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In this presentation I will sketch how MicroContent can be used and is used in 
practice. MicroContent is still a fairly new subject, so there are not much examples 
available. What the actual value will be for the users is even harder to formulate.

MicroContent revisited
Before I start I would like to refresh your mind on MicroContent itself. MicroContent 
are focused pieces of content. And with small pieces I do not mean the actual size 
in bytes, but the message contained in a MicroContent Item. A MicroContent Item 
can in fact be very large, think here of an image of many Megabytes. However the 
depiction on an image usually provokes a simple small message.
MicroContent Items are self-contained. A MicroContent Item does not need 
context in order to be understood. You still can understand a recipe when it is no 
longer in the recipe book. A music piece is still nice when it is ripped from the CD.
MicroContent Items are indivisible. You can not chop a recipe in pieces and still 
get something nice to eat. Chopping up a piece of music will kill the original idea.
I find the most important characteristic of MicroContent idea however the fact that is 
structured. A MicroContent Item will consist of multiple fields and each field has it's
own meaning and type. And the more structure the better.
The last characteristic is addressability. One should be able to find a MicroContent
Item back. It should be possible to point others to an Item. Just as you can tell 
someone that you find a recipe with a title in a certain book by a certain author on a 
certain page, you should be able to find to MicroContent Item on Internet through an 
permalink.

Applications
I would like to start the discussion with the application. I assume that everyone will at
least have one such application Let me illustrate the features of such an application 
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through iTunes, Apple's application to manage music and audio. I use this 
application as an example as it is one of the feature richest MicroContent Clients. 

One sees that the main interface is divided into five regions. In the lower right portion
one sees the Items-pane, which is a tabular listing of the MicroContent Items. The 
tabular listing shows each Item as a row and shows selected fields as columns. In a 
good MicroContent Application users can set the columns shown, change the 
presentation order of the columns, set the sort key and sort direction.
To the left of this Items-pane one can see the Lists-pane. A list is a set of 
MicroContent Items. The user can either define the content of these lists, which I call
handpicking (such as Lists with names as Arnaud or Oldies. Or the content of a List
can be defined by a set of rules. These rules match user-defined values against 
actual field values of each Item in the Library. Examples of such Smart Lists are the 
List with names Ions and My Top Rated. One can also see some other Lists in this 
Lists-pane, I would like to point out: Library which contains all MicroContent Items; 
Arnaud's iPod, which contains Items (and Lists) on a connected device; Videos, 
which contains only Items of the type Video (a kind of pre-programmed Smart List); 
Podcasts, which contains Items distributed through RSS-feeds,which are thus Items
that live on the Internet and are produced elsewhere; And finally the MusicStore, 
which allows users to buy and download MicroContent Items.
 Interestingly these MicroContent application also include MicroContent Items that 
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are to be found on connected devices, the network or on Internet. For the user this is
totally transparent and offers the same way to manage Items.
And finally I draw your attention to the View-pane. The metadata of an audio Item is 
split in two parts: the cover image of the album and the controls for listening to audio.
In other applications this pane might cover a larger part of the interface.
The browser pane above the Items-pane allows the user to filter the contents of a 
List and zoom in quickly.
I have discussed this application rather extensively as it has a very broad feature set.
This feature set is copied by all MicroContent Applications, both in term of functions 
offered and interface layout. And it does not matter whether we are talking about 
images, bookmarks, recipes, blog-items, etc.
In summary, the feature set that allows an end-user to manage MicroContent, seems
to converge.

Services
The modern way to manage your MicroContent Items is to use a service. This can 
be Flickr to manage Photo's, Del.icio.us to manage bookmarks, EventFul to manage 
events, etc. Normally we need to use a web-browser to use these services. However
when these services offer RSS-feeds or other formats, we might be able to use other
applications as well. 
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Let us have a look at the Del.icio.us service as an example. One can not really talk 
of panes here, but we see a list with Items. There is no View-pane as all information 
on an Item fits in a few rows. Del.icio.us heavily uses tags, so we have pre-
programmed Smart Lists for each tag. Clicking on the tag will show  the relevant 
Items, which contain that tag.
An interesting function of Del.icio.us is that it also publishes my bookmarks on 
Internet. Vice-versa it makes it possible to look at bookmarks of other users, see 
specific tags and through RSS subscribe to interesting tags.
Another interesting thing of Del.icio.us is that it has various API's. This allows the 
bookmarks of Del.icio.us to be integrated into Applications, to integrate the data into 
a web-site, post from an application such as WebnoteHappy or NetNewsWire. 
In fact I only use these API's in order to access Del.icio.us, I never go to the web-site
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itself.
In general I am disappointed about the feature set of these MicroContent Services. 
The major advantage of these MicroContent Services is their aggregation feature, 
i.e. the combination of MicroContent from multiple authors.

