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 Currently there is widespread attention  for the role of users in design. Concepts such as ‘user-

centred design’, and ‘design for all’ are frequently used by designers and policymakers interested in 

questions of equal access to new technologies, particularly new information and communication 

technologies (ICTs). Since the late 1980s, the paradigm in design theory has shifted from technology-

oriented design to user-oriented design (Brouwer-Janse 1996)1. Recent studies of design cultures in 

ICT companies in Europe, however, show that this shift in paradigm has not yet been fully integrated 

in current design practices: users seem to be hardly involved in the design process, particularly, but not 

exclusively, in the smaller ICT companies (European Commission- DG XIII-C/E 1998). Compared to 

other industrial sectors, large European ICT firms spend only limited resources to investigate the needs 

and skills of users.2 An  important barrier for user-centred design that is mentioned in this literature is the 

speed of production. Due to pressures to bring products to the market as quickly as possible, testing 

among users is postponed to the marketing phase. In this highly competitive sector, any effort to involve 

users in de design is considered as a risk for slowing down the speed of development. Moreover, ICT 

companies are reluctant to test new products among potential users for fear that other firms will become 

alerted to their plans in a too early phase of product development (European Commission- DG XIII-C/E 

1998:22).  

 The constraints on user-centred design can thus be understood in macro-sociological terms. 

Although studies adopting a macro-sociological approach provide useful insights in the barriers for user-

centred design, they cannot give any answers to the question how we can understand that the development 

of ICT products and services is predominantly oriented towards male users? (Els en marcelle: hebben 

jullie referenties naar artikelen over internet en computer games etc). This failure to account for the 

exclusion of specific groups of users in the design of technologies can be ascribed to the way in which 

these studies conceptualise user-technology relations. Macro-sociological accounts of the constraints for 

user-centred design focus on users in the sociological sense: i.e. as identifiable persons that are included or  

excluded from the testing of technologies. In this paper we suggest that it is important to adopt another 

conceptualisation of the role of users in technological development. To understand how specific groups of 

users become in- or excluded from design we need to shift the analysis to users in the semiotic sense: 
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users as imagined by the designers of a technology. As Madeleine Akrich, Bruno Latour and Steve Wool-

gar have suggested, users may not only figure as test subjects in the test phase of the development of a 

technology. Engineers, and other actors involved in the design process, configure the user and the context 

of use as integrated part of the entire process of technological development. (Akrich 1992:208; Latour 

19xx; Woolgar 1991; Oudshoorn 2000:124). If they fail to do so, the technology will fail altogether: 

without a technology no users, and no users without a technology. In the development phase of a new 

technology, designers anticipate and define the preferences, motives, tastes, and competencies of potential 

users and inscribe these views into the technical design of the new product  The inscription of 

representations of users and use in artefacts results in technologies that contain a script: they attribute and 

delegate specific competencies, actions, and responsibilities to users and technological artefacts. (Akrich 

1992:208).  

 As we have suggested elsewhere, the articulation of gender identities of users is an equally 

important, but as yet unexplored aspect of the processes involved in configuring the user (Oudshoorn 

2001). Technological innivation requires a mutual adjustment of technologies and gender identities. 

Actors involved in the development of technologies need to articulate the subject identities of the future 

users. Users, on their turn, need to articulate and perform identities that match the identities anticipated by 

the innovators. To be sure, recent scholarship in S&TS actually addresses identities of users, particularly 

the articulation and performance of subject identities in medical discourses on disability and illness (see 

for example Gomart and Hennion 1999; Moser 2000). Feminist scholars have described the emergence of 

bodies and subjectivities in relation with biomedical research and medical technologies (Cussins 1998, 

Heath 1998; Singleton 1996). These studies illustrate how technologies play an important role in 

constructing the identities of users. Technologies may create new identities, or transform or reinforce 

existing identities, by delegating and distributing specific responsibilities, skills and tasks to users. 

Equally important, domestication processes may result in constructing identities of the self (Lie and 

Sorenson 1996; Lindsay 2001, Laegran 2001). These studies are, however, restricted to ready-made 

technologies. 3 In this paper we want to include the design phase of technology. Moreover, we suggest it is 

important to extend the analysis of the relationship between technologies and identities to include the 

gender identity of designers. In the last decades, feminist historians and sociologists of technology have 

shown the strong alignments of technology and masculinity particularly in the world of engineering (Berg 

1996; Cockburn 1983; Cockburn and Ormrod 1993; Faulkner 2000; Oldenziel 1999; Wajcman 1991). We 

will show how a focus on gender identities of designers and users enables us to understand the processes 

underlying the in- and exclusion of specific groups of users in the design of ICTs.  

 Based on two case studies of  the design of electronic virtual cities developed in the private 

and the public sector, this paper explores the barriers within current design cultures to account for the 

diversity of  users. First, we describe the design communities in which the electronic virtual cities 

were developed. The paper continues to analyse the user representations that were constructed during 

the design of the virtual cities and  the representation techniques dat dominated the design process. We 
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will show how configuring the user as everybody and the use of the I-methodology are important 

constraints in the development of user-centred design. 

 

 

 

Design Communities of Digital Cities: DDS and Philips Research  

 

 The Digital City of Amsterdam (DDS) was the first digital city, a locally bound information- 

and communicationsystem connected to the Internet, in the Netherlands, and one of the first in Europe 

(Bastelaer 1998).4 The DDS was developed in the public sector5  and opened in January 1994 by  

Amsterdam’s alderman De Grave by sending an e-mail to Al Gore, who was vice-president of the 

USA at that time. Although DDS was to be an experiment of ten weeks, the publicity it generated and 

the interest it aroused was overwhelming. Within one week this new city comprised more than 3 500 

residents and drew more than 2 000 visitors a day  (NN 1994). In Amsterdam, modems were sold out 

within a few days, and the initial twenty modem lines providing access to DDS had to be doubled in 

order to cope with the queue outside the virtual city gates.  

