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Internet: Informational, Social or Communicational Space? 
 

Back in 1997 a book called “Internet Dreams. Archetypes, Myths, and Metaphors” was 

published by the MIT Press. Its author, Mark Stefik, argued that one should take into 

account not just the limiting metaphor of "the information superhighway," (Stefik 1997) 

but also other four archetypes in order to better understand the unfolding evolution of 

the Internet. Those four metaphors and archetypes were the digital library (The Keeper 

of Knowledge), electronic mail (The Communicator), the electronic marketplace (The 

Trader) and the digital world (The Adventurer). More than a decade past, what 

archetypes are we left with? Or, rephrasing the question, where is the Internet leading 

us or what do we see when Internet mirrors our societies?  

In reality, what we propose in this analysis is to return to the fundamental relationship 

between representations and practises (Giddens 2006), namely what common traits 

are we able to find between the words spoken about the Internet, before 1997, and the 

actions performed by the users of the Internet in 2007?   

Our main argument is that the Internet has moved from being a space of keepers of 

knowledge and into a space mainly built around the communication activities that 

configure the archetype of the communicator (Stefik 1997). Although we could frame 

the primordial works, or studies, about the Internet in the fundamental opposition of 

uses between information spaces and social spaces or communities (Sproul and Faraj 

1995), we believe that after a decade communication has emerged as the major driving 

force in our daily uses of the Internet.  

The following analysis is rooted on the ongoing empirical research performed by 

several research networks worldwide that shows us an increasingly clear picture of the 

importance of mediated communication in our societies (Cardoso 2008).  
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“Are My Networks different from yours?” This is a question that makes sense if we think 

that networks are a form of social organization that is as old as mankind, or that at least 

can be traced back some millennia (Castells 2006). But it is also true that even with 

similar trends the reason why things happen in a particular way might be different 

between societies and even within the same country. Nevertheless, we would still like 

to argue that comparative transnational research between different countries, like the 

one present in the World Internet Project or the OECD, allows us to understand some 

common traits that can be found everywhere around the world and that such 

commonalities allow us to better understand the foundations of contemporary social 

change.  

So our starting ground is to question what does Internet usage tell us about the role of 

Internet in communication? Can this knowledge help us to characterize our societies 

Communication Models? If we look at what Ortoleva (2004) Colombo (1993) and 

Meyrovitz (1985) suggest, we have to consider that in the very same way that 

sociology looks at the relationship between representations and practices to 

understand society at large, communication sciences need to understand media diets, 

or what we do with the media, as much as media matrixes, that is for what those media 

seem to be important for us or what social roles do we ascribe them.  

During the last decade, we have witnessed a vast change in the media landscape. A 

change, not only due to technological innovation in mediation devices themselves, but 

also in the ways users have chosen to socially domesticate them, and consequently, 

how they have built new mediation processes (Cardoso, 2008). We have an 

unprecedented variety of communications at our disposal and also an unprecedented 

choice between apparently equivalent mediation devices (Eco, 2001; Silverstone, 

2005), giving communication a leading role in the contemporary world. 

The society in which we live today is itself the product of the historic confluence of 

developments that took place in diverse areas of human activity (Castells, 2000). But 

that moment of confluence is also an arrival point for a process that began early in the 

20th century: the centrality of communication in our societies (Silverstone, 2006). 

The centrality of communication is a relatively recent phenomenon, for up until the late 

19th century (Rantanen, 1997), the idea of communication as an autonomous and 

independent entity within the more general concept of transport (just like the idea of 

media as something distinct from other instruments useful for exchange or travel) was 

not generally discussed (Ortoleva, 2004; Winston, 1999; Richeri, 1996; Silverstone, 

2005). The births of the new means of communication — such as cinema, radio, the 
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comic book, the gramophone, and the telephone line — were not seen, at the time, as 

unitary phenomena that could be grouped together in one single concept (Silverstone, 

2005; Ortoleva, 2004). 

