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1. Introduction

The international conference “Living the Information Society: The Impact of Information and Communication Technologies on People, Work and Communities in Asia was organized in support of the growing community of researchers and practitioners conducting research on the social, cultural, psychological, economic, political and other transformations brought about by information and communications technologies (ICT) in the Asia Pacific region.

In the conference, a keynote speech and 75 papers from 16 countries were presented. About a half of the speakers were researchers and scholars from Philippines, and the rest of the presenters came from India, Sri Lanka, Singapore, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, China, USA, Netherlands, Canada, Australia, United Kingdom and France (Appendix 1: Conference Agenda). All together there were about 150 participants.

2. Evaluation of the Event Programme

Content and scope

Except the keynote speech, all papers were presented in parallel sessions with three streams. The two delegates from The Hong Kong Council of Social Service pursued to gather more information through division of labour, that means two third of the presentations were captured by the team.

Dr. Richard Ling, the keynote speaker, tried to analyze the interaction between technology and society both in horizontal and vertical perspectives, with domestication approach, then he focused on the use of mobile phone with analysis on its impact such as social cohesion, human interaction and the bounded solidity. He also reviewed the impact with the citation to a number of sociologists including Durkeim and Weber and re-thought the role of social scientists in analyzing the use of ICT, mainly mobile phone.
For the other papers, they covered a wide range of topics including virtual organization, gender, ICT and work, the digital divide, ICT and identities, politics/democratization social movements, ICT and rural development, ICT and relationships, technology adoption, rural development/agri-communities, blogging, e-governance, e-learning, mobile phone relationship, e/m-commerce, bridging access, political mobilization, & ICT policy/privacy issues.

Predominant interest in mobile phone study

One of the first overall impressions was that although the theme of the conference was broadly set for “information society” and the deployment of “information and Communications Technology” (ICT), the main study area in most of the papers, including the plenary speech, focused on the use and impacts of mobile phone. Speakers were interested in studying the impact of mobile phone in building up social cohesion, especially the relationship between family members who were apart because of overseas work, the human relationship derived from the use of mobile phone both in terms of voice and text communications, and how to use the mobile phone to bridge the digital divide by building up a new network, to name but a few.

This phenomenon could be understood with the fact that penetration of mobile phone in Southeast Asia was much higher than that of personal computer and Internet connection because of the affordability both in terms of hardware and network service. With keen competition between manufacturers and service providers, the handsets were cheaper and the service charge was relatively economical to most people in the area. For instance, as Raul Pertierra pointed out, with 20% of the working population was abroad that contributes 18% of the GDP for the country.
 The communication need in Philippines was obvious. The penetration rate of Internet was only 8% in the Philippines while the mobile penetration was 50%, even higher than that of the television! In fact the situations of its neighbouring countries such as Malaysia and Indonesia were similar.

However, we found that most of the speakers could not grasp the latest development of mobile phone technology from the basic use of voice and text communications presently to a more diversified options such as multi-media message (MMS), instant messaging (IM), push message, 3G video call and Wi-Fi. Therefore, most of the speakers were unable to provide a more visionary & forward-looking analysis based on their findings. Nevertheless, there were a few exceptions such as Larissa Hjorth who pointed out that the broadcast effect from the use of mobile phone and the Internet network could be a double-edged sword.

Similar academic backgrounds & perspectives

The second overall observation was that the majority of speakers were academic professionals mainly from sociology discipline or communication field. They might have limited in-depth knowledge in the latest development of the technology and its application. As a result, there was very limited cross-discipline analysis in terms of coverage and depth. For example, most speakers described the social phenomenon in their case studies in a micro-analysis level but failed to step further to investigate the cases with other perspectives such as psychology, public health, public administration or politics. Moreover, since most of the speakers came from similar academic backgrounds, the viewpoints, the arguments, the comments and the analysis on the whole were quite homogenous. On the whole, speakers seemed to be very optimistic and positive to the impact of the ICT, a balanced view, that including both the positive and negative aspects, of the use of ICT was not always presented.