 The interface of DDS was built in order to stimulate political discussion in Amsterdam and to 

make the relatively new internet technology available to a wider public. Inspired by the metaphor of 

the ‘digital town hall,’ which was being promoted at that time by Ross Perot, than American 

Presidential candidate,  DDS initiaors decided to build DDS as a virtual analogue of a city. The 

metaphor was appealing, as it combined computer networks with politics. This perspective was of 

particular interest  to the City Council of Amsterdam, that was approached as financer of the project. . 

In March 1994, local elections were scheduled to take place, and the City Council was highly 

interested in new ideas to stimulate the involvement of citizens in local politics, since the number of 

voters had reached rock bottom at the latest elections. The City Council thus became one of the major 

financers of DDS. (Van Meerten 1993: 1). 

 DDS as an organization was founded by the Dutch hackers-organization ‘hacktic-network’ and 

the political cultural center‘de Balie’, an organization in Amsterdam that organizes activities on the 

crossroads of culture, politics and technology. In the first year of its existence, DDS relied heavily on 

subsidization by the city of Amsterdam and several ministries. The organization of DDS was very 

informal, and the enthusiasm, idealism, and personal initiative of the contributors were indispensable 

for the survival of DDS. The organizational structure of DDS in its early years can be characterized as 

a network-organization (Krogt and Vroom 1989: 122, 123). Diverse organizations and private persons 

connected with parts of the project on the basis of their own private goals, knowledge, and interests, 

thus helping to give shape to the project. The design community consisted of  a core-group of three 

people (two men and one woman) and about thirty predominantly male volunteers, including artists, 

graphic designers, hackers, journalists, and people working on media projects, of whom very few had 
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experience with internet technologies. The hackers played an important role in the birth of DDS: they 

were responsible for the hardware and for system management. As an informal network organization, 

DDS had many faces. As various groups, including the City of Amsterdam, the hackers organisation 

HackTic-network, and individuals with diverse backgrounds were drawn to the project, the identity 

and goals of DDS came to reflect this diversity.  In this way, organizations and private persons could 

find their own points of interest in the project, thus making it worthwhile for them to help build or 

subsidize it and making the project viable. Notwithstanding this diversity, all the people involved in 

the design process shared a fascination with the new technology. In  later years,  DDS gradually 

developed into a  commercial and more formal organization (Besselaar, Melis, and Beckers 2000; 

Rommes forthcoming) . These different phases of DDS seem to be exemplary for the different stages 

of internet-developments in general. As Wyatt has described the development of Internet technologies 

can be characterized by four different phases:  Internet as a scientists’ playground, Internet as a 

community, the broadening of Internet into a general academic resource, and last, the transformation 

of Internet into a commercial information infrastructure (Wyatt et al 2000: 3). The changes in the 

organsization of DDS typically reflect the second and fourth phase of Internet technologies (Rommes 

2001).6

 In contrast to DDS, New Topia has been developed in a design community in the private 

rather than the public sector. Beginnen met beschrijving van verschil in technologies : TV teletext and 

touch phone. marcelle: svp nog tekst aanleveren over design community van new topia.  

 

 

 

Configuring the User of the Digital City of Amsterdam: Democracy for Everbody 

 

Configuring the user of technologies is a complex proces. Design practices are usually 

characterized by the construction of a wide variety of, sometimes conflicting, user representations that 

are intentionally, or unintentionally, produced by a variety of actors, including policymakers, 

designers, producers, marketeers, journalists, and test users ( 1992, 1995; Woolgar 1991; Kammen 19.. 

and 2001; Oudshoorn 1999 and 2001; Oost 2001). In the case of the DDS, policymakers of the 

Municipality of Amsterdam played an important role in constructing user images during the birth of 

the concept of DDS and the design of the first  interface. 7 (Els: klopt dit?) As we have described 

above,  the Municipality of Amsterdam was one of the major financers of DDS in the first year of its 

existence. The documents describing the first plans for DDS illustrate that the financers and the 

initiators of DDS had a very precise image of who the user of the new technology should be. 

According to the Municipality, DDS was meant to strengthen the democracy by ‘allowing everybody 

to communicate and debate in a non-hierarchical space’ and, to achieve these goals, DDS would 

become ‘extremely user-friendly so that also computer-illiterates can  participate ‘ (van Meerten 1993: 
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1, 2). Moreover, ‘everybody’ should participate in building DDS (Stikker 1994). The user 

representations of the DDS initiators and financiers of the Municipality were thus very broad and all-

including. Even computer-illiterates were said to be the target-group of DDS. The birth of DDS was 

characterized by high ideals about  how the new technology could contribute to improve democracy 

for all Amsterdam citizens (Besselaar and Beckers 1998).  The user representation that dominated this 

period was the idealistic, but nevertheless rather abstract, category of everybody.  

 Initially, the designers constructed similar images of the future users. They aimed to design 

DDS for people without any experience with computers. Or, in the words of one of the designers: ‘as a 

figure of speech, my grandmother should be able to use DDS’ (Interview Ruijg 19.. klopt dit Els?). A 

closer look what happend later during  the design of DDS shows, however, that there is a huge gap 

between the rethorics and the practice of design. The fact that both policymakers and designers aimed 

to develop a technology accessible for everybody did not imply that the user was very central in the 

technological choices that shaped the design of DDS.  The representation of the user as everybody 

only guided decisions on the hardware and the early phase of the design of the interface. In the design 

of the hardware, the designers of DDS initially paid close attention to the accessibility of the new 

technology. One of the most important ways by which access to DDS could be obtained was by using 

a PC and a modem with a phone line to DDS. The designers anticipated that the installment of a 

modem would be a difficult job for many citizens. To make access at home easier, DDS therefore 

decided to open a help desk by telephone and assembled a team of men who, for a small amount of 

money, would help to install a PC and modem. Anticipating that many Dutch citizens had no access to 

a PC, or the money to afford one, public terminals were installed. This plan was inspired by the 

freenets in America, a project which had even succeeded in attracting homeless people to public 

terminals (Varley 1991; Rogers 1194). DDS therefore installed  several public terminals in publically 

accessible locations in the city of Amsterdam. Terminals were placed in the library, in an old people’s 

home, in a public-access area of the city hall, at a hospital, in a museum, and  in the cafe of De Balie, a 

political-cultural center and one of the founding organizations of DDS. The wide variety of these 

locations reflects the initiators’ ideal of access for everybody (Rommes et all 1999: 477). As we will 

describe below, the public terminals were, however, only available in the  first year of DDS.  