However, the idea of communication and information not only imposed itself in its 

specificity and autonomy, but also asserted itself as a central idea of social life, before 

becoming, in the late 20th century, an objective in terms of economic development 

(Cardoso, 2006). Giddens (1999) and Castells (2000) point out that much of what we 

have witnessed over the last three decades is a consequence of the networking of 

different technologies, i.e., the information technologies, communication technologies 

and computerization. Their economic and social appropriation results in an interesting 

relationship between the market and democracy. Although the economic dimension of 

globalization is fundamental, it must not be seen as an economic phenomenon only, 

but also as a communicational one (Giddens, 1999; Lull, 2007). When we live in a 

world in which the news take on an almost instant character (Sparks, 2007,;Mazzoleni 

et al., 2004; Tremayne, 2007; McPhail, 2005; Silverstone, 2006; Shoemaker, 2006; 

Volkmer, 1999), and in which the diversity of information contexts is the rule (see, for 

example, the differences in the satellite television coverage of the Iraqi insurrection of 

April 2004 by CNN and Arab television channels such as Al Jazeera), we have to 

accept that globalization also means a change in the communication systems. That 

change transforms the local lives of the people at the same time as it modifies the 

economic structure of life itself (Lash, 2007; McPhail, 2005). 

As a consequence, we should no longer be thinking of something called Information 

Society but rather of a Communicational Society, because it is in our communication 

with each other that ICTs intrude most directly into the core of social existence 

(Silverstone & Osimo, 2005).  

But how is this Communicational Society structured? How does it articulate mediation 

processes and technologies? We suggest that our societies have been witnessing the 

rise of a new communicational model. A fourth model can be added to the three 

preceding models, which can be chronologically ordered in terms of their social 

affirmation cycles (Ortoleva, 2004). The first being defined as interpersonal 

communication, characterized by the bidirectional exchange between two persons or 

several persons within a group. The second model, likewise deeply rooted in our 

societies, the one-to-many communication in which one single individual sends one 

single message to a limited group of people. And a third model, with which we have the 

least experienced in terms of historical time, that of mass communication, in which, 

thanks to the use of specific mediation technologies, one single message is directed to 
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a “mass” of people, i.e., it is sent to an audience whose real dimension is unknown 

and, as such, not delimited in advance (Thompson 1996). 

What is here argued is that we have gone beyond a communication model based in 

mass communication and into a fourth model, a communication model based in 

networked communication (Cardoso 2008). A communicational model shaped by three 

main features: firstly, the globalization of communicational processes; secondly, the 

networking of mass and interpersonal media and consequently, networked mediation; 

and thirdly, the different degrees of interactivity usage (Cardoso, 2008). That is to say, 

our society’s communicational model is shaped by the combined leverage of worldwide 

communicational globalization processes, together with the networking of mass and 

interpersonal media by the media users (using, among other devices, the Internet and 

mobile phones), and consequently, the rising of networked mediation. The organization 

of uses and networking of media within this communicational model seems to be in 

direct connection with the different degrees of interactivity usage that our current media 

allow us to choose from, namely the Internet providing a high interactivity degree, and 

television, offering low interactive features.  

Examples of this new communication model can be found if we simply look at our own 

everyday life. Our daily routines combine mass media and interpersonal media, being 

the late also able to emulate the former abilities. If we look at how our youngster 

appropriate the media we can imagine instant Messaging (IM) network systems 

increasingly being used to schedule one’s daily activities and social life, as a 

professional tool, and also acting as a meeting place itself. In fact, it is frequent to say 

