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1. Introduction

The Subcommittee on the Social Impacts of Videotex is a consultative

group charged with anticipating the probable impacts of videotex on the
Canadian communﬁty. Since its inception in 1979, it hés‘commissioned
research and engaged in discussions with the aim of dgtermining the
imp]icatféhs‘for ordinary Canadians of the widesbread\édopfion of videg-
tex. It is the belief of the Subcommittee that it is essential for

citizens to be involved in determining how such new communication

technologies as videotex are to be employed.

This paper is intended as the beginning of a discussion with

Canadians on the future of communications in Canada. In our view it
is essential for citizens to participate in determining priorities
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'which will underlie those fundamental decisions of public poTicy'which

1ie ahead.

2. The Canadian Videotex Consultative Committee

The Sdbcommitteefs parent body, the Canadian Videotex Consultative
Committee (CVCC) was established in 1979 to_advise the Deputy Ministeg
of Communications on the federal government's Telidon program. The 4
goal of the CVCC is to obtain for Canadians; to ﬁhe.greatest degregaﬂ“#
possible, the social and economic bénéfits arising from a widespread
implementation of videotex systems. _ | : ~

To achieve this goal the CYCC is to:

Appoint working subcommittees in any fuﬁctéona1 areés

and make recommendations it considers necessary to meet
its general objectives.
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Reyiew the status of the Telidon program and make any
recommendations it deems appropriate to the Deputy
Minister,

Review videotex standards and assist and advise the
Deputy Minister on objectives and actions so as to
achieve standards implementation.

Review the possible impact of the evo]ution of yideotex
on the social and economic structure of Canadian society
and make appropriate policy recommendations to the Deputy
Minister.

Review the Telidon marketing and industrial strategy
as it relates to world-wide videotex developments and
where possible assist in the implementation of that
strategy.

Consider all practical means for the aporopriate dis-

’sem1nat1on of 1nformat1on concerning Tel]don

" Not 1nc1ud1ng the chairman, vice-chairman), or execun1ve secretary,

the CVCC {is composed of twenty-five members who are appointed for two

year terms. While members have been chosen with regard to their ability

to contribute to the goals of the CYCC, the DOC has also ensured that

there is representation from:

The broadcasting industry

The

cable television industry

The telecommunications carriers industry

Civic groups

Government and para-government agencies

Information providers (including education) _ \

Labour

The communications manufacturing industry
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. - - While membership on the CVCC is limited, six subcommittees and oth:er‘ ;
{ ~ad-hoc working groups ensure that a broad répresentation of views is |
brought to the work of the CVCC. The Social Impacts Subcommfttee is one
of six currently constituted, The others are concerned with: standards,
marketing and industrial sbrateq1es, legal aspects, education,. te1etext

and information providers.

The terms of reference of the Social Impacts Subcommittee are as

follows.

"In view of the fact that the use of V1deotex systems may in L1me
become as commonplace as telephone usage, the Subcommittee on the
Effects of Videotex on Individuals and Society (our former name)
seeks to anticipate the impact of this developing technology on
Canadians. Spec1f1ca11y, our concerns are broadly based to include
social, cultural, pelitical, economic and other factors., The Sub-

committee will seek to identify as they emerge philosophical™and =
moral issues fundamental to the development of this technology and
encourage an 1ntegrat1ve approach to the solution of problems which-

i : . are identifiad, for the benefit of all Canad1ans

“In particular, the Subcommittee ant1c1nates that among others the
following issues will require its consideration:

1. the need to facilitate and be responsive to public-
comnent on developing issues in order to ensure that
the introduction of videotex proceeds in a manner
which is both acceptable and desirable to the public.

2. the development of videotex systems which have the -
capacity to be truly interactive and can provide
an opportunity for participation by Canadians in all
~walks of Tife. To do otherwise could increase the
widespread alienation already experienced by members
of our society.

