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The Rise of the (Social) Machines

Paul Smart
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T
he advent of the Social Web has led to a pro-
found transformation in the social and cogni-
tive impacts of the World Wide Web. Rather

than serving as a mere repository of information
and knowledge, the Web has emerged into a multi-
functional platform that supports a broad array of
social activities and collective problem-solving en-
deavours. The term ‘social machine’ was coined by
the Web Science community to refer to Web-based
systems that feature some form of (often large-scale)
social participation. In particular, a social machine
is a hybrid socio-technical organization that features
the joint involvement of both Web-based (technolog-
ical) and human (social) elements in the realization
of some phenomenon of interest. We are only just
beginning to understand the power and potential of
such systems. The design of future social machines
is likely to yield significant advances in our ability
to solve a range of important and pressing problems.
Such advances are likely to come from our ability to
use social machines as social sensing systems, our
ability to control the time-variant structural orga-
nization of virtual organizations in a manner that
enhances their collective performance profile, and
our ability to design social machines that assist with
the development of advanced forms of machine in-
telligence. In addition, inasmuch as we see social
machines as part of the physical fabric that realizes
a variety of social phenomena, then social machines
look to provide a means by which we can influence
the nature of the societies in which we live. In the
present talk, I will attempt to survey recent research
in these areas, and discuss the challenges that con-
front the attempt to study, understand and engineer
social machines.
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