The image of the user as everybody also shaped the early phase of the design of the first 

interface. The designers tried to build an interface that would be easy to use. To do this, several 

decisions were made. Firstly, they chose to use FreePort software, which was developed for freenets in 

the US. It was considered as a user-friendly menu-based program which allows users to navigate by 

selecting options from a menu. By choosing options, the user finally received  the required 

information or software, for example the e-mail program. To further enhance easy usage of DDS, the 

city-metaphor, which can also be found in the original FreePort software (Stallings 1996), was used 

far more consequently. As a digital citizen, you could go to the post office to send or receive electronic 

mail; you could visit a kiosk to read electronic newspapers or  the central station to start your  
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worldwide internet trip; and in the town hall you could find information on local politics. In this way, 

a lot of technical language was avoided. Moreover, the decision was taken to translate most of the 

software into Dutch. However, due to a shortage of time, the command keys were not changed. The 

first interface of DDS offered the following options at the bottom of the screen: X=Exit; h=Main 

menu; v=Previous Menu; Choice?. The main menu conained the following topics: 1 Helpdesk; 2 The 

Postoffice; 3 Public Forum; 4 The Library; 5 Building for Art and Culture; 6 Town Hall; 7 Office 

District; 8 A Plaza; 9 Central Station; 10 Configuration Centre. (Flint 1994: III-2).  

In the early phase of the development of DDS, the designers thus put quite some effort in 

trying to make an interface that they  expected to be accessible for everybody. After the opening of 

DDS, however, other criteria than ‘user-friendliness’ became the guiding principles in  the design. 

Firstly, the designers incentive to leave their own mark on the program resulted in a design that made 

the interface far more complicated to use than the original Freeport software. Actually,  this software 

program was chosen not only because it was considered as user-friendly, but also because it enabled 

the DDS designers to make changes to the original program because the sourcecode of this software 

was available.8  This was exactly what the founders wanted to do: they decided to re-design the 

original software  because of what they themselves called the ‘not invented here syndrome’. The re-

design included  offering  users more functionalities than the original FreePort software allowed. This 

choice was made  because the founders of DDS wanted to offer users all the functionalities of the 

Internet, not just an ‘amputated’ version (interview Stikker, 1998b: 7). Consequently, six different 

software packages were integrated into the original FreePort software. This made the interface far 

more complicated to use, since the functions of the keys varied as the user shifted between programs. 

Moreover, users were expected to find their way around DDS by trial and error. The program did not 

start anymore with the possibility of consulting a help menu; this appeared only at the fourth screen. 

So users were expected to know how menus and tree structures work. This descision had far reaching 

consequences for the user that became inscribed in DDS. The user that was incorporated in this 

interface  was the more experienced computer user  rather than computer-illiterates, the user 

representation that guided the early phase of the development of DDS (Rommes et al 1999: 487). 

Secondly, policymakers of the Municipality of Amsterdam and the initiators of DDS made 

major changes in the initial design policy of DDS.  Instead of ‘userfriendliness’ and ‘access for 

everybody’, ‘experimenting’ and ‘positioning Amsterdam as an innovative city’ became the key 

concepts that shaped the design (Meerten 1994: 2,3).  Due to the public interest DDS attracted in the 

first weeks of its existence,  policymakers became particularly interested in making DDS into the 

precursor and trendsetter for the development of digital cities elsewhere in The Netherlands. To 

receive further funding,  DDS was asked to connect the virtual city to the Internet in order to facilitate 

experiements with discussions on the Internet. Moreover, DDS was asked to write a handbook with 

instructions  how to design a digital city. In this way, the financers stimulated DDS to become more 

innovative and to have an examplary function for the development of digital cities in other Dutch 
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cities and villages (Rommes 2000:140). The policymakers’ demand to be more innovative had a 

drastic impact on the design of the second interface. Consistent with DDS’ new goal of innovation, the 

textual interface of DDS 1.0 was changed into a graphical interface with sound-options, using the 

World Wide Web standard.  Designers articulated the need for this new interface in terms of the risk to 

‘lag behind’. Actually, at that time this risk was not yet that high. In 1995,  the World Wide Web just 

began to become  known amongst Dutch programmers. When the new interface was opened on 15 

October1995, DDS was the second organization in the Netherlands to have such an interface (Rommes 

2000:142). The change towards a graphical interface had serious consequences for the users. To be 

able to use DDS 2.0, users needed special software and ‘a considerable amount of hardware: at least a 

386 computer, a color-monitor and a fast modem’ (Belangrijke software veranderingen DDS 2.0: 1). 

This kind of hardware was not yet commonly used by private computer-users, and certainly not by 

women9. The user that became inscribed in DDS 2.0 was thus not gender neutral:  DDS  was made  

predominantly accessible to male users.  

Finally, the accessibility of DDS became drastically reduced by the gradual removal of the 

public access terminals during the first eighteen months of the digital city’s existence. In practice, the 

public terminals turned out to be rather expensive and time-consuming to maintain. Terminals 

happened to be very vulnerable and often broke down. The hackers, who were responsible for the 

maintenance, had difficulties finding the manpower to repair them. The decision to remove the 

terminals was, however,  not only inspired by financial incentives. The manager of DDS in that period 

considered the public terminals as damaging for the image DDS wanted to create. DDS considered the 

terminals as ‘not representative’: they were not sophisticated enough to show graphical information. 