3. the technology must be developed so that the interests,
needs and skills of differing age groups are satisfied.
In addition the needs of other specific user groups
(such as the handicapped) must be recognized.
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4. the development of techniques which will effectively
safequard the privacy of individuals. Privacy must
be considered paramount even when weighed aga1nsu :
considerations of economic ef f1C1€nC/

5. the impact on quality and quant1ty of employment. The
introduction of videotex systems will affect work in a
variety of ways. Attention must be given to displacement
of workers, retraining, education and perhaps even to a
reappraisal of the npature of work itself.

6. the issue of equity. Lack of access to videotex systems
could create a new form of poverty,

7. the provision of adequate safequards to offset the
potentially centralizing tendencies of this new tech-
nology. Techn1ques should be developed to facilitate

- the .use of the system by individuals as information
providers.
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. _ 8, the need for sufficient untied funds from commercial
o ek information providers, astwell-as government, to-support
data bases of specific community interest.

9. the adequacy of data bases so that overall homogenization
of society 1s not exacerbated, Systems that are developed
must be responsive to geagraphical needs and sensitive
to the social and cultural diversity of Canada," (Terms
of Reference Social Impacts Subcomm1ttee)

Since the format1on.of the Subcommittee,a number of additional issues

and areas of concern have crystallized..

3. Communications and Canada

Communications have always played an important role in Canada. As
e nation whose population is thinly. spread over some 5000 miles, Cénada
has through its history been'a leader in the development of communications
equipment. A transcontinental railroad was completed in 1883 and a
telegreph system followed seon after; a trans-Canada radio network in

1927 and a telephone network in 1932; a domestic communications satellite
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’ . ~in 1972; the first nationwide digital data communications system in

e 1973. Current developments in satellites, fibre optics, digital networks
| and Telidon, Canada's second generation yideotex system, indicate that

~ Canada will continue to play a leading technological role,

Communicationé issues are of central importance in the nat{ona1
policy arena and raise questions of federal-provincial rights and
responsibilities, national sovereignty, and cultura]vautonomy. Canada
has the largest per capita investment in communications technoiogy of
any other nation. We have the world's most extensive cab]e system with
which to deliver a vast yarlety of hroadcast and non- broadcast services
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to the home and of;wce We expect that»Te11don or a var1ant w111wu1t1~“

] . ' v mate]y.t_)e part of a broad public information network. Given tms signif-

icance of communication to Canada and Canadians Gur goal is to ensure
that in the building of an efficient and effective system, the legitimate
neads and concerns of the eventual users of the system, the citizens of

Canada are not over-shadowed by concerns for short-term profit.

4, Techndogy and Society

Videotex is but one of <o large number of tethno]ogicol-advances
made possible by the development of microe1ectronics and related
technologies. The use of these technologies will chahge Canadian
society. New words and terminology creep into the language; néw
occupations develop and others atrophy; new industrieé’grow {often

‘ - very rabid]y) and others mature and fade into the background. New

any country in the world. We make more telephone calls per pefson than



opportunities arise for styles of life and variaties of cultural
creation and experience., In short, videotex is only one item in the
“information revolution" which is taking place in Canada and the
industrialized world.

We aré presented with new opportunities and with new prob]ems;
The technologies which underlie the "information revolution® at once
reflect our culture and reshape it. They do not evolve simply from
their own internal logic but are heavily shaped by dominant economic
and political forces. So it has been with the printing press, with
electricity, with the telephone and so, in our view, will it be with
‘the ,,Lnfo:r:ma..‘?:.jg_n technglogies 1ike yideotex.

We are aware fhat'itbis difficult to éredict the uiéimate:impact
of the new fachno]ogies. We do not assume that technology alone wi]T
shape the future but we believe that the new té&hno]ogies will be |
associated with fundamental shifts fn Canadian society.

What exactly will be the nature of the change; who will be the
losers and the winners; the piace of Canada in a world pervaded by
1nf0rmatidn technologies -~ this and much more cannot now be completely
known. However even as the technology is being implemented, "mid-course
corrections” can increase the probability of achieving one outcome
rather.than another.

There is no evidence, at this stage, whether and to what extent
the “information society” will be "good" or "bad", That it is tech-
no]ogiéa]\y feas1ble is c?éar§ that it is economicaiiy probable becomes

clearer each day that brings announcements of new business in one or
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another aspect of the information industry; that it will enhance or
decrease the quality of 1ife depends on our ability to understand the

medium and upon the social choices made.

