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Multi-channel services of the future

The basic infrastructure in Finland begins to be so advanced that it enables multi-channel services. Technology would not stand in our way if we only knew how to use it and did not forget to apply it in everyday situations. The term multi-channel services seems most often to be used to refer to content services, such as news delivered and received in various ways. The multi-channel services provided by operators have attracted far less attention. In this article, the term refers to the opportunity of producing, transmitting and receiving various contents through multiple channels. 

Demand for a national media culture requires that people know what they need (or want) and also know how to demand it. This, in turn, requires the ability to make your own productions. It is like with the ability to write: only when you learn to write can you understand what you read and demand and appreciate better literature and better texts. Not until multi-channel services become an everyday part of life can we utilize the best, unparalleled opportunity provided by information networks: everyone can be a writer, a cameraman and a producer for their own contents. The freedom and joy of speech that does not offend others is everyone’s irrevocable right – and the technology makes it now possible. 

Creating a new living and working environment for everyone requires that we also pay attention particularly to the services for small enterprises to enable technology to be utilized in full for making everyday life easier. These services cannot be created solely on the terms of the market forces, as it is impossible for small companies to develop the services by themselves. It is also impossible for small, mainly micro companies to do all the background work, to compare and learn to use various new technological applications – that is, to put the technology into full use. They simply have not enough time. What is also needed is new lines of business and occupational groups: e.g. ’IT road service’ and network secretaries who attend for instance to the information management, administrative, marketing and information retrieval services of several different micro companies. 


We need to understand people’s needs to use technology and what kinds of services, technological infrastructure and legislation are needed to build an open, balanced information society. Future research – i.e. current research aiming at learning about the future – provides the tools for this: preparing visions and future scenarios, and making the future.  As an example of making the future, we will present the idea of communication camps, which aim at making multi-channel services more common. 

We have written the following three small stories to illustrate the multi-channel services that arise from people’s own needs: people are the subjects, and the content services have been provided for these subjects. An opposite approach would have resulted in stories about how people use services that are based on corporate and technological interests. Both approaches are needed to identify future opportunities, and they should be used in parallel.

Story 1: Setting up a garden

Pia is sitting on the stairs of her house, thinking about how to put her garden in order for the coming summer. She decides to take action – nothing would happen if she just kept sitting. Pia videotapes the garden and takes ground samples according to a garden adviser’s instructions she has found on the Internet.  Having completed the groundwork, she sets up a connection to the local garden adviser. She sends the video, information on the ground samples, layout of the garden and her question ”What should I do?” to the adviser. As it is high season for gardening, Pia receives an automatic reply stating that she will be contacted the next day. However, the reply message contains a web link that advises Pia to take yet another, more accurate ground sample. The first ground samples gave her information on the quality of soil in different parts of the garden, and now she can prepare even better for the next day, when she will be contacted by the garden adviser. 

Pia talks to the garden adviser at first on the phone and tells her about her wishes while videotaping her garden. The garden adviser Lea asks Pia questions and requests her to zoom in to check details, particularly the exact places where she had taken the ground samples the previous day. The weeds growing in these places will give Lea valuable further information. She promises to send a plan to Pia the next day. 

On the wide screen of her home, Pia receives an accurate picture of a new garden, information on the plants Lea has chosen, ground improvement plans, and a cost estimate. Pia promises to get back to Lea the next day after having studied the plan in peace and quiet. 

Pia supplements the plan with some flowers that are familiar to her from her childhood home. She does not remember their names but manages to find them on the Internet in a catalogue of old perennials. She finds them by means of image pattern recognition. As the search criterion, she uses a model she has cut from a digital copy of a childhood black-and-white photo. She also needs the chat service of the 4H Federation to identify one plant.  

Lea recommends a good garden worker and gives Pia his contact information. She dictates the invoice to Pia’s electronic invoice box (and to her own bookkeeping). 

Pia contacts the gardener called Matti and sends him Lea’s drawings and plan. Matti is glad to do the job, but cannot make it until after a fortnight, which is OK with Pia. Matti promises to order all necessary materials before that and requests that they be delivered in one go the day before he begins the work. After a week, a garden centre Matti knows well sends a confirmation to his handset that the ordered materials have arrived at their warehouse. The entire delivery has now been confirmed, and Matti forwards this information to Pia. 

