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IBM podcast: Podium

Listen to computer scientists from around the world talk about how their projects are changing the way we communicate, learn, get around and live our lives. 

Title: Is the Web here to stay?
Summary: Computer scientist Wendy Hall and member of the Web Science Research Initiative talks about the history and future of the Web – and why we need an academic discipline called Web science.
Duration: 6 minutes and 3 seconds

Introduction
Welcome to Podium, an IBM podcast that features short presentations by visiting researchers. In this episode, computer scientist Wendy Hall talks about the need for a new academic discipline called Web science that will give computer scientists, sociologists and market researchers a look at what makes the Web – and us – tick.

Presentation

My name is Professor Wendy Hall. I'm a professor of computer science at the University of Southampton in England.
My research area has always been multimedia and high-community technologies and we're just getting into this new area of Web science.

In broad terms, it's the study of the Web or systems with similar phenomena to the Web – systems that you build in the small but may or may not become very, very large.

Part of Web science is trying to understand which systems will go to the macro, like the Web or Google or companies like Amazon or eBay or the social networking phenomena, the Facebooks and the YouTubes and the Flickrs, and then comparing those with the many, many, many, many systems that are built that don't go to that scale.

It's trying to understand the phenomenon that is the Web because the Web isn't just technology. We the people, we the organizations, we the governments put content on the Web. And it's that that makes it grow.

As we move into Web science, the key thing is why we can't predict with any degree of accuracy why some systems will go to Web scale and some don't and the side effects of what happens when a system goes very big. It’s because we can't predict human behavior. And so in Web science, we need to include social science and psychology – and economics, because market forces and the business world are a very key influence here.

We need to include lawyers and policy-makers. We need to think about what we can learn from biology and natural systems, because in many ways the Web is an evolutionary thing and it's growing incredibly fast. We need to understand if we can learn anything from the growth of natural systems. We have to draw on lots of different skills and expertise to try and understand the thing that you're studying.

I hope you can hear from what I'm saying that it's clearly going to help business understand the phenomena. I can remember in the early nineties when the Web first began to emerge as a force in the business world and talking to companies, saying, you know, “You really ought to put your information up on the Web.” I wasn't really talking about transacting business, just, you know, putting information up about themselves.

You know, I can remember saying, “You're going to be doing this.” And they just said, “Why? Why would we bother?” Of course within a couple of years, they were.

You take the hotel world or the travel world or the theater world, you know, you can't imagine now [sort of] going to a show or going to a hotel without looking it up on the Web first, can you?

Suppose in the future there’s a degree in Web science – this is exactly the sort of thing the students would be discussing.

(
In the early days, you could foresee that people were going to buy and sell things on the Web. But we had this huge dot‑com boom where investors put stupid amounts of money into companies that had no business model and no real infrastructure for delivering the goods that they were selling on the Web.

And the other thing is not enough people had the Web in their houses. Because until it was fast enough, people got bored with it. We used to call it World Wide Wait. You know, you were dialing in on old telephone lines, which in Europe was quite expensive to do, and you were waiting forever and then the thing would crash and you just wouldn't be bothered.

The bubble burst because it was too soon in the development of the technology, the delivery technology, really. What's changed since is the advent of broadband where we can, for a relatively small amount of money, access very fast the Web sites. 

Another big factor would be secure payments, the ability to use your credit card on the Web in a way that you can more or less know is secure.

I can remember reading columns in newspapers and listening to the news on TV and they were saying, “Well, of course, that's the end of businesses on the Web. It's never going to work.” In the meantime, of course, the eBays and the Amazons just kept on going. They managed to survive the dot‑com bust and, you know, have grown to be the phenomenon that they've been since and all the others.

So Web science is about us learning what are the tipping points that make it viable economically to run those types of businesses as the technology evolves.

It's all about learning to anticipate what effects these waves of evolution of the Web and systems around the Web are going to have.

To businesses it matters a lot to know what market they're going to be selling into in 10 years time or what businesses maybe won't exist in 10 years time.

(
Tim Berners Lee and Daniel Weitzner, whose actually a lawyer by training and he works with Tim in W3C at MIT, and myself and Nigel Shadbolt at Southampton – he’s the expert in artificial intelligence – the four of us are the directors of the Web Science Research Initiative. But we have a scientific council who are helping us. And we're setting up collaborations with various, I'm going to say scientists, but they're scientists of all different types – computing and social and then economics and so on – setting up collaborations around the world to try and tackle in a coordinated way these very complex issues.

We often talk about the Web as the elephant in the room because you just use it and don't see that it's there. And I think that people and governments and companies don't understand that there's no reason why it's just going to be there like it is now forever.

We think we have a social responsibility to actually make sure it fits the purpose going forward and is healthy and robust. And we have to look after it and protect it because it could fragment or corrupt or collapse. There's nothing that says this thing is going to carry on. It's been a transformation in such a short space of time. And it could almost disappear as fast as it's appeared. It's changed our lives in ways that it would very hard to go backwards – if you think of companies now who almost exist totally because of the Web.

I'm not trying to scaremonger or say, “Hey! We should stop putting things on the Web because it's going to die tomorrow!” But we do need to take of it and we do need our governments and we ourselves need to be aware of what we're doing and what we're using and how we use it. It's a bigger piece than just a research project.
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