social construction of technology
example

Social construction of technology (SCOT) is a theory that examines how social,
cultural, and political factors shape technological development and use. Rather than
viewing technology as an independent force that shapes society, the SCOT perspective
emphasizes that technologies are constructed through social processes and interactions.
This article explores the social construction of technology through various examples,
illustrating how societal influences, collective interests, and power dynamics shape
technological advancements.

Understanding the Social Construction of
Technology

The concept of SCOT emerged in the 1980s as a response to traditional views of
technology that portrayed it as a linear progression driven by scientific knowledge and
innovation. Scholars like Wiebe Bijker and Trevor Pinch introduced SCOT to highlight the
importance of social factors in determining which technologies are developed, adopted,
and rejected.

Key elements of SCOT include:

¢ Relevant social groups: Different groups in society, including engineers, users, and
policymakers, influence the development and acceptance of technology.

e Interpretative flexibility: Technologies can have multiple meanings and uses
depending on the context and the perspectives of different social groups.

¢ Closure and stabilization: A technology becomes defined and stabilized when a
consensus among relevant social groups is reached, leading to its widespread
adoption.

Example 1: The Bicycle

One of the classic examples of the social construction of technology is the bicycle,
particularly during the late 19th century. The development and adoption of the bicycle
were not solely driven by technological advancements but were significantly influenced by
social factors.



Technological Development

Initially, bicycles were rudimentary and often dangerous. The introduction of the "safety
bicycle" in the 1880s, which featured a chain drive and equal-sized wheels, made cycling
safer and more accessible. However, the bicycle's acceptance was not just a matter of
improved design.

Social Factors Influencing Adoption

Several social factors contributed to the bicycle's popularity:

1. Gender Roles: The bicycle became a symbol of liberation for women in the late 19th
century. As women began to ride bicycles, it challenged traditional gender roles and
contributed to the suffrage movement.

2. Class Dynamics: Bicycles were initially a luxury item accessible only to the upper
classes. However, their mass production made them available to the working class,
altering social dynamics and providing new forms of mobility.

3. Urban Planning: The rise of bicycles influenced urban design. Cities began to
accommodate cyclists, leading to the development of bike lanes and infrastructure that

supported cycling as a mode of transportation.

The bicycle's evolution illustrates how societal needs and cultural shifts can shape
technological development, demonstrating the principles of SCOT.

Example 2: The Internet

The Internet serves as another compelling example of the social construction of
technology, highlighting the interplay between technological capabilities and social
dynamics.

The Evolution of the Internet

Originally developed as a military communication network, the Internet's trajectory
changed dramatically in the 1990s with the introduction of the World Wide Web. This shift
opened the door for widespread public access and engagement.

Social Factors Influencing Its Development

Several key social factors have influenced the Internet's development:



1. Community Engagement: Early Internet users were primarily academics and
researchers who shaped the platform to facilitate collaboration and information sharing.
Their collective interests determined the Internet's initial structure and content.

2. Cultural Shifts: The rise of social media platforms in the 2000s transformed how people
interacted online. Social norms surrounding communication, privacy, and self-presentation
emerged from these platforms, influencing how technology is used and perceived.

3. Regulatory Environment: Various governments have attempted to regulate the Internet,
impacting its development. Decisions regarding net neutrality, data privacy, and content
moderation reflect societal values and power dynamics, demonstrating how policy shapes
technology.

The Internet exemplifies how technology is not merely a tool but a social construct that
evolves in response to cultural, political, and economic factors.

Example 3: The Smartphone

The smartphone represents a convergence of various technological advancements, but its
widespread adoption and use have been shaped significantly by social factors.

Technological Features

Smartphones combine features of traditional mobile phones and computing devices,
allowing users to communicate, access information, and engage with digital content
seamlessly. However, the appeal of smartphones transcends their technical specifications.

