
New technologies, Networks and Society 
Coordinator: Prof. De Michelis 
Lecturers: Elanor Colleoni, Giorgio De Michelis, Marianna D'Ovidio, Bertram Niessen, Roberto 
Polillo, Carla Simone. 
 
This module is about new technologies and their impact on society. The module provides a unique 
opportunity for students to investigate this issue from both informatics and social science perspectives.  
The goal of the module is threefold: first to give students a basic understanding of the technical, 
political and social infrastructure of Internet by tracing the history of computers and the web, since its 
born until today. Second, to introduce students to one of the most important features of computers and 
Internet: collaboration, knowledge production and management. Third, to introduces students to the 
main issues of debate in contemporary computer and communication science, through the analysis of 
relevant applications in the field. 
No special requirements for the course.  The course does not assume the student has any prior 
knowledge in new technologies. The students will be asked to read articles. A compendium will be 
provided to the students. 
 
Schedule 
4 March 14:00 – 17:00 
d'Ovidio, The digital skin: New challenges for technologies and society 
“A ‘digital skin’ of the city is coming into being: it consists of the widespread implantation of sensors 
into urban and household environments, together with ubiquitous mobile broadband communication 
technologies that can transmit both deliberate communications and automated user data” (Storper and 
Chirag 2014:1). The lecture aims at introducing the challenges of such ‘digital skin’. By discussing 
with students, we will prepare our sociological gaze towards technological developments’ impacts on 
the urban society. Both problems and opportunities will be tackled with a critical view. 
 
18 march  10:00 – 13:00  
De Michelis - Augmenting the world: questions of design and technology 
Despite their large diffusion, computers are still in their infancy.  There are several reasons for thinking 
that we are in front of a new radical shift in the paradigms guiding the design and development of ICT-
based systems, from task-oriented computing to situated computing. This is a great challenge and a 
great occasion for innovating society and organizations. 
 
23 March 14:00 – 17:00 
Polillo – Internet today: problems and perspectives 
This lesson will summarize the history of the Web, from the original proposal of Tim Berners Lee up to 
the present days. In parallel, the history of mobile telephony and the convergence with the Web will be 
summarized. In particular, we will discuss the differences between the main paradigms that have 
evolved over the years: the Web as a distributed hypertext, the Web as a technology for e-commerce, 
the social web and the mobile web of the present days. The main events which have characterized the 



Internet market will be also discussed: the browser wars, the dot.com bubble, the emergence of the 
giant OTT companies. Furthermore, the lecture will focus on the different business models of the main 
actors of the Web market. In particular Microsoft, Google, Apple, Amazon and Facebook business 
models will be shortly discussed. This lesson will also introduce the so-called network effects and their 
consequences on the market structure. The present market battle over the so-called net-neutrality, and 
the different point of views of the telecom operators and the OTT companies will be also discussed.   
 
25 March 10:00 – 13:00 
Simone - ICT supporting different organizations: design, appropriation, performance 
The lecture will focus on how different conceptions of the Information and Communication 
Technology design can deeply change the role of its users and the effectiveness of the technology itself:  
here the main key concept is the technology appropriation by its users.  This approach modifies the key 
performance indicators to be considered in the study of the  usage of the technology and of the impact 
of the technology on its context. 
 
1 April 14:00 – 17:00 
Niessen: Social innovation and new technologies 
In the last 30 years information and communication technologies changed deeply the modes of 
production, dramatically reorganizing the society and its ways of production and redistribution of 
value. Today, an increasing number of groups and networks are trying to ride such transformations, 
using new technologies as tools to empower local communities and foster social inclusion. We will 
examine some of the most interesting cases of technology-driven peer-production, discussing some key 
concepts and some possible scenarios. 
 
8 April 10:00 – 13:00 
Colleoni: Using big data to enhance social science research 
New media are fuelled with users’ discussions and opinions, these discussions representing a broad 
range of topics, ideas and personal experiences. By harvesting this information it is possible for social 
scientists to study social dynamics on a scale that was not possible before. However, in order to harness 
social media power, it is necessary first to understand new media as communication tools and their 
social affordances, second to structure proper research questions. The aim of the lecture is to introduce 
students not only to social media methods, but to a more general way of “doing research” using big 
data and data mining. 
 