S. Videotex and Interactivity

[t is our belief thaé the present version of Telidon is not so
fully intefactive as it could or should be. The newness of videotex
and the fact that it is viewed on a television screen has led to the
widespread notion that "two~wéy television" is being introduced, |

The word "interactive" is usually used by those promoting tha

service. In fact, as oresently constituted, interaction is limited
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to information retrieval from a central data base_by means of

but time-consuming access process sometimes called a "tree structure"

or "hierarchical" approach, using menu pages. At present Telidon

offers the basic facility of an information retrieval system.

It is technical1y‘possib1e, and we believe socially desirable, that
Canadians shape Telidon into something like the more.fu]1y interactive
system outlined below. Obviously the interactivity cannot match that
achievable between individuals meeting face to face, but our concern
is that current field and market trials concentrate on a system with
much too limited interactivity. Present Telidon applications may
"Tock us in" and preclude the possib{1ity of future changes. A move
to greater interactivity may seem some time in the futﬁre to be "too
costly" and thus Canada wi11‘ﬁave missed an bpporéunity to take’

advantage of Telidon's full potential as a communications system.
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We are confident that Telidon can achieve its potential both com-
mercially and socially only by being fully interactive, That is, in
addition to the basic facility, the following (some of which are cur-
rently under development) should be provided: |

- input of information by users;

- terminal-to-terminal communication between users (direcx.or

"store and forward"); |
- transactional services;
- loading of computer programs from a data base into a terminalj;-

- Interconnection with other related services;

managemenu of c1osed user groups,

e L e ___,\ -
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An 1dea1 Te11don sysuem would have the fo11ow1ng characteristics:

a. The system would be transparent. A system is said to be trans-
parent when its internal structure is designed.to make its .use natural
to users, so that they can access the functions of the system without
knowing precisely the nature of its workings. Transparency does not
mean that systems details are forever hidden from users. On the contrary,
when people want to find out about how the system works so that they may
more easily participate in its improvement, they should be able to do so.
A transparent system allows the user to do what is wanted without undue
restrictions. Transparency is also a factor of accessibility and accept-
ability in the sense that it favors a comfortable "“intimate" re1ationship

TwithiTthemsystem. The user-can-thus exploit the resources of the- system. - -

in a particular way without being hindered by technical and human inter-
mediaries, The provision of codes and alphabets allowing mu1t111ngua1
messages is also a factor of transparency.

b. The system would be fully interactive Interactivity should be

designed for the following:
- user<>databanks: this is the level of interactivity allowed
: by most current videotex trials.
user<->information providers: for orders, enquiries and
general transactions,

- user<-Juser: for messages and teleconferencing.
userd->users: for community communications bulletin boards.
user<-2software: for processing of data, games and education,

]
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- user<-)distant computer: for interconnection and access to
other data banks.,
- user + (terminal intelligence)<>(central computer): for
down]oading and local execution of programs. _

c. The system would be symmetrical. B8y symmetry is meant the
poss1b1]1tj for each user to send and receive messages to all the other
points of the network. In an ideal system, all users would .be able to
purchase equivalent transmission and reception capahilities. Production
of messages should not be the preserve of communications professionals,
it should be possihle for every user,

d. The system would be accessible. Access to the system would be
widely distributed geographica]]y, that is, available to 1nd1v1duals from
all socio-economic groups in all parts of Canada,

e. The system would be des1gned so as to allow for the eventual

integration of different home information systems (present and-future) .

including videotex, teletext, domestic processing systems, etc. . Inter-
connection standards would be developed -to allow access to and from' other
systams and data bases.

The new technolog1es have the potent1a1 for 1ncreas1n§“€he ggﬂgékg?w
alienation and powerlessness which afflicts many in our soc;ety.
A]ternativély they can be configured in such a way that social inter-
action can be increased and facilitated.