Most of the papers were small-scale case studies in local areas and comparisons or integrations among studies were limited. Thus the conference was not able to depict a bigger picture of the impacts of ICT. The sampling method in quite a few case studies was spontaneous without sound supporting ground. In some circumstances, the argument points of the studies were relatively weak with no or only few citations from other academics. Some of the concepts were even mixed up/confusing such as e-Governance and e-Government. On the whole, it seemed that most of the papers were focus on the depiction of phenomenon without sufficient conclusion, induction, insight, generalization or prediction of trend. As a result, the conference failed to sum up a paradigm on the use of ICT, or only mobile phone in the information society.
3. Observation, Implication and Recommendation to Hong Kong

Since most of the papers analyzed the use of mobile phone in our information society, the observation and recommendation will also focus on the use of mobile phone.

Hong Kong is one of the top penetration areas for mobile phone in the world. Most people own their mobile phone personally. Mobile phone, indeed, enhanced individual connectivity. Dr. Richard Ling, the keynote speaker pointed out that “The major impact of the mobile telephone is to make each of us individually addressable”
. Therefore, a bigger network could be built up via mobile phone, and a bigger network brings job opportunities and social reach-out is viable.

With a second thought we should be able to realize that it is not the power of the mobile phone, but that of the network in which addresses down to the individual level. The mobile phone is only a cost-effective, efficient and reliable vehicle for such a network. Knowing the limitation and digging the probability of mobile phone would be a more important step in unleashing the potential of the vehicle.

Mobile phone could be another media to bridge the digital divide. Lee Lee Loh-Ludher of Malaysia introduced how mobile phone helped the home workers seek for job opportunities and made them more financially independent
. Ride on that connectivity we believed that mobile phone can also be a tool for Hong Kong to bridge its digital divide.

However there is limitation for mobile phone. The text message carried by mobile phone is pretty limited in terms of length, interaction and multi-media elements. Therefore, the information contained herewith can only be simple message without depth. The introduction of mobile phone Internet service such as Wi-Fi, GPRS and Multi-media message could be a remedy but unfortunately the price and the user-friendliness are still barrier. Even sending text message in Hong Kong is costing. In fact, Hong Kong’s text message service charge is the most expensive one among Asia region.

Voice communication via mobile phone, excluding the recorded sales calls, is one-to-one communication. Only the broadcasting of the message, mainly text message, is one-to-many communication. We understand that, although without depth of information, the dissemination of information through this mobile network down to individual level can be robust.

Another challenge of using mobile phone network will be how to build up a cohesive network with meaning. Prof Richard Ling pointed out that “It is the mutual recognition of a common mood in a bounded group. This is induced through the development of a sense of inclusion – and necessarily an exclusion of those who are outside the circle.”
 The art and craft of building up such a network for provision of service could be a new research topic for the social work practitioners.

4. Evaluation of the Event Organization

The organizer was very helpful in the registration process including the arrangement of accommodation for overseas participants. The two-day event had been kept up with a very timely manner. All presentations were limited to 20 minutes and all the chairpersons were able to keep the timeline effectively, leaving abundant time for questions and floor discussions. The time management was very impressive. Nevertheless, the internet connection of the venue, a 5-star hotel, was out of service for the whole conference. It did give us quite a surprise & remind us that even just organizing a conference, there were still a lot for us to catch up regarding ICT. 

5. Conclusion

In spite of its limitations, as an international conference for the first time, this conference did bring together a multidisciplinary group, though limited, of researchers & practitioners in the Asia-Pacific to present their research and perspectives regarding the effects of ICT in society. It also showed, quite in a broad brush, the current state of social science research on the impact of ICT on Asian societies. 
Regarding the situation in Hong Kong, there was at least one thing that might worth our attention. Though there were 3 presenters that came from Hong Kong, all of their researches were conduced in mainland China. So there were not any cases and experience from Hong Kong presented in this international conference! Hong Kong, as an Asia’s World City, might need to have a more proactive effort in this aspect to fill the gap.
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