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1 Introduction 

One of the long standing concerns of the HCI field is to facilitate the introduction of 
new information and communication technology (ICT) into society by lowering the 
barriers they might experience. Interest in this problem seems to arise from a 
preoccupation with the fast-paced change of technological development and the 
seemingly limited ability of society to cope with this deluge of change. This problem 
is further compounded by an interest from the research community to provide 
culturally-specific characteristics to novel ICT that may further ease their introduction 
among so-called ‘non-traditional’ users beyond the Western world and, perhaps, to 
demonstrate their sensibility to the diversity of users across the globe. 

Technology designers usually address this problem through an ongoing cycle of 
design, development and refinement of various features in ICTs. The study of such a 
phenomenon broadly falls within what is known as the appropriation of ICT.  

It could be argued that in the HCI field there is an assumption that by achieving the 
right combination of features in a new technology (device, system, service, etc.) it is 
possible to produce a technology that can be ‘naturally’ adopted, used and, ultimately, 
appropriated. This crusade to find the culturally-sensitive technology that can be 
seamlessly appropriated may blind us to the fact that many people, every day, 
continue adopting, using and appropriating new technologies like mobile phones, mp3 
players, IM clients, etc. regardless of their proficiency operating them or their cultural 
background. 

For instance, The New York Times reports how Chilean teenagers have embraced 
Fotolog, a photoblog social network, to post sexually suggestive pictures of 
themselves and how party promoters pay Fotolog stars, the most popular users of this 
system, to attend as V.I.P.’s and publicise their events. Even more, some Dr. Arias 
argues that the very characteristics of the pictures taken by teenagers and posted to 
this service are part of a “language” that is used by today’s kids to express “their 
sexuality in erotic ways for the whole world to see”. By some accounts, Chile is the 



2      Jose Rojas 

largest user of this service since there are an estimated 4.8 million accounts in Fotolog 
registered in that country [1]; a striking number since there are only 16 million people 
in Chile. 

Given the fact that this system has been created by, arguably, another cultural 
milieu––Scott Heiferman was the original developer and the company’s headquarters 
are in New York City––how, then, can we account for the popularity of Fotolog in 
Chile, Argentina and Brazil? Or for that matter, how can we account for the 
popularity of Orkut in Brazil and India, or the emergence and popularity of literal 
clones of Facebook like vkontakte.ru in Russia or Xiaonei in China? 

Beyond the features of a given technology, it would appear to be that the 
appropriation of ICT across the world is influenced by a larger set of issues that can 
be gleaned from the Fotolog phenomenon just described. Although these influences 
seem to fall well beyond traditional areas of concern for the HCI practitioner, their 
study might provide us with a better view of the limits of our sphere of influence and 
of other issues, beyond technology itself, which we need to take into account when 
crafting technologies. 

This view of appropriation as a phenomenon that is not necessarily the product of 
technological innovation is at the heart of our exploration on the appropriation of ICT. 
We see appropriation as the “processes by which individuals and communities 
consciously take both conceptual and operational control of an idea, a tool, a 
technology, etc. within the context of their real and perceived culture” [2]. 

2 Our Approach 

We have conducted two ethnographic studies to explore the appropriation of ICT in 
everyday life across cultures. The first study was conducted at the University of 
Glasgow, UK from October 2007 to January 2008 with a sample of students from 
China, India and Greece enrolled in a one-year masters degree course in that 
institution. This study was conducted under the assumption that the process whereby 
people embrace some ICT while abandoning others, and the dynamics associated with 
these events, would be magnified among people relocating to a new milieu. The 
second ethnography was conducted from July to November 2008 across Japan, South 
Korea and China with samples of native students in each country to address some of 
the weaknesses identified in the first study and to improve the reliability and validity 
of our findings. 

We used grounded theory to analyse material collected from both studies and 
integrated our findings into a three-layered model of appropriation of ICT in everyday 
life. Our model describes interactions between several elements in three levels, 
namely, the digital object layer, the individual layer and the social layer (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1 A Model of Appropriation of ICT 

The digital object layer or the most interior layer of our model conceptualises a 
digital device in terms of its potential to be perceived as meaningful, relevant and 
trivial. The meaningfulness of a digital device comes from being endowed by its 
users with intangible properties such as belonging, efficiency, unreliability, etc. as 
they incorporate the device into their everyday horizon of action. We use trivial to 
describe an ICT that, from a certain perspective, satisfies the following criteria: it has 
been commoditised (or it’s free), it has reached a certain maturity in its usability, and 
it has been transformed into an object of common parlance through media’s 
intervention. A relevant ICT is that which, in its users’ view, satisfies in a practical 
or perceived manner the task for which it is (or would be) put to use (e.g., 
communication, entertainment, work, etc.).  

The middle (individual) layer describes ways in which people position digital 
devices in their lives by successfully incorporating them to everyday practices and 
within a constellation of existing ICTs according to five dimensions: 1) the location 
where ICTs can be used, e.g., bedroom vs. lecture hall vs. library vs. pub; 2) the 
message that can be transmitted through them, e.g., chit-chat vs. more substantial 
issues; 3) the listener and the level of involvement with that listener, e.g., local friend 
vs. family abroad vs. lecturer; 4) the time of the day and the season of the year when 
communication takes place, e.g., day vs. night, holidays vs. term time, exam season 
vs. rest of the term, and 5) the costs associated with using an ICT. 

The most external (social) layer describes the influence of context in the use of 
mobile technologies in terms of activity, socialisation and space/place. Activity refers 
to specific uses of ICTs in everyday life to address common issues such as 
entertainment, leisure, work, study, etc. Socialisation explores the influence of 
different social groups (family, peers, organisations and governments) in determining 
what ICT are used to mediate social relationships with other members of those 
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groups. Finally, space/place describes how ICT are effectively limited by the 
infrastructure and layout where these activities are performed and by marketing and 
business practices of a given milieu that determine what technologies are 
commercially available and/or affordable 

3 Conclusions 

Beyond issues of cultural specificity our model advocates a framework of elements 
and relationships to look at when researching everyday settings of social interaction 
mediated by computers across cultures. We have used this model in Japan, South 
Korea and China and we believe in all cases it provided an accurate picture of the 
appropriation of ICT across these settings.  

We believe the utility of our model comes from its attempt to provide a coherent 
set of issues and relationships regardless of the cultural setting. Our model does not 
attempt to prescribe how we should look at those issues; it merely directs our 
attention to focal points. Clearly, then, our model is better suited to those using a 
qualitative approach to these concerns who might need a sort of guideline to direct 
their efforts. 

In any case, our findings across cultures suggest the following. First, ICTs need to 
undergo a process that renders them fit for consumption; this process goes beyond 
mere upgrades and the addition of more technical features. Second, people transform 
ICTs effectively obscuring many of their possibilities and capacities. This process is 
necessary to allow people to take conceptual control of their digital devices and 
integrate them into their everyday practices. And third, we need to enlarge our focus 
of attention to include areas of large-scale social activity not traditionally within the 
remit of HCI (e.g., economics, marketing and mass media) to better grasp the 
influence of larger forces shaping the appropriation of ICTs in everyday life. 
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