
1000: What’s the best way to get from A to B?

“At the next junction turn left”

This unit explores how technology comes into play when we move around.

When we travel into unfamiliar places, many of us  no longer turn to paper maps and

road atlases or city A-Z guides to help us navigate: we tend to use our smartphones and

apps to guide us.

A Pew Research report from 2015 said

67% of smartphone owners use their phones at least occasionally for
turn-by-turn navigation while driving
31% said they frequently do

Source: https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2015/04/01/us-smartphone-use-in-2015/

The accelerometer in the phone means that even the direction we are facing is

recorded, as well as how fast we are travelling, which helps the phone understand

where we might move to next. Information is picked up from the relative position of the

device to the phone masts it is collecting data from.

When we are travelling around, over half of our searches are also geographically related, and
in particular they relate to our local area.

When the phone is used underground, there can be a little delay in picking up these

signals and working out the true location. If you stand outside tube stations in busy cities,
you will often see people who are fairly sure about ‘where’ they are, but are not always sure
where to walk to next, as the direction indicators are not obvious and their phone is not ready
to tell them.

Many drivers previously installed GPS (Global Positioning Systems) into cars to help

with navigation.

These were made by companies such as Garmin and TomTom.

Other types of vehicles also have tracking and geolocation systems built in, whether it

is the AIS in ships, the sensors in aircraft which connect to the ‘black box’ recorders, or

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2015/04/01/us-smartphone-use-in-2015/


buses - which communicate with the electronic displays on bus stops to indicate how

long it will take for the bus to arrive so that potential passengers can plan their

journeys and know how long they might have to wait for the next services.

Waze is one of the social tools which has emerged, where users can report travel

problems they encounter such as accidents or traffic jams to help out other users.

This aggregates reports from a number of users and might be more responsive to an

incident than the Google algorithms which will slowly turn roads red on Google Maps

as the traffic builds up and use information from sensors and cameras on the road

network.

https://www.waze.com/

Did you know?
Uber apparently  tracks the battery usage of your device and may show you different

price estimates. Uber uses an app which knows your location and an algorithm can

then  identify  nearby drivers who may be available to take you to your chosen location.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/nicolemartin1/2019/03/30/uber-charges-more-if-they-

think-youre-willing-to-pay-more/?sh=9603ab736548

Activity 16

Open your phone and swipe to show the usual notifications screen.

What information about your daily movements are identified there? If you do this first

thing in the morning, it is likely to tell you the time it will take you to get to

work/school/college.

What apps do you use to help you navigate?

https://www.waze.com/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nicolemartin1/2019/03/30/uber-charges-more-if-they-think-youre-willing-to-pay-more/?sh=9603ab736548
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nicolemartin1/2019/03/30/uber-charges-more-if-they-think-youre-willing-to-pay-more/?sh=9603ab736548


Create a special folder on your phone, take a screengrab of the apps and compare them

with others in the class.

What are the particular features of these apps that make them helpful?

Some people fear that we may become overly dependent on these apps to find our way

around and  lose the  common-sense methods of navigation which we have naturally.

One of the interesting aspects of maps on our smartphones is that they place us at the

centre of the map and build them around us, rather than us having to make use of

pre-prepared maps. This is perhaps the greatest difference when using digital mapping,

and has been referred to by Ed Parsons as “ambient location”.

We will perhaps lose the ability to navigate:

https://www.theatlantic.com/sponsored/vmware-2017/human-navigation-smartphon

e/1428/

Our streets may also be watching us in the future, and using our devices to keep track

of us.

This could be used in the future for tracking movement and perhaps checking on how

fast we have been driving for example, or mileage for insurance purposes.

https://www.theatlantic.com/sponsored/vmware-2017/streets-watching-you/1404/

Activity 17

Perhaps we are moving towards some of the scenarios in the film ‘Minority Report’.

This is a film set in a future world where technology is used to predict crime, so that it

can be prevented before it happens.

What value would there be in knowing the movements of you, and everyone else who

lives in your town?

What could somebody ‘find out about you’ from looking at your phone, and tracking

how and where you use it?

Tools List

Tool to use URL / location How would you use it?

Waze https://www.waze.com/ Social platform for
navigation.

Muv https://muv-app.city/ An app offering insights for
city movement. Received EU
funding.

https://www.theatlantic.com/sponsored/vmware-2017/human-navigation-smartphone/1428/
https://www.theatlantic.com/sponsored/vmware-2017/human-navigation-smartphone/1428/
https://www.theatlantic.com/sponsored/vmware-2017/streets-watching-you/1404/
https://www.waze.com/
https://muv-app.city/


Flight Radar 24 https://www.flightradar24.com/ See details of flights over
your head.

Marine Traffic https://www.marinetraffic.com/ See details of ship
movements e.g. container
ships bringing goods from
China.

MAGIC https://magic.defra.gov.uk/Magi
cMap.aspx

Open Data mapping for the
UK - find out your own
country’s version of this
mapping

DataFrance http://map.datafrance.info/pop
ulation

Open data mapping of
France

Bolt https://data.europa.eu/sites/def
ault/files/use-cases/estonia_-_b
olt.pdf

Bolt is the European
alternative for Uber.  Geo
open data offers maps of
the surrounding area and
widely used transportation
routes in the cities

Articles
Open Data can also be turned into wonderful visualisations

E.g. EU Air Traffic: https://youtu.be/SrZSelcIxWM

EverGiven story:

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2021-06-24/how-the-billion-dollar-ever-

given-cargo-ship-got-stuck-in-the-suez-canal

https://opendata.cityofnewyork.us/

https://www.theatlantic.com/sponsored/vmware-2017/human-navigation-smartphon

e/1428/ - this articles explores how phones could be programmed to be more useful to

us by giving us an element of control over our social interactions and travel decisions

Further Reading
‘Wayfinding’ by Michael Bond
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https://aeon.co/essays/why-are-we-losing-the-wayfinding-skills-of-our-ancestors -

links to some articles by the author of the book, including this AEON piece.

Taking it Further

Pew Research Report
This research report was published in

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2015/04/01/us-smartphone-use-in-2015/

There is a wealth of information here about how our smartphones have become an

increasing part of all our lives.

To find out a lot more, why not watch Ed Parsons talking about this idea of ‘ambient

location’:

https://syslab.ceu.edu/article/2019-08-11/beyond-map-disasters-age-ambient-locatio

n-ed-parsons-google
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