On the agreed date, sand, soil and a large number of different plants are delivered to Pia’s garden. At the same time, an invoice for the materials is sent to Pia’s electronic invoice box. Pia immediately sets up a connection to her invoice box with her mobile phone and approves the invoices for payment. 

Matti arrives in time and does the garden work meticulously and professionally. The coming summer and all summers after that are full of joy and happiness for Pia. 

Pia videotapes the progress of the garden work and saves everything in the family’s memory box for future generations. She cannot help talking about the garden to her friends. Being also garden enthusiasts, they can enjoy the garden by following its growth over a remote connection.

Multi-channel services used in the example: 

· transmission of video

· transmission of information on the analysis of ground samples

· streaming camera

· making the plans digitally ”alive”

· image recognition

· multi-channel invoicing, which sends the invoicing information to the invoicer’s bookkeeping and the invoices to the invoicee according to a payment option that suits the invoicee’s current situation

· good order logistics systems 

· video image saving and distribution service

Story 2: Travel account

Pia is a university professor of statistics. Pia’s university requires that travel accounts be prepared of conference trips to provide information on the conferences to those who have not participated in them. To meet the university’s – and her own – requirements and to do the job as well and as easily as possible, Pia has developed her own way of giving travel accounts. When travelling, she carries a handy multi-service device, with which she can videotape, record, type and naturally access the web.  

Even during her trip, Pia is scheduled to teach two groups. One of the groups is dealing with the topics of the conference, so Pia decides to utilize her trip by transmitting lectures to her students as a live transmission. Pia comments on the subject and combines it with her own teaching. She also saves the transmission directly in the network. With the other group, she has taken care of her teaching in advance by means of the web. 


Pia compiles material for her travel account during her entire trip. Her trip can thus be followed in real time, which guarantees a number of recipients for her account. She records the conference lectures and also takes notes during them. She transmits both the recording and her notes immediately to her own protected pages on the web. If a lecturer has not given his or her permission in advance in the electronic conference programme, Pia requests a permission to record the lecture and to publish the recording on the web.

 Pia often also videotapes part of the lecture to make the lecturer more familiar to those who listen to the lecture over a remote connection. She may even interview particularly interesting lecturers – especially if her colleagues in Finland ask her to. Pia receives further questions by text message. 

Pia feels that the advanced travel account technology allows her to get much more out of the conference, and it also benefits the entire university: the travel budget of the university is small, and not everyone who is willing can go on a trip. Thanks to the technology, the university maintains its positions as a top university in its field. 

Multi-channel services used in the example:

Image, voice, video and text saving and transmission services

Story 3: International school

Pia’s son Matias goes to an international school. Each Finnish pupil at the school has his or her own international partner. Matias’s partner is Nora from Mexico. Matias and Nora do their homework together with their own team. The team consists of six pupils, three of whom are Finnish. The school believes in the interaction of theory and practice and in the pedagogy of exploratory learning. Teamwork welds the pupils into a community whose members rely on each other. The prerequisite for working is open interaction. (Hakkarainen , K., Lonka, K. & Lipponen, L,1999)


Initially, the team members find it difficult to understand each other, since they come from different cultures. Each of them has their own manners and habits. It is perhaps easier for the foreign pupils, as they are in a foreign culture and know to question things, unlike the Finnish pupils. The school has decided to make it systematically easier for everyone to detect differences and accept them, and to compromise. This is done with the help of multi-channel services. When Nora, for example, notices something she finds strange, she immediately sends a picture and a question to Matias, who then looks into it. Nora has wondered for instance about Finnish people's habits of taking their shoes off when they come to visit, about the Finnish coffee table ceremonies, etc. At first her knowledge of the Finnish language is, moreover, not so good. Nevertheless, Matias finds it easy to understand her question, when she sends a picture, taken with a camera phone, of a guest without shoes or of the pile of shoes in the hall, and the question "why". Having received a picture of the service desk of the tax office, Matias understands that Nora is wondering why no one returns her greeting. It is not easy for Matias to answer this, but Nora feels much better when she learns that at least she has not unintentionally hurt anyone. Many similar situations occur especially during the first months. There are often different image structures behind cultural differences. Language reflects these structures, and even if you have a good command of a foreign language, it is difficult to get behind the image structures (Johansson, 2004). A picture makes this easier. 