“The system should be structured to promote interaction and to move -
away from‘a model of citizens as passive <consumers of entertaimment,
sports, political debates, atc. Means for ensuring effective user feed-
back must be built into large public videotex systems. It shou]diéé ‘
possible for interest-based networks of, for example, chess players to
develop.: |

Videotex can be the town hall of the future, tomorrow's community
bulletin board, a communications outlet for those who choose not to
or are otherwise unable to go to a central meeting place, ror the

geographically isolated, those immohilized by weather, for the aged and
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the handicapped, the use of a fully interactive system could profoundly
transform and enhance life both in the private and the public spheres.
Every technology offers new possibilities for choice, even as it con-
strains choice. However, never does a technology quarantee a particular
outcome - there always remains.room for variation due to individué] or
group initiative. A “Fu]]y.interactive“‘system may be necessary for,

or at least encourage social objectives sqch as widespread accessibility,
but technicaTl intefactivjty is not in itself sufficient to ensure that
these objectives will be met.. Some barriers to equitable aécess not

completely addressed by technical design include existing disparities of

wea]th and education, language and cultural differences, ownership and
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contro1 of media. To overcome these barr1ers may require de]iberatezjﬂimua¢u_ —_

intervention such as: government regulation, stdtutory access r1ghts,
legislation, fiscal policy, support for citizeﬁﬁs advocacy groups and
nan-profit information services, publicly owned communication/information
organizations, or enquiry commissions, o | |
Such actions, together with'an appropriate technical design éndl
informed public participation at all stages of development,vwoﬁld_he1p
ensﬁ}e that ﬁany foreseeable pr6b1ems can be avoided early rather than

having to correct them when full-blown. In this way fhe chances of

achieving the full benefits offered by videotex will be greatly enhanced.

6. Privacy
Much has been written on the emergence of an information society

and the future of personal privacy. Privacy has two aspectéﬁ It refers

to being left alone when solitude is desired. It also refers to
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being able to control access to information about oneself.
Having privacy in 5S0th connotations is thought to he important to an
individual's sense of self, of identity.

Two directions are possible for information society service. It can be
provided either through a network of terminals or through a numher of
separate units which may or may not be capable of intercommunication.

The former approach allows for the greatest development of Telidon's
potential but it also carries with it the greatest threat to personal

privacy. The 1atter'approach ensures privacy but restricts the system's

1nteract1ve and communication capabilities. The network abproach.is thé
one which s current]y most w1de1y favoured o | - |
The accumu1at1on of mass1ve data bases concern1ng 1nd1v1duals from
commun1cat1ons networks can present serious threatJ to current notions
of privacy. Data which might previously have beén considered to be non-

sensitive can now beacome quite sensitive, because the correlat1on of such

data with other information can lead to accuraue and detailed prof11es on -

individuals. Since such data bases can easily be transferred‘between
systems, issues ofydata security and thué information privacy bacome
complex and difficult. A great deal of personal data could be coTlected.
in the course of providing services through the network: medica1 infor-
mation in relation to health care delivery; financial information in
relation to business activities; legal information in relation to ;he
provision of legal services; and educational aptitude, ability, and
performance information in relation to the provision of instruction.

Some questions which must be addressed and, we hope, constructively
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. answered are: What types of controls would be imposed on the collection,
'use, distribution, and prbtection.of personal data bases? What are the
rights of individuals to be kept informed as to the content and use of
personal data records? What provision will be made for error correction?
~How will security be guaranteed? What rights will govermment agencies
or private organizations have to obtain or exchange personal data with
othér‘agencies or organizations? What will be the government's infbrmat{onl
access‘power in the case of uatioﬁa] emergency? 1
We feel that studies should be carried out to identify present and
possible future problems in relation to privacy and to provide Canadians
~with information as to the trade-offs whlch may_ be_ necessary. In fact
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if the pr1vacy issue 1s not adeduately dealt with to the sat1sfact1on

. of the Canachan people, it may become the s1ng1e greatﬂst 1mped1ment to

‘the implementation of fully interactive systems, including Telidon

applications.

7. Public Awareness

e are at the threshold of an information revolution and we are in
the transition to an information society. The problems and opportunities
inherent in this massive transtormation have as yet not been dealt with
in Canada to the same extent as other countries such as Sweden, France,
the U and Japan. Public awareness of the issues raised by these
changes must be increased. Governments, the media, educational institu-
tions, and citizens' groups have a vital role to play.