Social Influences on Adoption

Several social factors have driven the adoption of smartphones:

1. Social Connectivity: Smartphones enable constant communication through calls, texts,
and social media. The need for social interaction has led to increased smartphone usage,
as individuals seek to stay connected with others.

2. Cultural Trends: The rise of influencer culture and social media platforms has fueled the
smartphone market. The desire to document and share experiences has made
smartphones essential tools for self-expression and social validation.

3. Economic Factors: The proliferation of affordable smartphones has made them
accessible to a broader audience. Economic considerations, including consumer behavior
and marketing strategies, have influenced the design and features of smartphones.

The smartphone's development and adoption illustrate how social behaviors, cultural
trends, and economic conditions shape technology, reinforcing the principles of SCOT.



Implications of the Social Construction of
Technology

Understanding the social construction of technology has several important implications:

1. Awareness of Social Influences

Recognizing that technology is socially constructed encourages individuals and
organizations to consider the broader societal context when developing or adopting new
technologies. This perspective fosters critical thinking about the values and power
dynamics underlying technological advancements.

2. Inclusivity in Design

SCOT highlights the importance of involving diverse social groups in the design and
development of technology. By considering the needs and perspectives of various
stakeholders, technologists can create more inclusive and equitable technologies.

3. Policy Considerations

Policymakers must acknowledge the social dynamics that influence technology to create
regulations that promote ethical and responsible technological development. This includes
addressing issues such as access, privacy, and the digital divide.

Conclusion

The social construction of technology offers valuable insights into the complex interplay
between technology and society. Through examples like the bicycle, the Internet, and
smartphones, we see that technology is not merely a product of scientific progress but a
reflection of societal values, norms, and power relations. By understanding and applying
the principles of SCOT, we can better navigate the challenges and opportunities that arise
in our increasingly technological world, ensuring that technology serves the collective
interests of society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the social construction of technology (SCOT)?

The social construction of technology (SCOT) is a theory that argues that technology is



shaped and influenced by social processes, interactions, and cultural contexts, rather than
being solely determined by technical factors.

Can you provide an example of SCOT in action?

An example of SCOT is the development of the bicycle. The design and usage of bicycles
were influenced by different social groups, such as men and women, as well as class
distinctions, leading to varied designs and societal acceptance.

How does SCOT relate to the internet's evolution?

The evolution of the internet demonstrates SCOT as its development was influenced by
various social groups, including businesses, governments, and users, each shaping its
functionality and accessibility based on their needs and values.

What role do interest groups play in the SCOT
framework?

Interest groups play a crucial role in the SCOT framework as they advocate for specific
technologies or policies, influencing which technologies are developed and how they are
implemented based on their collective interests.

How does SCOT explain the adoption of renewable
energy technologies?

SCOT explains the adoption of renewable energy technologies by highlighting how social
values, political agendas, and community activism shape the acceptance and
implementation of these technologies, rather than just their technical feasibility.

What is a criticism of the SCOT approach?

A criticism of the SCOT approach is that it may downplay the role of material conditions
and technical constraints in shaping technology, focusing too much on social factors and
neglecting how technologies can also influence society.

How does SCOT apply to social media platforms?

SCOT applies to social media platforms by showcasing how user interactions, cultural
norms, and societal expectations influence features, policies, and the overall design of
these platforms, leading to diverse user experiences.

What are some contemporary examples of SCOT?

Contemporary examples of SCOT include the debate over facial recognition technology,
where issues of privacy, ethics, and race shape its development and implementation based
on societal values and concerns.



How does SCOT challenge traditional views of
technology development?

SCOT challenges traditional views of technology development by arguing that technology
is not a linear progression driven solely by innovation, but a complex interplay of social
dynamics, cultural contexts, and stakeholder influences.

In what ways can SCOT inform policy-making?

SCOT can inform policy-making by emphasizing the need to consider the social
implications and stakeholder perspectives in technology governance, ensuring that
policies reflect diverse interests and address societal concerns.
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