Aggregation
I talk about aggregation when a service aggregates MicroContent from multiple 
authors. In the example of Del.icio.us discussed earlier, I can see all bookmarks for a
specific tag aggregated over all Del.icio.us users.

Similarly one can look at all images stored on Flickr based on tags or date and again
these are aggregated over all Flickr users.
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Maybe you get already the gist of the problem: these Aggregation Services are 
limited to their users. If you want to see more you must go to a true aggregator. The 
first MicroContent Aggregators are coming on the scene now.   The aggregators for 
Blog Items are already a bit longer around. Technorati is one of the best examples.

Here you see the result of a search for the term MicroContent in all the blogs they 
follow. You see a list of Items with their title, author, blog name, date and part of the 
description. Technorati has several features to zoom in to my favourite authors, 
authoritative blog items or related subjects. Naturally a user can subscribe to a RSS-
feed of his so search, so he no longer has to look at the web-site, as I am doing now.
Aggregation is just a simple way of combing MicroContent Items, it gets more 
interesting when we start combining MicroContent Items in other ways. We call this 
mashing or mixing.

Mash-ups
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The idea of mashing is that one combines MicroContent Items of multiple Types. 
There are two ways to create mash-ups: static and dynamic. In the dynamic case, it 
is the web-developer that decided both the sources and the rules behind the 
mashing. In the dynamic case the rules are set by the user. The mashing is then 
based on the values of a single field of MicroContent.
In order to combine different MicroContent Types in a dynamic way, they must have 
a single field in common. At the moment the best example for this kind of mashing is 
the tag-field. There are more and more MicroContent types introduced that use a 
tag-field. The best MicroContent examples are blog-items on Technorati, images on 
Flickr and bookmarks on del.icio.us. 
I show here a dynamic mash-up example from rel8r. 

Another example of such a field is the geographic location field, also known as the 
geo-tag. In this case MicroContent Items are combined based on the geographic 
location, or better a radius around a location. Usually these Items are then presented
on one of the Map-services, such as Google Maps. The service Alkemis that I show 
here combines data from many places. You see a map taken from Google upon 
which geotagged Items are placed for traffic incidents en web-cams. Interestingly 
this service also mashes Items that are tagged in the traditional way. It mashes 
Items from del.icio.us, movies, flickr, etc.
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These are just two examples (many more can be found on Programmable Web) of 
mashing. There are many ways to combine data from many places. These two 
services seem to be the most complex however and show you what is possible. But 
they are still examples of web-pages created by a service provider.

Personal mashing
There are now several services that allow end-users to create their own web-pages. 
These services really use the idea of the MacroContent container. Thus a web-page 
is split into 2 or more columns and in each column multiple modules can be placed. 
The user can then define each module and where the module should take the data. 
The user can drag the modules around and thus make its own web-page that can 
serve as starting point. The example that I show here is from NetVibes. This service 
can integrate RSS-feeds, Email, calendar and photo feeds. And it has many more 
modules.
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This approach of modularising a web-page, is getting hold in many places and visible
on many web-sites. However the way that MicroContent is combined is still pretty 
flat, there is not much structure.

MicroWeb
In the previous example basically we only aggregated MicroContent Items, either 
through a common type, a common field or a common user interest. In a next step 
one looks at actual relations between MicroContent Items. There are not to many 
real world examples available. A good example are reviews. A review is personal 
record of a user experience with to another object. This other object can be a book, a
DVD, a CD, a song, a restaurant, a holiday destination, a web-site; in general any 
product or service. This reviewed object  has an important characteristic in it's 
uniqueness. This reviewed object has a unique identifier, such as an ISBN-number, 
street address, geographic location, or URL. This makes it possible for anyone to 
review that object and share the reviews. The review itself can contain fields such as
a description and a rating. And it naturally contains a reference to the object.

