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Abstract

With the expansion of networked communications and enhanced personal mobilities for many in ‘ advanced’ societies, the accumulated digital records of individuals’ attributes, preferences and prior behaviour increasingly mediate peoples’ interactions among themselves and with organizations. Systemically organized and deployed, these records become a kind of “digital identity”, one that stands in for the ‘real’ person, especially during on-line transactions when the actual human bodies are not co-present.


The growing role of these digital identities raises a host of complex and inter-related questions with profound implications for the emerging information society. Most prominently are questions around the increasingly pervasive surveillance practices and the threats to personal privacy this poses. Identities may be ‘corrupted’ in various ways with negative consequences -- from outright theft and impersonation, to mistaken identity due to closeness of data matches, to collection and processing errors that go undetected or are then difficult to correct once discovered. The identification stakes have been raised even further post-9/11 with heightened concerns around security. 


A central and cross cutting issue is who constructs these identities?  What influence do the individuals concerned have on their digital representations?  Under what conditions are they imposed, why and how? What practices do people adopt to assert their own identities? 


The researchers involved in this 3-year SSHRC-funded project investigate and elaborate the concept of digital identity through a series of linked cases studies of identity constructions in practice.  The methods are largely qualitative, gathering data through direct observation in sites of intensive digital mediated interactions, interviews with the main participants and examination of the documents used in developing the identification technologies and practices. These case-studies include:


National identity schemes

-  Andrew Clement


The Ontario Smart Card Project 
-  Krista Boa


Facial recognition 
-  Joseph Ferenbok


Call centre monitoring 
-  Brenda McPhail


Mobile workers/wearable computers 
-  Ana Viseu