Thus, when the new, graphical interface of DDS was introduced they ‘gave a wrong image of what 

DDS was, which was not smart in business-terms’ (Interview Flint 1998: 10). The decision to remove 

the public terminals thus reflects the demands of the representatives of the Municipality of Amsterdam 

to make DDS into the digital precursor of The Netherlands.  DDS had to be in the forefront of 

developments, which implied they had to get rid of old terminals, which gave an old-fashioned image 

of DDS. However, the most striking reason why the public terminals were removed was that the 

institutions in which they were placed, especially De Balie and the City Hall, complained about the 

people they attracted. According to De Balie and the City Hall, they ‘sat there for hours without 

ordering anything’, ‘gave a tramp-image’ and they made the surroundings look ‘untidy’ (Interview 

Flint 1998:11). These complaints by the City Hall and De Balie are all the more striking, because one 

of the major stories which is used to show the success of the public terminals in the first Free-net in 

Santa Monica, was that it was used by tramps. It seems that in Amsterdam, this usage of the public 

terminals by tramps was not appreciated. The policy-makers went along with the decision to remove 

the public-access terminals. Consequently, DDS became only accessible for people who owned a 

computer and a modem or had access to this hardware at work or via family of friends.    
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The design of the hardware thus shows a similar pattern as the design of the software. 

Whereas the user representation of everybody dominated the early phases of the design, the criterion 

of innovativeness became the dominant principle guiding the later phases of the design. Technological 

decisions inpired by the latter principle overruled the initial incentives of policmakers and designers to 

design DDS for everybody.  

 

 

 

From designing for everybody to designing for yourself  

 

Although the development DDS  began as a user-centred design practice, the design thus 

became eventually shaped by incentives of innovation. Although both incentives, developing a user-

friendly system and being innovative, do not necessarily have to be mutually exclusive, designing for 

everybody gradually dissappeared out of sight. This pattern can be largely ascribed to the use of 

implicit representation techniques, in particular the use of the I-methodology. To assess the interests, 

competencies, and motives of future users, designers can rely on various methods, including explicit 

representation techniques such as market surveys, consumer tests, and user feedback, and implicit 

techniques such as a reliance on expert visions and the I-methodology. The I-methodology refers to a 

design practice in which designers consider themselves as representative for the users (Akrich 1995). 

Akrich describes the I-methodology as the “reliance on personal experience, whereby the designer 

replaces his professional hat by that of the layman”(Akrich 1995:x) This is often an unconscious 

process: the designer is not aware of the fact that the user representation he or she is using resembles 

him- or herself.  In contrast to the images created by designers and to what people usually expect, 

implicit methods are often more powerful in shaping the design than explicit methods (Akrich 1995: 

175). This is exactly what happened in the case of DDS. During the design of the first two interfaces, 

their was only one survey among the users of DDS. As has been described for other ICT design 

practices, the actual testing of the new technology was postponed to the period when DDS had become 

available to the users. Or to quote one of the designers: 

It was, of course, not theoretically based or tested at all. Software-tests, of course, we did not 

do that at all. For us, the users were just a bunch of testers (interview van Eeden 1998). 

Although there were designers who did not share this view of the users, the development of DDS did 

not include any testing of the interfaces, except for the occasional, informal  tests by people involved 

in the development of DDS (Interview van Eeden 1998). Other designers acknowledged that, in the 

end, they were not interested in the needs of the users at all: 

What users themselves would like? (laughing) Well…(…) the system of course was not built 

because people needed it so badly; the system was built because we thought that a social 

function was connected with it. We thought the Internet was important, that it needed to be 
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introduced, and that we would show all the possibilities of the  technology (….). These people 

had to get free e-mail to discover the rest [of the Internet]’ (interview Rodriguez 1998: 30).  

 

This reflection illustrate the major incentive of the designers of DDS. As described above,  the 

designers shared a fascination with the new technology of Internet: they considered DDS as a way of 

introducing people to the Internet with all its potential for communication and information. What the 

users actually wanted was not a consideration to design DDS (Rommes et al 1999:484). Instead of 

designing DDS to meet the interests of the future users, they wanted the users to share their fascination 

with the Internet. Consequently, they did not consider it as relevant to assess the needs of users.  

Moreover, the only attempt to assess the experiences of users was used in a very biased 

way.The results of the user survey showed that male users of DDS 1.0 were very much in favor of a 

graphical interface with sound-options. In contrast, female users indicated that they preferred the 

textual interface of DDS 1.0 because they considered this interface as easier to use (Schalken en Tops 

1994).  Moreover, the survey showed that the female users generally used older generations of 

hardware with slower connections than the male users. Despite this information, the designers decided 

to change the interface from a textual into a graphical design. This did not imply that they disregarded 

the preferences of the female users completely. To meet the needs of inhabitants with older hardware, 

designers decided to keep a textual interface in place. This was indeed used more often by female 

inhabitants (Schalken, Tops 1994). However, this interface was different from the first textual 

interface DDS 1.0, as it needed to be compatible with the graphical interface. Inhabitants had to re-

learn how to use DDS. Moreover, the designers themselves were very critical towards this textual 

interface. They described the new way of navigating the inhabitants had to learn as ‘annoying’. This 

reflects the I-methodology that became the dominant way to represent the user.  For many choices in 

the design, designers took their own preferences and skills as representative for the user. For example, 

the choice to integrate six different software packages into the original FreePort software, we have 

described above, resulted in a specific learning-style. Since there was no help-menu anymore, the 

users were expected to find their way around DDS by trial and error. This learning style happened to 

be exactly the favorite style of the designer of this interface:  

 

You have to keep things exciting; discovering is important. This has to do with the way in 

which I discovered the Internet and all its possibilities, you discover more and more, and that 

is fascinating. So you will have to let people discover things; that is fun (interview Rodriguez 

1998: 27, 28). 

