
RMIT Group Probes Phone Use
Whether they love them or hate 
them, people feel strongly about 
telephones.

This was confirmed by the report of 
Associate Professor Patricia Gillard of 
RMITs Telecommunications Needs 
Research Group on her research into 
telecommunications use, in which she 
sought to explore the existence o f ‘tel­
ecommunications cultures’.

Members of the Group presented 
their findings from 1993 research in 
Melbourne on 30 May.

Starting from the basis that tel­
ecommunications needs are fundamen­
tal to living and can be ascertained by 
way of telecommunications use, as part 
of Professor Gillard’s research ten di­
verse individuals were asked to log 
their phone use. They were:
• Rosemary, a mother active with 

the local school and community;
• Dorothy, who belongs to an Abo­

riginal community;
• Eve, a woman of non-English speak­

ing background, with children;
• Joe and Steve, a gay male couple;
• Lyn, a single woman in her 40s 

with family/friends networks;
• Alan, a businessman with a mobile 

phone;
• Rachel, a young isolated mother 

without a home phone;
• Joanne, a teenager living at home 

in the city;
• Natalie, a teenager living at home 

in the country;
• Peter, a teenager not living at home.

The research first asked people 
what communications means in their 
lives, and how they think and feel 
about it. The responses were definite 
but disparate; some loved the phone, 
some hated it and some felt mixed 
emotions about it.

The research went on to explore 
how people live with telecommunica­
tions. Placement of phones and rules 
of use were important factors. For 
example, Dorothy’s phone was in the 
family room and was part of family 
interaction; she used her phone a lot to 
maintain wider family and commu­
nity links. Eve talked to a large vari­

ety of friends on the phone while she 
cooked, and would have liked to have 
phones all over the house. Natalie 
talked to her friends and did home­
work over the phone. Rosemary had 
strict rules about when friends could 
call her so as to maintain her privacy. 
Joe and Steve positioned their phone 
near their CD and sometimes played 
music to callers; Steve, who was eager 
to talk on the phone, generally an­
swered the phone, which suited the 
more reluctant Joe. Because Lyn was 
often on the phone at work, she used 
the answering machine to screen her 
calls at home. Alan had a number of 
phones at work and always carried a 
mobile; he did not view phones as rec­
reational. Joanne had a long exten­
sion on her phone so that she could 
walk around and do things while she 
talked to friends. Peter, who was in 
supported accommodation, had three 
phones: a conventional phone, a hands 
free, and a remote; he also had a CB 
radio and a scanner. Rachel could not 
afford a phone and relied on a neigh­
bour for important calls.

With the exception of Peter, most of 
the participants were not particularly 
interested in high technology. Alan 
and Lyn thought that more sophisti­
cated phones contained complex func­
tions which were not generally used. 
The majority of those surveyed were 
happy with their basic phone.

Overall, the research found that
telephones were perceived in four ways:
1. Telephones make and reflect rela­

tionships with the outside world. 
They enable people to maintain fam­
ily and community links, both close 
by and at a distance. Phone use at 
work was more functional in na­
ture.

2. Telecommunications provide secu­
rity and accessibility in times of 
need, but breach personal privacy, 
and potentially - with mobile phones 
- business confidentiality .

3. The intrusiveness of the phone 
needs to be controlled and people 
want greater control over whom 
they wish to speak to. While older 
participants took the phone off the 
hook or vetted calls with answering 
machines, teenagers welcomed all 
calls and maintained other activi­
ties while they talked. Eve’s hus­
band and Natalie’s father sought to 
control phone use. Rachel believed 
a phone would place too much strain 
on her budget.

4. The phone is a source of recreation 
and entertainment for some, like 
the teenagers and Eve and Steve. 
Alan and Lyn’s use of phones at 
work led them to seek more direct 
personal contact as recreation.
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Needs of Older People
Kirsty Williamson from the University of Melbourne pre­
sented her research on telecommunications and the infor­
mation and communications needs of older adults. This 
looked at the information needs of people 60 and over as 
revealed by their telephone use. Older people have less 
income to put towards telecommunications, and the effec­
tiveness of basic services in meeting their needs is all 
important.

