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R ecently the Telecommunications
Needs Research Group (TNRG) moved
from Royal Melbourne Institute of
Technology (RMIT) to the School of Informa-
tion Management and Systems (at Monash
University). The Group consists of Dr Kirsty
Williamson, the director, and two research
associates, Amanda Bow and Solveiga Saule.
Dr Patricia Gillard, who was director of the
group from 1993 until earlier this year re-

mains as senior research fellow.

The TNRG started life as the Telecom-
munications Policy Research Group (TPRG)
in 1991 in the Faculty of Social Sciences and
RMIT. Dr
Williamson was a member of the group

Communications at Kirsty
(with Dr Mark Balnaves and Dr Peter Caputi)
In 1993 Associate
Professor Patricia Gillard became director

in this embryonic stage.

and changed the name to TNRG. This re-
flected the emphasis on user research, which
became the hallmark of the group.

Between 1992 and 1996 the Group was
mainly supported by the Telstra Fund for So-
cial and Policy Research — receiving almost
$500 000 from the Fund. The research un-
dertaken with this funding focused on the
human aspects of telecommunications. Re-
'‘Older adults and
their barriers to internet use in public librar-

search projects included:

ies'; 'Young adults and their experiences of
the internet in internet cafes in Melbourne’;
‘Teenagers and their relationships with infor-
mation and communication technologies’;
and 'The
phones'.

relationships of users to their

The Group's discipline-base spans the
information and communications fields, spe-
cifically, and the social sciences, in general.
W e are particularly interested in how people
construct meanings with regard to the role of

telecommunications in their everyday lives.
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Our empirical work has aimed to develop an
understanding of 'what is happening now'
(and what might happen in the near future),
based on what people do and say. Our re-
search is broadly 'ethnographic' but has also
included large-scale sample surveys.

The TNRG has recently become involved
in research concerning online services for
people with disabilities. With Vicnet (State
Library of Victoria), it won the contract to
develop the website for the @ccessability
Program for Online Access for People with
Disabilities, which is under the auspices of
Office of the

Economy (NOIE). The Group is also a major

the National Information
partner in a consortium which has been
funded by @ccessability, to undertake a
project entitled: 'Online services for people
with disabilities in Australian public librar-
ies'. The consortium received one of the
three largest grants, recently announced
($120 004). Matching funding of $1 80 000,
principally from another major partner, the
State Library of Victoria (through Multimedia
Victoria), brings a total funding package of
$300 000. Almost all the money from the
N O IE grant is for research, which the Group
will undertake over a two-year period. The

future looks bright! ]
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