The design of DDS thus became to incorporate a learning style that matched the preferences and 

competences of the designers. Simultaneously, it made the life of users with different preferences and 

skills than the designers much more complicated. A learning style of trial and error requires that one 

has to feel at ease with computers, and needs to feel self-confident enough to just try things.  As 
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Turkle has shown, in our society, this particular style of learning how to use technology and computers 

is more often found amongst men than women (Turkle 1991: 48.49).  

The users manual of DDS is another example of how designers relied on the I-methodology. 

The author of the manual described his experiences in writing the manual: 

It is very much written from my own experience. So I learned it myself and then wrote it down 

(interview Flint 1998a: 13) 

The manual illustrates how in this phase of the design, the designers no longer aimed to design DDS 

for computer-illiterates. The image of the user as everybody became replaced by users with computer 

experience. The DDS manual portrayed the users as people with computer experience, rather than 

computer-illiterates:   

Both XS4ALL as well as DDS are advanced systems. They offer very much and are therefore, 

at first sight, maybe not so simple as you would want them to be. You will, however, discover 

that all the basic actions are fairly easy to learn for anyone who has worked with a computer 

before (Flint 1994: II-3). 

This drastic transformation of the targeted user implied, again, a gender  bias. As in Dutch 

society, as elsewhere,  the percentage of men with computer experience exceeds that of women, the 

consequences of this image of the intended user has been particularly negative for women (els: kan je 

hier nog de gegevens van computer bezit van vrouwen in ned uit die periode aan toevoegen; zie 

scp rapporten) . 

Summarising, we can conclude that the dominance of the I-methodology resulted in a gender script: 

the user that came to be incorporated in the design of DDS matched the preferences and attitudes of 

male, rather than female users. As almost all designers were male10 and technologically highly 

competent, they made DDS into a masculine technology. In the end, the designers developed a system 

according to their own preferences, technical capabilities, and learning-style. It will come as no 

surprise that the users DDS attracted were by no means representative of the population of 

Amsterdam. Although the percentage of women has slightly increased throught the years, the virtual 

city was primarily ‘inhabited’ by young, highly educated, white males11.  

 

 

Configuring the User of NewTopia: Entertainment for Everybody 

 
The design of DDS exemplifies the design practices in a public sector organisation. From this, 

we may be tempted to conclude that the dynamics of configuring the user we have described thusfar 

are only illustrative for design practices in the public sector. We therefore decided to make a similar 

analysis of a design community in a private sector company: Philips Research. The two case studies 

presented in this paper are not only different with respect to the context in which the design took 

place, they also represent two different technological approaches towards the design of virtual cities. 
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Whereas DDS exemplifies a virtual city based on computer and Internet technologies, New Topia is a 

virtual city based on television and telephone. Actually, New Topia can be considered as the precursor 

of DDS in The Netherlands.12  

Notwithstanding these differences in contexts and technologies, DDS and NewTopia show 

strikingly similar patterns in configuring the user. Again, ‘everybody’ functioned as a key-concept in 

representing the user. In contrast to DDS,  the aim  to design for everybody originated from the 

technologies chosen for the virtual city,  rather than idealistic incentives. The project started in a time 

when network technologies and services came to be considered as an interesting new business 

direction within Philips. The expected importance of networks in the near future led to the take off of 

the project. Since television was one of Philips’ core activities, television was chosen as hardware 

which was combined with a touch tone telephone. The telephone enabled direct auditory contact with 

other users in New Topia, and users could also hear environmental sounds. The choice for television 

as the major hardware represents  a well-known pattern in innovation: path dependance. In this type of 

innovation,  previous choices, in this case the fact that Philips’ major expertise was rooted in 

television, determine later innovations (litverwijzingen nog toevoegen: zie chap 1 en 2 mpilboek). In 

contrast to DDS, Philips therefore opted for the television as the main technology to develop new 

communication services.   

The choice of television and telephone as hardware shaped the first user representations 

constructed for NewTopia. The user was configured as someone who owned or had access to 

television and touch tone telephone. At that time, 1993, this was almost ‘everybody’ in the 

Netherlands. With the choice for television and telephone, the project team implicitly emphasised that 

New Topia would be simple and easy to use: not only were the television and telephone available to a 

very large group of people, both products also had a low threshold to use. By constructing the user as 

everybody, the team members of New Topia (NB Nog eerder tekst toevoegen over de samenstelling 

van het team!!) also constructed a non-user: ‘the young, male computer fanatic’. Or, as the designer 

of the software described it: 

[if] the functionality that would be implemented on the system was used purely for games, 

only the typical target group of young male computer fanatics would be reached. […] But we 

aimed at normal people who don't have a Silicon Graphics machine at home." (Interview Henk 

van der Weij 19..) 

So, despite the fact that NewTopia was not computer-based, computer users were enrolled as contrast 

to emphasize that the virtual city was meant for everybody, for ‘normal people’. The user 

representation ‘young male computer fanatics’ played an important role here, setting boundaries on 

what NewTopia  should not be. In the beginning of the project, the team had consciously decided to 

aim at a broader public than just the young male computer fanatics, also because the hardware  

provided options for that possibility. So instead of “making an Arcade hall,13 a service strongly 

connected with computer games and young computer fanatics, the project team searched for a solution 
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where different types of services could be presented. As DDS, they chose the city metaphor, because 

of its clear associations with daily life.  They expected that it would be easy to understand for most 

people, because the actions within New Topia would be the same as the ones you would do in reality. 

If, for instance, you would like to meet  people, you would have to go to a pub, just like you do in the 

real world. And if you were interested in houses for sale, you would 'walk' into the brokerage's office 

for more information. This direct connection with the real world should make it easy and simple to 

use, especially for people with no, or limited, computer experience. Although the visualisation of the 

city was constrained by the possibilities of teletext—the designers could use only a limited amount of 

colours and rectangular building ‘blocks’—the result resembled the abstract version of a Dutch town. 