The 202 participants were asked to log their incoming 
and outgoing calls for two weeks. The numbers of incoming 
and outgoing calls were roughly equivalent: the great 
majority of calls were local. Most calls occurred between 
8.00am and 6.00pm; the majority took five minutes or less.

The average number of calls involving men was 23.44, 
while for women the average was 36.86, and most calls 
involving men were of shorter duration. The majority of 
calls were to family; the next highest category were calls to 
friends and neighbours.

Dr John Urbano (RMIT) presented his research on 
Telelink and the blind elderly. This involved profession­
ally facilitated telephone support groups of 5-8 persons 
over a period of 13 weeks. The participants were not known 
to one another and addressed each other only by their first 
names.

Dr Urbano looked at Telelink’s effectiveness and group 
dynamics with newcomers. Most of the participants found 
the groups useful, and said that they had benefited from 
exchanging views and information about common prob­
lems. The perceived strengths of the groups were their 
anonymity, the degree of social support and general therapy 
they afforded, and their effectiveness in terms of both costs 
and time. □

Bruce Shearer

Phone Access to be Extended
People with hearing difficulties or speech impair­
ments will have access to a 24 hour Telephone Type­
writer Relay Service as a result of a four-year $26m 
commitment in the Federal Budget.

More than 21,000 people with these disabilities around 
Australia will have a national telephone network for the 
first time and will be assisted with the costs of specialised 
equipment. □

‘Sucking on a 
Firehose’

The Superhighway is out, the Infobahn is in, accord­
ing to Daniel Petre of Microsoft.

For consumers, domestic broadband services could be 
like ‘sucking on a firehose’. For Petre low bandwidth is the 
forgotten child and high bandwidth the chosen one. Petre 
said low bandwidth technology can still provide for a rich 
exchange of information. Two way delivery of e-mail, online 
information, home shopping, video programs and compu­
ter games can be delivered via ADSL over existing phone 
lines.

Petre was speaking at a seminar held by Sydney law­
yers Freehill, Hpllingdale and Page titled Cyberspace: 
Logging on to the Superhighway. Freehill’s Partners Sheila 
McGregor and Mark Crean hosted the seminar on the legal 
implications of new media applications such as copyright, 
privacy and defamation.

Motorola was the other corporate player represented at 
the seminar. Jon Moss, Motorola’s General Manager for 
the Wireless Data Group, demonstrated the latest in 
palmtop computers, complete with a wireless data modem. 
He tipped that computers, particularly portable ones, would 
be the primary consumer device for connecting to the so- 
called superhighway. Like Microsoft, Motorola seems to be 
putting its money on interactive low bandwidth services.

Roger Buckeridge of the consultancy firm Cutler and 
Company mapped out the current terrain of cyberspace, 
namely the Internet. In Australia access to ‘the Net’ is 
through AARNet, owned by the Vice Chancellors’ Commit­
tee. Approximately 120,000 hosts are based in educational 
institutions with up to half a million users. To keep it 
functioning in Australia costs $10m a year. Hosts and 
users invest just enough to keep it running. Buckeridge 
likened this to “the tragedy of the commons” where medi­
eval farmers spent just enough to maintain shared pas­
ture, but not enough to improve it.

E-mail and home shopping have hidden traps with 
respect to privacy and defamation. Mark Crean sketched 
out a home shopping hypothetical with a salutory message 
on privacy. He also cited a recent defamation case in 
Western Australia (Rindos v Hardwick) where an anthro­
pologist was awarded damages from e-mail defamation. 
Sheila McGregor cited historians seeking access to Presi­
dent Bush’s e-mail. E-mail messages become documents in 
permanent form. File servers back up to tape daily and 
users save and redistribute messages, propagating infor­
mation not intended to be permanent and sent without the 
discretion exercised in writing a letter. □

Barry M elville
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