Teamwork at the school is smooth, as the teams have video cameras, tape recorders, etc., in their use. You can often give a clearer picture of a situation if you videotape it instead of just writing about it. This is self-evident in connection with biology homework, for example. The team keeps in touch by means of group calls, group text messages and group pictures. If, for instance, a team member finds a new plant, he or she sends a picture of it to the other team members. Very often someone identifies it immediately or can at least quickly edit the question and the related picture for a suitable chat line. It is good to know at once if it is a plant of which one should take a sample. 

The team also uses the ”push talk” service, which enables a team member’s voice to be heard on everybody else’s phone without separate reception. The connective force of the service is huge; the service allows the team members to know almost always where everybody else is and what they are doing.

Matias likes his own school and his own team. In addition to education, the school gives him life-long friends, and they can always keep in touch even if they live in different parts of the world. 

Multi-channel services used in the example:

- MMS service

- group calls, group text messages, transmission of group pictures

- ”push talk” service


How to make multi-channel services part of the everyday life?

The idea of everyone's information society raises the following question: How will people be able to function actively as subjects in an information society where they are increasingly bombarded with information? 

Learning how to use technology, user-friendly subscriptions and good online teaching materials do not suffice to answer the question. If learning to use technology is separated from the real situation and need, technology becomes an end in itself instead of a helpful means to accomplish something useful.

Communication camps 

A good way to adopt technology for your own use is to participate in a communication camp. Communications camps have been organized for as long as 18 years. In communication camps, the use of technology is a happy thing that is made part of the everyday activities from the very beginning. What is more important than the use of technology is what you say, how you act and do things together, and how you take care of each other. Communication is almost always an integral part of information and communication technology, and it has an important role in all communication camp activities. The aim is not to teach people to master a single means of expression but to familiarize the campers with as many communication tools and networks formed by them as possible. The key activities in a communication camp include making a video, a radio programme, a magazine and food. The campers move in teams from one activity point to another with the aim of getting an overall picture, for example, of the opportunities offered by technology.

You cannot learn to communicate solely by reading books or by learning to know what kinds of communication devices there are. You can only learn to communicate in live situations, when organizing and performing transactions – that is, through experience. Communication camps serve as examples of situations where you can learn to communicate both in interactive situations and in action. Very often when people talk about communication and evaluate communication skills, they forget the ability to make it happen and the ability to use communication in everyday tasks.

In communication camps, learning is seen as a human process. In the flexible environment of a communication camp, the campers shape their environment themselves and give it meaning by their actions, manners and active communication. By observing – even if subconsciously – the impact of their actions and messages, the campers learn new things and meanings. Tacit actions, decision-making procedures, practices and attitudes towards others often have a greater impact on learning than presentations and lectures (Hakkarainen, K., Lonka, K. & Lipponen, L, 1999). According to Lonka, lecturing about "How to communicate" is a waste of time: it is difficult to motivate students, since the subject is abstract, and interaction is not only a technological skill, but it should be a part of practical operations. It is these practical operations that constitute a communications camp. 

As the camps emphasize democracy and encourage initiative, campers learn to look at things in a new way and to question old practices. They learn to observe their environment and compare it with the vision of the future, aiming at learning to know about the future.

In communication camps, everyone shares their information and competence with others, as no results would be achieved without cooperation. No one can make it alone. Nevertheless, everyone can operate independently.

The camps offer you an opportunity to grow towards initiative, sense of community and management of your own life. The campers' mutual trust and openness increase in an atmosphere of appreciation. In communication camps, people do not criticize but appreciate each other all the more. Even criticism in the camp media is appreciative criticism. 