NewTopia consisted of  houses of different sizes, small town parks, statues, fountains, and even a 

barrel organ, all with familiar features to make an easy connection between the real world and the 

virtual world. Within the city of New Topia, several types of services were offered to the user. These 

varied from informational services to social activities and fun or games. New Topia also provided 

houses for commercial activities. These were employed by the service providers that advertised their 

commercial services in New Topia.  

Another user represenation that was articulated during the design of NewTopia was the ‘couch 

potato’. This representation was used internally within Philips Research to ‘visualise’ the typical 

television watcher. The term ‘couch potato’ portrayed the user as a person sitting on the couch in the 

living room, watching television, and wanting to be entertained. This representation emphasised the 

user’s passive attitude, and it was used to contrast this category of users against the more active 

computer user.. The construction of this user representation shows how users can have many, 

sometimes even contradictory, faces in design. Whereas users were represented as passive inside 

Philips design community, public documents of NewTopia represented the user as active. In leaflets 

and interviews for news papers and television, the users were called 'citizens' or 'New Topians' or 

'Visitors'. These ‘New Topians’ were characterised as “active TV-watchers”14 New Topians would 

visit New Topia to meet there with friends, look up some information and stroll through town, 

“curious about new developments”. 15This representation differed drastically from the ‘couch potato’: 

instead of passive viewers who wanted to be entertained,it emphasized the active attitude of the New 

Topia user . ‘NewTopians’ were configured as people curious to know  all the new developments in 

the city. The articulation of these conflicting user representations shows the different roles user 

represenations can play in design practices.  Whereas the ‘couch potato’ functioned as a convenient 

image for the  communication among Philips’team members, the ‘active TV-watcher’ was used as a 

tool to emphasize the novelty of NewTopia to the outside world.    

In contrast to DDS, configuring the user of NewTopia also included other groups than the end-

user.  The results and success of the first user trial, which we will describe in more detail below, 

resulted in a turn towards a more professional, and business-oriented, approach of the project: the 

prototype was converted into a professional version. In this proces, the NewTopia team  made a 
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distinction between different categories of users, corresponding with the different parties in the 

business chain. In addition to the already existing group of ‘end users’, the team configured 

‘stakeholders’ and ‘service providers’ as new categories of users. The stakeholders were configured as 

users who should create and maintain the overall system provided by New Topia, while the service 

providers were represnetd as people who should supply the services within New Topia.  

 

 

Secrecy as Constraint on Formal User Tests 

 

As had happend with DDS, the I-methodology played an important in the design of 

NewTopia, particularly in the early phase of the development of this virtual city.  One of the important 

motivations of the first team members to join the project were their experiences with playing 

networked computer games. They knew "how much fun it was to play with real people, instead of 

against the computer." (Interview van der Wey 19..). Consequently, entertainment and socialising, 

became the key concepts shaping the design.16 NewTopia should provide entertainment for everybody. 

The preferences of the team members also shaped the decisions about the  infrastructure of the virtual 

city, particularly the choice of the services to be included in the network.  All decisions were based on 

the team members’ expectations about what users would like to do in the virtual city.  Or, as the 

software designer put it: 

We have not involved any users. My approach has been more  general: what are the needs of 

users, what, in my point of view, do users like or consider as important? What is required to 

make users feel at home in the virtual city? In doing this, I relied on my own experience 

(Interview van der Haar 19..).  

The procedure for designing NewTopia was that every team member who had a nice idea, was 

encouraged to turn that into a service.1

 In contrast to DDS, the designers of NewTopia did not only rely on the I-methodology to 

configure the user. In the later phases of the development of the virtual city,  the project team also 

applied explicit representation techniques. At the time when a working prototype was available, the 

first user trial was set up with subscribers to the local Eindhoven cable operator, KTE. The KTE was 

asked to provide a list of names and addresses of a random selection of their subscribers. At about two 

hundred people replied that they would like to participate in the trial. The test lasted for a few months. 

The aim of the first user trial was to test the technical performance of the system, and, because the idea 

was to conduct it  with ‘real’ users, to get a flavour of the characteristics and behaviour of these users. 

In practice, the test predominantly functioned as a technical try-out of the prototype. The major 

conclusion of this trial was that there had been no serious technical problems (Marcelle: svp bron 

                                                      
1 E.g. interview Henk van der Weij, date & place 
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toevoegen).  No official records were kept on data about the test users. Based on this trial , the project 

team had the general impression that the users more or less confirmed their image of the users as  

‘couch potato’ and ‘everybody’.  Other,  implicit, methods the project team used in this period to get 

to know more about the users of the first protoype of NewTopia largely confirmed these images.  In 

this period, the project team used two methods to provide them with more information and 

impressions about the users of New Topia: the ‘mayor’ function and the ‘mister X’ function. New 

Topia’s mayor had consulting hours users could visit for questions and  remarks. This service  was 

very frequently used bu the visitors of NewTopia.2 The ‘mister X’ function allowed team members to 

walk anonymously through New Topia to join with users, play games with them etc. The mayor and 

the team members kept notes about their experiences during these visits which were made available to 

other project members.3  

The project team only turned to explicit techniques to assess the experiences of users when the 

second trial of the prototype indicated a mismatch between their user representations and the actual 

visitors NewTopia. The second user trial, which was performed with 1000 test users and lasted for one 

year, consisted of formal surveys among New Topia’s users.17 The trial consisted of a quantitative 

part, which monitored the actions within New Topia during a set time period,  and a qualitative part 

including  in-depth interviews with three selected groups of three people.4 The results of these tests  

showed that there existed a serious mismatch between the target group the project team had in mind 

and the actual test user group. In contrast to what the informal representation techniques methods had 

revealed, i.e. that NewTopia was used by a very broad group of people, the formal surveys among 

users showed that NewTopia was predominantly used by men. The largest group within New Topia's 

population consisted of lower educated men, aged 18 to 35.5 Moreover, NewTopia mainly attracted 

single people who did not own a computer.  The services provided within New Topia showed a similar 

mismatch. Whereas the project team had expected that the services would be of interest for everybody, 

the surveys showed that the services catered especially the needs of younger men. In contrast to men, 

women, particularly housewives, suggested that they were not interested in the entertainment services 

and socialising activities provided by NewTopia. They disliked the games within New Topia, because 

these, according to them, resembled computer games. Instead, these women articulated the need for 

information services, particularly information about regional and local events. Pensioners showed a 

similar dislike of the entertainment services and a preference for regional a information service. In the 

end, only young men and teenagers shared the designers  preference for entertainment and socialising 

activities.      

