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The domestication of innovations: challenges for research and development

This presentation will address the role of users in innovation processes and particularly in ICT-related innovation processes. Traditionally users are conceived as ‘end’-users in ICT-related innovation approaches. This concept reflects both the technological determinism and the classical diffusionist approach that has been characteristic for ‘Information Society’ discourse. This discourse is an exemplary case of what is described in the introduction to  this parallel session as ‘socio-technology’;  ICTs are considered to have a major impact on human beings and the societal context they are embedded in. As part of this discourse, the ‘end-user’ rhetorics suggests that users of ICTs are at the passive, receiving end of innovation trajectories and their assumed far reaching consequences. These rhetorics fail to address the crucial role of users in innovation processes and particularly fail to explain the battlefield of unsuccessful ICT-innovations lying behind us. 

In this presentation I shall argue that particularly ICTs have characteristics which enable us to demonstrate the crucial role of users in innovation processes. All technologies need to be ‘domesticated’ in order to have an impact: technologies have to blend into the dynamics and practices of everyday life and only than they are able to bring about considerable change. Innovation thus must be seen as a mutual shaping process, which Roger Silverstone (1996:223) has described as ‘a taming of the wild and a cultivation of the tame’
. Characteristic for this view on innovation is that mutual shaping involves unexpected impacts and thus new routes for innovation. 

The role of users in innovation and the ‘double face’ of ICTs as socio-technologies will be illustrated through two examples of ICT-related innovations: Ambient Intelligence and social software.

Finally the presentation will address the challenges this approach poses for research and for user-driven design. A ‘living lab’ approach is suggested as a possible answer to these challenges.
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