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W
elcome to this special issue on
urban computing—the integra-
tion of computing, sensing, and
actuation technologies into every-
day urban settings and lifestyles.

Those settings include, for example, streets, squares,
pubs, shops, buses, and cafés—any space in the semi-
public realms of our towns and cities. Only in the last

few years have researchers paid
much attention to technologies in
these spaces. Pervasive comput-
ing has largely been applied either
in relatively homogeneous rural
areas, where researchers have
added sensors in places such as
forests, vineyards, and glaciers or,
on the other hand, in small-scale,
well-defined patches of the built

environment such as smart houses or rooms.
Urban settings are challenging places for exper-

imentation and deployment, and they remain lit-
tle explored as pervasive environments for largely
practical reasons. For one thing, they’re complex

in terms of ownership. For example, placing sen-
sors in a city will typically require permission
from many stakeholders. Urban settings also tend
to be far more dynamic and dense in terms of
what and who would participate in an applica-
tion or system. People constantly enter and leave
urban spaces, occupying them with highly vari-
able densities and even changing their usage pat-
terns between day and night.

The basis for a mass phenomenon
Despite the complexities, urban computing is,

in a limited sense, already a mass phenomenon.
Roughly half the world’s population lives in
urban environments. In addition to PDAs and
laptops, most people have mobile phones, and
most mobile phones have capabilities beyond
simple voice calls. Connectivity is extensive.
Mobile phones are increasingly equipped with
Bluetooth for short-range communication, in
addition to long-range cellular data connections.
Wi-Fi networks are also commonplace.

And the technology is put to more interesting
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ground as a target application domain.
They provide extracts from an ethno-
graphic study of passengers and propose
a design for a music-sharing application.
They base their proposal on observa-
tions of the roles that media such as
music and newspapers play on under-
ground journeys, together with the pos-
sibilities that Bluetooth presents for
transferring content between passengers.

Finally, in “Mobile Social Software:
Facilitating Serendipity or Encouraging
Homogeneity?” Jennifer Thom-Santelli
takes a critical view of the urban appli-
cations that have been designed so far.
She looks at new urban technologies’
social and political implications, argu-
ing that the current approach to design
and deployment tends to favor only the
same privileged social group as that of
the designers. She’s concerned that this
will lead increasingly to a digital divide
in our cities that matches the material
divide between inner-city and suburban
areas. She proposes a different approach
to design, appealing to the provocative
nature of the arts as a model. Through
examples, she argues that this approach
would more likely take account of diffi-
cult inner-city problems, such as gentri-
fication and disadvantage, and extend
urban applications’ reach beyond privi-
leged groups. As Thom-Santelli says, the
value of a city is in its diversity.

W
e hope you’ll find these
articles as thought-pro-
voking as we did. It should
be clear by now that urban

computing research has only just begun.
We’d like this special issue to spark a
new generation of researchers to take up
the challenges laid down here.

For more information on this or any other comput-
ing topic, please visit our Digital Library at www.
computer.org/publications/dlib.
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