 

                                                      
2 Interview Rob de Winter, date & place 
3 New Topia archive 
4 Linda Vodegel Matzen (1995), ‘New Topia. Second User Trial. A Quantitative User Survey’. Philips Corporate Design, Human 
Behaviour Research Centre, report no. 95-05; Linda Vodegel Matzen (1995), ‘New Topia. Second User Trial. ‘In-depth 
Interviews’. Philips Corporate Design, Human Behaviour Research Centre, report no. 95-06 
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Based on this user survey, recommendations  were made to change the type of services provided by 

New Topia. The focus should not be aimed anymore at entertainment and socialising , but at the 

provision of regional information. The information should be about products, ordering and reservation 

services, community information and cultural information.6 Philips thus prioritized the interests of 

adults over the preferences of teenagers. This decision was made because it was ‘the only way in 

which NewTopia could be economically interesting for Philips’ (Ramakers 1996). Teenagers were 

considered as a less interesting target group because they had problems to afford frequent use of New 

Topia  due to high telephone costs (Ramakers 1996).  

Although the designers of NewTopia thus put some effort in assessing the needs and 

preferences of users, the results of the users survey did not have much impact on the design. The first 

systematic user trials were conducted rather late in the development of New Topia. The major reason 

for this was that the project team was afraid that information leaking to the outside world would cost 

the project its lead on possible competitors.7  As a consequence, the graphic designer was only allowed 

to test the usability of his interfaces among Philips employees (Interview van de Haar 19..). It goes 

withou saying that the Philips Research employees were not representative for New Topia’s target 

population, i.e. everybody. Especially people without much experience with computers and 

telephones, ‘true novices’ as Steve Woolgar calls them,8 were not easy to find. Pragmatism led the 

student who was in charge of the trial, to have secretaries and colleagues, people with extensive 

experience in using computers and telephone, but also some people without this experience, including 

gardeners, and canteen employees, “the   coffee ladies”9 perform the usability trial. More systematic  

information about the users only became available in the later phase of the development of New Topia. 

By that time, the prototype was already stabilized which contrained any adaptations to the preferences 

of users.  

Equally important, the choices for the hardware made during the early phase of the design 

incorporated a user profile that prioritized specific groups of users. As we have described above, 

configuring the user as ‘everybody’ was strongly related to the choice of the TV as major hardware. In 

reality, however,  New Topia used the teletext function of televisions. The implicit assumption that 

'everybody uses television' did not hold for the use of the teletext functionality. The results of the 

second user trial indicated that men used the teletext function significantly more often than women in 

general, and that housewives did use it even less.10 It also indicated that many elderly people did not 

                                                                                                                                                                      
 

t

tr

 

6 Saskia Ramakers (1996). This recommendation was also based on the expecta ion that the Internet would not provide 
regional and local information for at least some years to come. 
7 Interview Rob van der Haar, date & place 
8 Steve Woolgar (1991), ‘Configuring The User: the case of usability ials’, in A Sociology of Monsters: Essays on Power, 
Technology and Domination’, John Law (Ed.), London: Routledge 
9 Interview Rob van der Haar, date & place 
10 Intomart
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have fitted their living rooms with the telephone near the television.11 The position of the telephone 

near the television was a necessity, because the telephone functioned as the input device and direct 

feedback on the input was given via the television. Moreover, older telephones were not suitable to 

send the number codes necessary for example to manipulate the avatar which also may have excluded 

specific groups of users, including elderly people.  Finally, the required connection to the cable 

network excluded people living in remote areas who use antenna or satellite to watch TV. The 

technologies which were expected to be accessable for ‘everybody’ thus prioritized specific user 

groups over others.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 

Reflecting on the practices of two design communities involved in the development of virtual 

cities, we can conclude that, despite the fact that DDS emerged in the public sector and New Topia in 

the private sector, there are remarkable similarities in the development of these technologies. Both 

design communities aimed to develop a virtual city for everybody and they both failed to accomplish 

this. We suggest that the constraints underlying the design for everybody can only be understood if we 

take into account the dynamics at play at the macro/meso as well as the micro level. (nog checken in 

NWO voorstudie) 

The macro/meso dynamics that shaped the design of DDS included the policy of the 

Municipality of Amsterdam to use DDS as a tool to establish the image of the City of Amsterdam as a 

center of innovation.  The design of a digital city that incorporated the latest developments in hardware 

and software,  that could function as the model for the design of digital cities in the Netherlands, and 

that would be one of the first digital cities to be developed in Europe, provided an excellent tool to 

create this image. The incentive to be innovative gradually overruled the initial incentive to make the 

digital city into a tool to improve local democracy and consequently  accessable and interesting for 

everybody. The macro/meso dynamics that shaped New Topia represent already familiar patterns in 

design practices in the information and communication technology sector. Due to fear of alerting the 

competition, designers were not allowed to use formal procedures for user tests. Consequently, 

information about a mismatch between the intended target group and the eventual users only came 

available when the technology  was already stabilized. Another familar pattern is visible in New 

Topia’s project team’s choice to use TV as major hardware for the development of a virtual city, 

which exemplifies path dependence. Since the TV is part of Philips core business, Philips is one of the 

largest colour television manufacturers in the world.the choice of the hardware for the design of a 

virtual city was restricted to  TV.. Although the decision to use TV enabled Philips to reach a wider 

                                                      
 11 Intomart
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audience than a computer-based technology, the addition of teletext seriously limited the  potential 

users of New Topia because teletext was less frequently used by women.  