“I met her or him on messenger” as one would say “I met her or him in the local coffee 

house”, or simply to send a SMS, not just to one person, but to a group of friends 

setting a Messenger meeting at a given time. On the other hand, Social Networks such 

as Facebook or Hi5 (the most used in Portugal) are being used to keep friends aware 

of one’s social life. Those tools can also go beyond friendship driven use and also 

foster interest driven approaches, they can be a link between an authors book and his 

next book, by providing him space to write on a very intense and personalize way as, 

for instance, fantastic novels writer Neil Gaiman does in Twitter. Twitter and other tools 

allow everyone to be subscribed as a mass media either by giving news or just free 

flowing what you have been or are doing, and your current state of mind. And it is now 

possible to access IM networks or social networks while on the move, through cell 

phones, contributing to the ubiquity of these applications. Furthermore, IM networks 

allow users to manage a contact list and to visually see the presence of others, and 

each member status (busy, away etc.). This “presence awareness” reinforces the idea 

of constant connectivity, allowing the permanent virtual presence of others (Plant, 
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2001; Licoppe e Heurtin, 2002), as the explicit will of perpetual contact seems to be the 

reason for the great success of Internet communication networks. The networking of 

mass media has been happening for long; we only need to remember that in many 

living rooms soccer games were watched simultaneously on television, with sound off, 

and listened with the radio on. But, the novelty comes with the Internet and mobile 

phones allowing mass media to be shared, that is networked with other peers in an 

individualized way; by allowing the user to interact with the content of the mass media 

through interpersonal media, as the phone or the Internet; or by simple allowing the 

user to become himself the “hypertext” that allows one to choose to watch a movie on 

TV and after use the very same screen to play in a console a game based on the 

movie and maybe follow, on another screen, the new releases of a fan website, the 

Wikipedia page or the new webisode, thus making the content the common feature, we 

the users the node and the different technologies our “hypertext”.   

In conclusion, the communicational model generated in the informational societies, 

where the prevailing social organization model is the network, is that of networked 

communication. On the one hand, networks of technologies and of the way people use 

them and, on the second hand, networks of mediation processes. A communicational 

model characterized by the fusion of interpersonal communication and mass 

communication, connecting audiences, broadcasters, and publishers under a matrix of 

networking media devices ranging from newspapers to videogames and giving newly 

mediated roles to their users. This communicational model does not replace the 

previous models, but articulates them, producing new forms of communication and also 

enabling new forms of facilitation of individual empowerment and, consequently, 

communicative autonomy (Cardoso, 2008a; Castells, 2000). 

Having the Networked Communication model as a framework, we propose an analysis 

of the contemporary usages of the Internet. Which are the key uses of the Internet, and 

how have these been evolving over the years? What is the importance of 

communication related activities, in relation to other usages, in the ambit of the 

Networked Communication model? What daily web activities do we engage with in 

everyday life communication processes? 

Departing from our analysis on the Portuguese context, and based on our previous 

research and literature review, we argue that there has been a diversification of 

Internet usages in the last few years, with a special focus on communication and social 

usages, namely in what refers to daily uses of the Internet. In order to confirm or reject 

this hypothesis, we will analyse a set of empirical data from national and international 
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sources, as well as the results of an extensive survey1 World Internet Project Portugal 

2008.  

 

 

Internet Usages: from Information, to Entertainment and into Communication 
 

The way people use the Internet has been evolving ever since this technology 

was first introduced in our daily lives. As we previously argued, networked 

communication has gain a leading role in our societies, namely due to how people 

have appropriated new communication technologies, specially the Internet. We can 

identify six factors contributing to this evolution. First, we might look at the 

diversification of Internet’s user’s demography. In its beginnings, the Internet was 

mainly used by “early adopters”, which belonged to very specific socio-demographic 

groups, that is to say, young people, namely males, with a high interest in technology. 