. | Videotex, as the first information technology expected to be wi-del'y
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availabie and used by the public, is an important first stage in the
information revolution. |

The information revolution will affect our cultural institutions,
will challenge certain of our basic values, and will influence key
elements in our styles of life. There is much of vaiue tb be gainéd
through the technology. The challenge will be to distribute the gains
equitably while reducing and mitigating the unfavourable consequences.
Participating in the public debate about how the new technology can be.
made to serve our collective needs is both our democratic‘fight and our
responsxb111ty as citizens. |

The Subcomm1ute° views promot1nq pu011c awareness and nart101pat1on
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as a pr1we uask C1t1zens must be made aware of the 1 new techno1ogles,

~their 11ke1y impacts and the role that Canadians and Canadlan 1ndustrj

can play in future developments. Citizens must state clear]y and
vigourously their needs and desires concerning the information society.
A11 of this is to be done in a swiftly changing technological andf ‘.

political context where foreign governments.and 1arge-mu1tinatignal-'

" companies are committing vast amounts of money and manpower to ensure

their place in the high technology market place of the future.
As a subcommittee of the CYCC we can act as a liason between

governmental authorities and citizens' groups. We continue: to sponsor

and participate in seminars, and meetings and we have prepared a series

of brief position‘papers. But we see this as only pre1im1nary'fo the

broader-scaled dialogue which must now commence.
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8. The Subcommittee's Role

The mandate of the Subcommittee is evolving as deVOIOpments are
tak1ng place with respect to Telidon. At present, we are the only
voluntary group chargedlby the Government of Canada to examine the
socia]‘impacts of videotex.

The work of the subcommittee is special in many ways. To us it
represents a commitment offtime and effort based on our.recognition
that we are the only group currently estahlished to look to the public -

interest in the rapidly developing area of the information'society.

Our: Subcommi ttee has wnat may be tenmed a. “¢0c1a1 prccess

""" ’ s T f:;

.:._*L __1;.~u ' RSN TRVTUNNEY TS TARE

orientation. A "systbms" 0r1entat1on p]aces the emphas1s on ef71c1ency
In the case of videotex, how is the system putwﬁogether? [t is easy
and camfortable to use? Is.the data appropriaée? Accurate? Up to.
date? Does the system save time, moﬁey, tedium? Will the bil1ingA
system work efféct19e1y? Will the reéord keeping system be foolproof?‘
How can the system allow individuals or organjzations to meet their
goals? | s

A "social process" approach Tooks at impacts in terms of a larger
culture: political, organizational and family institutions, The emphasis
often is on power - who has it, who keeps it, who wants it - who benefits
from it and most importantly for videotex, who has control over how the
futurg is evolving.

Nﬁi]e it has been said that "everybody's business is nobody's

business", the committee has a mandate to be continuously aware of




_. and alert others to the social impacts of videotex, It may, at times,
seem as fhough we are at odds with technology, with videotex and Telidon
itself. Since\we sea our constituency as the citizens of Canada, we
think it e§sentia1 to enlist the help of all who think they may have
something to offer.

The subcommittee has prepared this paper as an introduction to who
we are; whatJQe are trying to do, and our position and thoughts‘in a
féw areas. We would like to hear from our readers: If you would like
further information on Te1idon,'materia1 on the "1nformat16n society",”
and/or would like to _become pért of a network of Canadiané ihtnrasted

in. the social impacts of videotex and 1nformat1on techno]ogxes please
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write or telephone to the address you will find below,
. _ Our intention is to find out the level of 1ntere5u in these develop-
( ments, to cooperate in understanding the 1moac;s of videotex, and in .
general to act as a catalyst for recommendations which will ensure that
all Canadians at all income ieVe]s in all regions of the country . have
the opportunity to have a say in both the definifion and ﬁﬁe implementation

of Telidon and the Information Society.

The Social Impacts Subcommittee
Or. C. A, Cameren, €hairperson
c/o Psychology Department
University oi New Brunswick
Fredericton, New Brunswick

E3B 6E4

(506) 453-4708 or 453-4673
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