 Both case studies thus show how the design of electronic services cannot be 

understood as isolated events. Technologies have a life history that goes beyond the design trajectory 

of the specific ICT product. This is a well-known process that has been extensively described in the 

innovation and S&TS literature (verwijzingen toevoegen; zie chap 2 mpilboek). What is new in our 

analysis is that path dependence does not only shape the choice for specific technologies, it also 

shapes processes of configuring the user. Designing DDS for everybody was seriously constrained by 

the fact that  the virtual city was based on computer technology. Since the computer has a history of 

being a strongly male-connotated machine, it was not so much of a surprise that men were 

overrepresented among the users of  DDS (Oost 1994; Brosnan 1998; Rommes et al 1999). Making 

New Topia accessible for everybody was constrained by the fact that this electronic service relied on 

teletext which was more frequently used by men. The hardware of DDS as well as New Topia thus 

already incorporated a specific user profile in which women were underrepresented. The design of 

electonic services based on computers and television therefore required an extra effort to overcome the 

gender biased user incorporated in this hardware. This has hardly happened. Although designers of 

DDS and New Topia have put some effort in trying to make the virtual cities accessible for everybody, 

f.e. by introducing public terminals for DDS,  our analysis shows the paradoxical situation in which 

designers who intend to design for everybody hardly try to assess the needs, preferences, and 

competencies of the users. The macro-meso dynamics we described above partly account for this.  

To understand how the design practices prioritized specific groups of users, we need, however,  

to take into account the micro dynamics that shaped the design. Both case studies illustrate how the 

processes of configuring the user were dominated by the I-methodology. Instead of assessing the 

interests and competencies of users by formal procedures, designers of DDS and New Topia 

predominantly took their own preferences and skills as major guides in the design. Since the project 

team of New Topia only consisted of men (Marcelle: klopt dit?) and the DDS team, although there 

were women involved, largely adopted a masculine design style,18  the interests and competencies 

inscribed in the design were predominantly masculine.  The fact that DDS and New Topia  failed to 

attract the audience they intended to reach must therefore also be understood in terms of the gender 

identity of the designers. Whereas recent studies of the relationship between technologies and 

identities largely focus on identities of users19, our case studies indicate that identities of designers are 

equally important in understanding the dynamics of technological development.  We thus can 

conclude that designing technology for everybody will remain problematic as long as designers take 

themselves as representative for the user and design communities don’t represent the diversity of 

users.     
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Notes 
 
 
1  This shift in paradigm in reflected in a redefinition of the concept of interface in design studies. Prior to the 
1990s, the concept of interface was defined in terms hardware and software that facilitate human-computer 
interaction. Since the early 1990s, research and development of interfaces has been extended to include cognitive 
and emotional aspects and experiences of users (Laurel 1990). Nog andere bronnen toevoegen: : zie voetnoot 32 
Els in tekst over Women’s Square 
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2 In some, but not all, big firms, users are involved in the last phases of the design: the testing of prototypes and 
in the so-called usability trials.  Philips Design and the Dutch telecommunication firm KPN are the only firms 
with specific departments for user-oriented research (European Commission – DG XIII-C/E 1998:21).  
3.. For a nice exception to the neglect of identities in technological development, see Cockburn and Ormrod 1993; 
van Kammen 2000; Ploeg 1998; Klinge 1998; Rommes, Oost, and Oudshoorn 1999. Moreover,  the relationship 
between technologies and gender identities has been, and still is, a major topic among feminist historians and socio-
logists of technology who have shown the strong alignments of technology and masculinity, particularly in the field 
of engineering (Berg 1996; Cockburn 1983; Faulkner 2000; Oldenziek 1999; Wajcman 1991; ; and the special issue 
on technology and masculinity of the journal Men and Masculinities 2001).  

4 This description of the DDS has been previously published in Rommes et al 1999 
5 DDS is an intersting case study because it represents a small design community in the public sector. Most 
studies of software development  focus on design practices in large firms in the private sector (Quintas 1996:83) 
6 In this paper we will restrict our analysis to the design practices in the early years of DDS. See Rommes 2001 
for an analysis of the development of DDS in later years.  
7 After the introduction of DDS in January 1994, the interface of DDS was changed two times. The different 
interfaces became labeled as DDS 1.0., DDS 2.0, and DDS 3.0. The third interface, DDS 3.0, was the first 
interface to use the possibilities of the World Wide Web. DDS 3.0 was introduced in October 1995. 
 
8 The sourcecode of software is the original programming in the programming language in which it is written. 
Having access to the sourcecode means that the programmer is able to rewite the original program.  
9 See e.g. Shade 1997 
10 The design team of DDS 2.0 consisted of six men and one woman (Rommes 2000:141)  
11 The user survey of 1994 showed that  there were only 9 % female users of DDS  (Schalken and Tops 1994). 
Els dit svp nog aanvullen met gegevens over  percentage vrouwelijke gebruikers DDS 2.0 
12 One of the engineers involved in the design of NewTopia later moved to DDS.(Els of marcelle: svp bron 
toevoegen 
13 nog uitleggen 
14 Characterisation given in the promotional leaflet, mentioned in footnote 24. 
 
15 Characterisation given in the promotional leaflet, mentioned in footnote 24. 
16  
17 The investigations on the New Topia users were carried out by an internal and an external research 
bureau: the Human Behaviour Research group of Philips Design and Intomart, an independent 
research institute. The Human Behaviour Research group performed a qualitative investigation on the 
characteristics of New Topia's users.  
18 Hier nog tekst toevoegen uit art Information, Communication & Society 
19 hier nog lit verwijzingen toevoegen; zie chap 1 manpilboek 
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