
from a socio-technical systems (STS) perspective
for many reasons; in this introduction I will focus
on two that have implications for the future of STS
research. The first reason has to do with the notion
of context - a core aspect of STS theory. Much of
the early STS research emphasizes work settings as
the context for technology design and use, derived
from such foundational work as Emery and Trist’s
(1960) studies at the Tavistock Institute for Human
Relations. Even in the intervening years, as STS
theories were applied to computers and information
systems (e.g. Mumford, 1983), the focus remained
on the workplace since that is where these systems
were concentrated. Even recent articulations of
STS theory and research have an organizational
orientation, albeit expanded to include the complex
interactions between computer systems and society
at large (e.g. Kling’s (2007) efforts to define a field
of social informatics).

This work and organizational focus is no longer
adequate today. ICTs have permeated all walks of
life—in and outside of the workplace, for productive activity, for socializing, and for pure entertainment. Indeed, some of the most interesting new
trends in the use of ICTs are emerging outside the
workplace (e.g. consider young people playing a
location-based game via mobile devices). Support
for socializing and entertainment are core aspects
of many new media such as online social network
sites, games, and mobile content and services. A
number of the chapters in this section recognize that
ICTs are used in all aspects of everyday life, which
creates challenges for how STS researchers define
the context in which technologies are designed and
used. In large-scale online social network sites like
Myspace and Facebook, for example, it is difficult
to define the social context of use. Not only are the
lines between online and offline activity blurred, but
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these services have become so large they transcend
any semblance of organizational, geographical, or
national boundaries. One problem this creates is that
people operate in many distinct communities with
sometimes overlapping network membership, but
the information they wish to share with others differs depending on the situation. A Facebook profile
element about ones’ relationship status may not be
appropriate for work colleagues, and we may wish
to share some photos with close friends that we do
not share with co-workers.
The authors in this section recognize that this
more expansive set of context domains is both a
challenge to efforts to improve design through
a greater understanding of the social context of
use as well as an opportunity to find new ways to
explore the evolution of social rules and norms in
these new media. Just because usage is occurring in
other places besides the workplace does not make
it any less important. And, if we extend this issue
to include the design of ICTs by large, distributed,
and loose-knit communities of developers such as
open-source communities, we can easily see the
challenges for STS research. There are crucial social,
psychological, and economic payoffs to improved
design of these services that can come from a STS
perspective - from improving designs, to enhancing peoples’ abilities to form and maintain social
capital, to improving services to consumers through
better e-commerce mechanisms, as chapters in this
section illustrate.
The second issue that will influence future STS
research derives from the fact that ICTs increasingly
are infused with traces of human activity that can
be captured and leveraged in the production of
services. This, in itself, is not a new idea. Zuboff
(1988) observed that modern information technologies do more than automate—they “informate” by
capturing informational byproducts of transactions.
However, as with other contemporary work, Zuboff’s
emphasis was on organizational contexts, with the
information byproducts viewed as something useful for management decision-making. Today, these
traces of human activity are often essential features
of so-called Web 2.0 services, supporting what has

been termed social navigation (Dieberger et al,
2000). Services such as the newsfeeds on Facebook,
recommendation systems for e-commerce, and Geotagged photos for tourism services, are examples
of applying information collected unobtrusively to
create new value for users of ICT-based systems.
The future of STS research will be intertwined
with this emerging philosophy of Internet-based
service design. These traces of activity not only
provide useful information to other users, they
also provide data for researchers that can help
them deal with the many ambiguities raised by
the first issue - the broader contexts in which ICTs
are used. These information trappings give rise to
new tools to better understand social structures and
behaviors in online contexts (Smith, 1999). And this
data is certainly of use to designers, enabling an
almost real-time feedback loop between users and
designers. Indeed, as the information contributed
from users becomes a more explicit component of
the service, the lines between user and designer
become blurred, which is itself a fascinating topic
to explore in STS research.
The expansion of ICTs into all walks of life, and
the growing ability to capture and re-use information are, of course, double-edged swords, opening
up unprecedented opportunities for innovation in
service design on the one hand, as well as ever-more
intrusive windows into the private lives of people
on the other. STS researchers do indeed live in
interesting times.
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