The main principles of a communication camp arise from social behaviour and being together:

· learning by doing

· completing your work

· initiative

· taking care of others

· accepting and bearing responsibility

· everyone is each other's teacher and pupil

· acting together independently 

· teamwork

· learning and seeing the overall process

· appreciating others' work.

These principles help the campers to become subjects in information society – managers of their own lives together with others.


In the camps, the one who knows more advises the others or people look for a solution together. This applies particularly to "button technology". Those who are more competent show what to do and how to act. Guidance is used to tell especially about matters of which the campers do not have a model in their minds, such as interaction and dealing with everyday logistics. Someone who is more competent than you must be there to tell you that you could have made a call, or sent a message or enquiry, etc. It is also important to continuously question manners and operations: would it be better in this way or in that way? If a better solution is found, the practice is changed. In addition to teams and leaders, structures and the positions of equipment change. Assuming responsibility teaches you to produce results even if you do not know how. Experiences of success teach you and give you self-confidence. We must encourage people to try over and over again, praise them for good performances and find great details in weaker performances. 

Adoption of technology

Communal operations refer to the equal opportunity of each member of a community to use, modify and create new information for a jointly maintained operating environment. As a result of new technology, each individual has thus a more active role in the communication of communities. Instead of receiving and waiting passively, they receive information and search for information actively.

In literature on communication science, the theories for studying the use of communication technology distinguish between three approaches to the adoption of technology: rational, social and adaptive (Kallio, Jäkälä, 2000). In the same way that we study the adoption of the actual technology and a service, we can also study how the operations enabled by the service become part of everyday routines.

Rationality in the selection and use of technology means that we assume communication to be efficient when the most suitable means for each communication task and situation has been selected by rational criteria. The rational approach can also be called technology-centred, as the use of technology is often explained by technological features. The introduction of technology is based on the technology itself, not on the need for which it would bring new dimensions.

The social approach pays attention to the users of technology. The norms, practices, values and attitudes prevailing in a social community shape the users' ideas of technology and thereby steer the use and selection of technology in the entire community. Communication camps create new social situations in which the use of technology and the opportunities provided by technology can be studied.

The third, adaptive approach studies the use of technology rather as a product of the communal culture than as an individual's choice. The relation between the community and technology is thus always reciprocal, and technology cannot be studied separately from the community. A social community not only defines how technology should be used but is also constantly modified and revamped by the use of technology.

Communication camps allow the multi-channel service to be adopted by the participants so that it becomes part of their everyday lives. The prerequisite for this is that all members of a community participate in the everyday operations in such a manner that the sender and the recipient understand each other and that their services are compatible, as in the case where Pia ordered gardening advice.

Conclusion

From a cultural and communal perspective, a team is the key area for the production and renewal of social information. Communication technology is not only a means for exchanging information and thoughts but also a phenomenon whose use is determined in social interaction. In communication camps, teams develop and adopt technology, which explains their strong renewing force.

The theory of social influence emphasizes that a social community shapes the ideas of a communication situation and task. Ideas of and attitudes towards a certain technology consist of an individual's experiences of this technology, of his or her usage skills and of communal factors. An individual's good usage experiences of a certain technology, for example, steer others to use it, too, and vice versa. The progress of multi-channel services depends on positive experiences of use. Saving and distributing self-managed content requires that you can use the service in a familiar environment to perform your own transactions. 

Certain kind of use of technology in a community maintains and strengthens the valid functions and structures of a community but can also dissolve them and replace them with new ones. Technology as such does not change the structures of a community, but it can act as a catalyst for the change. In addition to technology, an actual change always requires the input of the social community and communal use of the technology. The use of communication technology, in particular, requires several people with which you can communicate. Otherwise you will only be a recipient of online information and entertainment.

When developing technological applications, we should consider whether they are intended to be tools for an individual, a certain group or the entire community. It should also be defined whether the aim of a multi-channel service is to enhance communication and individual tasks or to create a sense of community and to change the practices and structures of the entire community. We are certain that a large number of new tasks and products can be found within the area of eBusiness, if we just turn our eyes to people's needs and concentrate on how to facilitate the everyday routines and enhance the quality of life.
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