MicroLearning 2006 Arnaud Leene

Copyright 2006 page 9 of 12



In the example I show here we see a list of books I entered in the LibraryThing 
service. In reality however this is my Amazon wishlist that I could report into the 
service. We see a list of review items. These review Items show two kinds of fields: 
object fields and review fields. Thus the image, the title, the author and the date are 
object fields, they belong to the object. And the tags and ratings belong to the review
field.
What we see here is the merging of two MicroContent Items: review and object. The 
MicroContent Item related to the object has been taken from third party services, 
such as Amazon, BOL or some library service. In the case of this service the user 
can chose which third party service should be used for the merge. Unfortunately 
there is not a unique source for these objects. Different sources might contain 
different information on objects. We have a very fuzzy relation between reviews and 
objects.
Another example of the MicroWeb are comments related to blogs, but I will not 
discuss these here.

Manipulating
I have been discussing how you can see MicroContent everywhere in applications, 
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services, aggregators and mashing. Naturally the MicroContent Items must be 
created by somebody. This can be done in most MicroContent Clients, which also 
allow to publish the Items on the Internet or mash them into RSS-feeds or Web-
pages.
A user however wants to do more with Items: he wants to manipulate them, i.e. copy 
and share Items, send a recipe to your mother, share a review with friends. Maybe 
you have see the "share this" functionality on web-sites, which is not very interesting 
as it only allows the exchange of the URL's.
Audio, video and images MicroContent Items can already be nicely manipulated. 
Just drag&drop the Items onto your PC to get a local copy. This also works for 
bookmarks, but we like to extend it to any MicroContent Item. The nice thing about 
audio for instance is that it is file based and thus maps nicely on a PC. This 
approach can and should also be used for other MicroContent types and there are 
indeed proprietary solutions, such as MacGourmet, that do this.

Unfortunately many MicroContent Items are locked into MacroContent containers. 
We need a way to extract these Items from their MacroContent jails. For this we 
need an encoding, such as microformat, so that the Item can be recognised. 
And we need a handle to manipulate these Items. Microsoft is experimenting with 
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Live Clipboard which allows to copy & paste these Items as XML fragments. It is not 
here yet, but it will be a great way to take an Item and add it to your personal 
collection, to publish it, etc. 

Future thoughts
Where is al this leading to?
I see this MicroWeb as an intermediary step towards the semantic web. In this future
all the things we put up on Internet will have meaning. It will be much easier to find 
persons, objects and very specific content.
It might also lead to a Micro-Economy. Just as in Apple's iTunes we buy audio and 
video and since some time documents, we will buy specific MicroContent Items of 
any type. It will be a re-invention of the web.
It will be a time of liberation. MicroContent Items will be liberated from confining 
services and containers. End-users can really become pro-sumers, both producing 
and consuming MicroContent, just as is happening already with blogs. The 
consumers will define their own context by mixing the feeds and Items that they are 
interested in. And we are already seeing that consumers are becoming publishers as
well. Consumers no longer rely on official publisher, but take content from 
everywhere. It is all about further individualisation: mix MicroContent Items from 
location, create your own context and release the content from the Web

Web-services and products mentioned
◆ Alkemis - http://local.alkemis.com/
◆ Del.icio.us - http://del.icio.us/
◆ Delicious Library  - http://www.delicious-monster.com/
◆ Flickr - http://www.flickr.com/
◆ iPhoto - http://www.apple.com/ilife/iphoto/
◆ iTunes - http://www.apple.com/itunes/
◆ MacGourmet - http://www.advenio.com/
◆ Microformat - http://microformats.org/
◆ NetNewsWire - http://www.newsgator.com/
◆ NetVibes - http://www.netvibes.com/
◆ Programmable Web - http://www.programmableweb.com/
◆ Rel8r - http://www.rel8r.com/
◆ RocketBoom - http://www.rocketboom.com/
◆ Technorati - http://www.technorati.com/
◆ WebnoteHappy - http://www.happyapps.com/
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