The massification of the Internet brought new types of users to this technological 

universe, people with new specific interests and aims, contributing to the widening of 

Internet usages, and acting as innovators: “the main trend is that, while the Internet has 

spread to larger numbers of users, the use of Internet has become more nuanced and 

varied. New possibilities and services have evolved” (Findahl, 2007). For example, 

older and younger age cohorts started to use the Internet introducing the need for 

services designed to meet their demands. The reach of Internet use among the 35-44 

years olds gave a new life to e-banking services and the possibility to pay bills and buy 

things online. In fact, in only a very short period of time, the Internet has become a 

major shopping place for example in Great Britain, as shown by the rapid progress 

between 2000 and 2006 of buying or ordering tickets or goods and services (OECD, 

2007; Dutton and Helsper, 2007). Selling goods and services has also grown rapidly as 

consumers increasingly develop their own trade activities, bypassing traditional 

intermediaries (OECD, 2007).  

A second factor contributing to the evolution of diversified Internet usages was the 

multiplication of opportunities provided by the tool itself, namely those introduced by 

the mass deployment and use of broadband. As shown next, broadband impacts 

are related to the frequency and duration of use of the Internet, but also to the variety 

and diversity of the way individuals appropriate and use this technology (OECD, 2007). 

In fact, broadband is providing an accelerator effect to various online activities as 

demonstrated by the research led in Australia by Ewing and Thomas (2009) or Findahl 
                                                             
1 This survey is the third edition of a project OberCom (Portuguese Media Observatory) has been developing since 
2001 in collaboration with ISCTE (University Institute of Lisbon). 
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in Sweden (2009). In addition, the shift towards broadband connection has not only 

drawn a wide range of social and individual entertainment functions into the scope of 

internet use, but has also made the traditional forms of recreational electronics 

accessible on the Internet, from listening to and downloading music, to a wide range of 

radio and television programs. Furthermore, people having home access to broadband 

are much more inclined to undertake online activities compared to those who have not. 

And the differences are very large: in 2006 among broadband users, 30% more people 

were listening to radio or watching TV via their PC compared to narrowband users in 

Norway; 20% more were reading or downloading online newspaper or newsmagazines 

in the United States; and 20% more were purchasing or ordering goods and services in 

Spain and the United States (OECD, 2007).  

 
Figure 1. Broadband impact on selected Internet activities, selected OECD countries 
(Difference, in percentage points, between broadband and narrowband users, 2006) 

 

 
Source: OECD, 2007 

 

Thirdly, and in parallel to the development of broadband, the emergence of web 2.0 

has opened the way to innovative applications, namely user-generated usages of the 

Internet. Web 2.0 provides the possibility to create virtual networks built around newly 

generated pieces of content and exchanges of opinion, acquiring an even more 

important role among the classic functions of social communication. In addition, it 

opened the way to the consolidation of social networks: “social networking adds to 

existing online communication opportunities by allowing for instantaneous interaction 

and networking around online material, and by facilitating the production of audiovisual 

content for private use, as well as storage and narrative broadcast uses with mass 

audiences. These applications have been labeled ‘Web 2.0’ applications by many” 

(Dutton and Helsper, 2007). In fact, one of the major changes in the way people use 
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the Internet since 2005 has been the rise in popularity of social networking sites. This 

has enhanced existing possibilities for communicating and interacting with others, such 

as emailing, chatting and blogging, contributing to the increasing centrality of 

Communication. 

A forth factor contributing to the widening of usages was the multiplication of 
Internet’s contexts of use. In the first years of the XXI century Internet entered the 

home, escaping its original places of usage, namely Internet cafes and school. More 

recently, with the proliferation of portable computers and mobile phone’s Internet 

applications, the contexts of Internet usages have been broaden up again, providing 

the opportunity for the development of innovative uses of the technology, and 

increasing, simultaneously, the time available to be spent online, which will, probably, 

again contribute for the future widening of Internet usages.  

This increase in time of usage has also an impact on the improvement of peoples’ 

digital skills, leading us to a fifth factor contributing to the widening of Internet usages, 

the increase in digital media literacy. Not only people are increasingly experimenting 

Internet’s tools, but these are also becoming more and more user-friendly, allowing the 

improvement of digital skills, in parallel to the augmentation of formal education 

initiatives related to digital literacy. 

