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Predicting a whole new world: Elon Professor, Director of Pew Internet survey the future of the Internet

It is normal to fear the unknown. 
Socrates feared the invention of the pencil. 
The Catholic Church condemned 
Gutenberg's printing press.  And now the 
world must make sense of the Internet.
  "If people had known 40,000 to 50,000 
people would die in car accidents in the U.S. 
alone would they have stopped building 
highways?" asked Janna Anderson, co‐
author of "The Future of the Internet IV" 
survey.
  In reaction to Nicholas Carr's article 
titled "Is Google Making Us Stupid," 
Anderson, director of the Imagining the 
Internet Center at Elon University, and Lee 
Rainie, director of the Pew Internet & 
American Life Project, conducted a survey 
assessing people's attitudes about the future 
of the Internet.  The results contain 
responses from experts as well as average 
individuals.
  Out of the 895 people polled, 33 
percent believe government and companies 
will gain the right to manage information on 
the Internet.
      Whenever you introduce a new tool that 
gives the public freedom to control 

knowledge, those who had previously had 
control feel threatened, Anderson 
explained.

"Tools have positive and negative 
effects," Anderson said. "Entrenched 
institutions do not understand the Internet 
and fear this new tool. The Internet 
removes hierarchy. It removes bottle 
necking. It removes control."
  The government uses issues such as 
cyber wars, child pornography and cyber 
security to justify Internet restrictions.  
While companies attempt to Yind ways to 
manage the distribution of 
information, there are those 
who believe the Internet 
will remain boundless. 
Sixty‐one percent of those 
surveyed indicated they 
believe in the free Ylow of 
information.
  The founders intended 
the Internet to have "end‐
to‐end openness," Anderson 
said. 
  She said one common 
response from the survey 

participants was that there will be one 
controlled Internet for banking and secure 
transactions and another open Internet. 
Even though some believe that an 
unYiltered Internet will exist in the future, 
they do not foresee this lack of censorship 
available to all.
    Some survey respondents think that 
democratic countries will continue to have 
a free Internet, while countries like China 
will still be a "walled garden," Anderson 
said.

Predicting the Internet in 2020
Results:

Google won’t make us “stupid”                     76%
Rending of knowledge will improve	               65%
Innovation will catch us by surprise   	             80%
Anonymous online activity will be challenged 41%
Control issues drive a power struggle             33%

Professor Jana Anderson informs her Media Writing 
Class about the Imagining the Internet Survey results.
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Responses:
1. GOOGLE won’t make us 'stupid':
“Google will make us more informed. 

The smartest person in the world could 
well be behind a plow in China or 
India. Providing universal access to 
information will allow such people to 
realize their full potential, providing 
benefits to the entire world.” 
– Hal Varian, Google, chief 

economist

2.READING, writing and the 
rendering of knowledge will be 
improved:
“I think that a marginally greater 
number of people will be engaged in 
creating media visual as well as text – 
and as a result, the overall literacy will 
increase. I also think that the practice 
of allusion will have a much shorter 
lead time.” 
– Alex Halavais, vice president, 
Association of Internet Researchers

3.INNOVATION will continue to 
catch us by surprise:
“If they could be anticipated now, 
they'd be the hot gadgets *today*.” 
– Charlie Martin, author and 
consultant

4.ANONYMOUS online activity will 
be challenged, though a modest 
majority still think it will possible in 
2020:
“Even the Wild West was tamed with 
laws, schools, and societal norms. So 
too the Web.” 
– Tom Wolzien, longtime 
telecommunications analyst, chairman, 
Wolzien LLC

5.CONTROL issues are driving a 
power struggle:
“The Net users will band together to 
keep the Net open. They will continue 
to choose open over closed and 
gated.” – Jerry Berman, chair, Center 

     The question on Internet control was 
one of the 10 questions that The Pew 
Internet & American Life Project asked the 
public in the 2010 survey. Out of the 10 
questions, responses to only Yive answers 
have been published so far. The other topics 

include the future of human intelligence; 
the Internet's affect on reading, writing, 
and rendering of knowledge; predictable 
innovations and anonymity on the Internet.
  The success of this type of survey 
depends upon the people who respond. 
  "It is amazing how many people care 
enough that they want to share," Anderson 
said.
  The vast majority of the people 
predicted that the Internet will enhance 
human intelligence and skills regarding 
reading writing and rendering knowledge. 
Eighty percent said that they cannot predict 
what gadgets will capture the imagination, 
and 55 percent foresee Internet users 
communicating anonymously.
  Although the survey forced each 
individual to choose a side, Anderson and 
Rainie encouraged each person to explain 
his or her opinion.
  "We did not care about numbers," 
Anderson said. "We care about what people 
say. Rich, rich data comes through reading 
the responses."
  Responses are published at http://
www.elon.edu/eweb/predictions/
expertsurveys/default.xhtml.

We did not care 
about numbers. 
We care about 
what people say.
-Janna Anderson
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