
W
e have a rule in our house: no
screens at the dinner table. This
rule extends to restaurants (no
checking emails or texting) and
family road trips (no back-seat
TVs). You’ve probably made

some similar hard choices. If you’re won-
dering why someone who has been reporting
on new media and the ‘marvels’ of social
media is taking on this topic, blame Google.
We have so much content coming at us these
days that we could pretend we’re super busy
just because we haven’t learned to filter out
what’s irrelevant.

I know how seductive Google can be from
Google News and Google+, to Google
Books. The company churns out reams of
data that few have even heard of. Consider
Google Flu Trends, which works by aggre-
gating data from searches around flu topics
to predict where the next flu outbreak might
be. You could search for flu trends in Japan
or Poland, if you so desire. And I’m not even
going to touch on Google Maps or Google
Sky, a fascinating area to browse and find
deep insights if you are a student or science
teacher. 

But in truth, Google is hardly the problem.
Looking at the trajectory where computers

are headed, the problem lies
with us. As a reporter, it’s
become my job to question the
implication of how fast we turn
our tools into fads, and how
quickly these fads become
obsessions. I am more than
happy to report on disruptive
technologies. They are fascinat-
ing to watch, as they fill unmet
needs. 

The apps today, just like the
wheelbarrows or light bulbs
before them, will shake things
up. Good examples of this are
Craigslist (which disrupted the
classified ads business) and
PayPal (which threw the credit
card settlements business into
disarray).

Nevertheless, I am not exactly
on the cheering squad when it
comes to one Google product.
Google Glass, a wearable com-
puter, isn’t disrupting a catego-
ry in the way that incandescent
lamps disrupted the candle-
making business. Instead, it’s
creating a new category of data

consumption. ‘Glass,’ as the
geeks now call it, is certain-
ly going to find its way into
business in the form of data
streaming. 

But before it does, it’s
important to look at how
wearable computers might
impact the way we connect
and communicate. 

It is, after all, just another
screen… albeit a lot smaller.
We have grown comfortable
carrying our screens around:
GPS receivers, MP3 players,
digital watches, tablet com-
puters and of course those
multimedia micro-comput-
ers that masquerade as mo -
bile phones. 

So what’s the big deal
about a data stream by your
right eyeball?

Glass is a lot more than a
screen you wear on your
face. It’s an appendage that
promises to augment life’s
experiences. It is being talk -
ed about as something that
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Google Glass, a wearable
computer, isn’t disrupting
a category in the way
that incandescent lamps
disrupted the candle-
making business… 
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could possibly be worn permanently – like
braces or a watch. Augmented Reality (AR)
has been an experiment in progress, and
Glass may be a catalyst in a new form of dig-
ital augmentation to mundane Real Life (or
RL).

Gadget geeks are singing the praises
of Glass, for obvious reasons. It’s like
having a nanny and a secret ingredient
to being a super-mum, says Trae
Vassallo. “After all, who needs hands-
free productivity more than a parent?
Who has more need to have a smart
assistant? Who gets more joy from
photos of surprising kids moments?”
she asks. 

Apparently, Glass ‘listens’ to her com-
mands even with the kids screaming and the
radio blaring. How nice: an attentive comput-
er that could also tune out the kids!

Reading how Glass could help someone
find a street address or perform math calcula-
tions reminded me how excited I once was at
finding another Google application. Google
SMS let me use my Neanderthal feature-
phone to text Google by using a short code
and get help from its algorithm – anything
from checking Google for the population of a
country or the street address of an ice cream
shop. In May, Google abruptly discontinued
the search-by-SMS feature.

But pushing data to a device is an entirely
different experience to streaming data into
your face. The ability to substitute every
experience with an app-enhanced click
assumes that everyone we need to interact
with is online – or at least in our digital field
of vision. It also permits us to spend enough
time listening. 

From a business perspective, if everyone is
feeding on data and sharing something (text
updates, photos, etc.), who will be left to pay
attention? Those drooling, crumpled, analog
masses? We already know of people who do

not respond to phone calls because they are
buried in email and video pouring into their
smart devices.

I am fascinated by the term ‘continuous
partial attention.’ It captures precisely what
many of us experience today, as we continue
to distract ourselves with too many apps that
deliver too little. It explains why we sudden-
ly find people we are talking to appear to be
not paying attention, fiddling with their
BlackBerry or pretending to listen.

Glass seems like the perfect solution for a

generation of a new tribe of distracted citi-
zens. Let’s call them ‘Continuous Partial
Attention-ites.’ We could see them walking

around with screens attached to their
faces, with only a passing glance at

the rest of us. But wait, we
already see their ancestors hold-
ing their phones to their noses as
they cross the street, fall into
ponds or talk non-stop to distant
others through Bluetooth head-

sets.
It is seductive to think what wearable com-

puters will allow us do. We could tap into
hidden layers of information when making
product choices by just peering at a label. We
might be able to look beyond the ingredients
of a fruit drink; peer into the farm that pro-
duced the fruit, get to know the name of the
farmer or the date the pallet left his orchard.
That’s terrific.

And when travelling, one could call up the
last 10 reviews of a hotel, chat with one of
the people who last posted a positive com-
ment before calling up the reservation num-
ber (all this while driving, without ever so
much as taking your hands off the steering
wheel).

But then again, do we need all this data
when the ‘intelligence’ it promises could eas-
ily be gleaned by other means? We once did
some of this intelligence-gathering the old-
fashioned way, didn’t we? We stopped to
chat with the cashier at the local petrol sta-
tion, asking for directions. We struck up
serendipitous conversations that led us to
places that wouldn’t have been found on
websites and travel guides. You see where I
am going with this, right? 

Fancy glasses with ‘always on’ data feeds
may enhance a traditional ‘search’ on the
road, but it would also turn us into automa-
tons – automatons who are way too busy to
pay attention to you and me.
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GOOGLE GLASS is a tiny computer
screen that can be worn like a pair
of glasses. It feeds and is fed by a
five-megapixel spy-like camera.
Pictures or video taken by the
wearer may be uploaded or
streamed to the web. It has a 
built-in microphone that could
record events but can also be used
to control a ‘computer’ in the
vicinity, such as by sending an 
email by dictating it.