Moreover, Internet is now more useful to its users, as we have been witnessing to the 

increase of updating performance and consequently more accuracy. In fact, in the 

early days of this technology, web pages were not updated as often as today and the 

information tended to be dated. Today, web pages change fast and the information 

available there might not be found anywhere else. Therefore, besides being the 

traditional fount of information, the Internet has become “an encyclopedia -- an aid for 

finding timetables, schedules, and addresses; a dictionary and language resource; a 

market place; and a place to find news and peruse magazines” (WIP, 2008), which 

constitutes a sixth factor contributing to the widening of Internet usages.  

The conjunction of these several factors led to the expansion of Internet usages, 

although in different scales for the various socio-demographic groups. In fact, as it has 

been shown in Finland (Sirkiä et al., 2005), the range and variety of Internet uses is 

highly differentiated according to age. According to the OECD (2008) young people use 

the Internet in considerably more varied ways than older people. In 2004, 6 out of 10 of 

the 15-29 groups listed 8 purposes of use, against only 1 out of 7 in the 50-74 years old 

groups. In addition, less than 5% of Internet users aged 15-29 used it for only 1 or 2 

purposes, compared with nearly 20% of those aged 50 or more (OECD, 2008). Similar 

effects can be observed in Canada; in 2005, people aged 18-34 are clearly using the 

Internet in a more varied way. More than 45% of them have 12 and more different 
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purposes, compared with only one-third of people aged 35-44, and much less in older 

age brackets (OECD, 2008). In the Netherlands, it has been similarly noted that the 

frequency of Internet usage is much higher for younger than older people, and this also 

holds for the variety of use of the Internet. Users with 10 Internet activities were aged 

32 years on average, against 49 years on average for those with only 1 activity (OECD, 

2008). Similar tendencies have been found both in Italy and Portugal in generational 

studies of Internet and TV usage (Cardoso 2006; Aroldi and Colombo 2003).  
 

Figure 2. Gender differences for selected Internet activities in selected OECD countries (2005) 

 
Source: OECD, 2007 

 

Moreover, it should be highlighted that age has an impact not only on the diversity of 

online activities, but also on the type of usages people make of the Internet. For 

example, it has been highlighted for France and Australia (Ewing and Thomas 2009) 

that the usages related to entertainment are especially relevant for young people, 

namely playing online videogames or downloading music and movies. In France, 60% 

or Internet users aged 18 to 25 years have used peer-to-peer (P2P) networks for 

exchanging media files, against only 27% of those with ages from 40 to 59 years old. In 

contrast, people in the 25-45 age brackets show higher levels of e-banking and e-

commerce usages (Credoc, 2005).   

Although the impact of gender on the variety of Internet usages is of a lesser extent 

when compared to age, there is a slight tendency for men to use the Internet in more 

ways than women, especially for some applications, such as downloading software.  
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Educational background is also an important variable to consider, as the more one is 

educated, the highest the propensity to perform more activities online, as can be seen 

for example for Sweden, in the next figure. 
 

 
Figure 3. Selected online activities by level of education in Sweden (2003-2006) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: OECD, 2007 

 

To sum up, “if Internet usage in the mid-90’s, somewhat exaggeratedly, could be 

distinguished by mostly e-mail and a few web pages with information, that picture 

doesn’t fit anymore. Internet has become a medium for communication, information 

and entertainment, where to a certain extent the users themselves create the contents” 

(Findahl, 2007). However, this evolution in Internet usages has lead to a new divide: 

the digital use divide (Sciadas, 2003). Although the digital access divide is decreasing 

and differences in access among various social groups are declining, a second digital 

divide, now focused in use, can be found and is based on inequalities of use and socio-

economic factors. Such a digital usage divide can be observed indirectly through the 

variety of Internet use and the very diverse abilities of individuals to find information 

efficiently online (Hargittai, 2002; Pénard and Suire, 2006).  

 

 

 

 

 


