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In my long career as a computer industry analyst I have often been asked if the predictions I and others have made about the future of the industry have subsequently come true. Often they have, and often they haven’t.

There are many examples of each. Hardly anyone predicted the success of the World Wide Web, while many people overestimated the timeframe and extent to which mainframe computing would decline. My record has been reasonably good, simply because I have largely based my predictions on listening to the people who actually use computers, while most analysts have done little more than listen to vendor hype and the opinions of their peers.

But I am hardly blameless. I foresaw the decline of Novell and of IBM’s OS/2 operating system simply by talking to the people who used those ill-fated products, but I was wrong on Apple. I thought its decline and marginalisation in the corporate world would translate to a reduced presence in its other markets of education, graphics and yuppies, but it has grown stronger in those areas.

I was also wrong about Sun, which I thought would decline, along with Unix, in the late 1990s. Unix is in a holding pattern, but Sun’s share of that market is increasing quickly. I thought bandwidth would increase quicker than it has, and that voice recognition would happen sooner.

Long experience has taught many analysts that it is wise not to be too specific in predictions. Many others believe the same thing, to the extent that it is impossible to get much sense out of many of the analyst companies nowadays. Gartner, which I used to work for, is famous for hedging its predictions with probability factors, which means they can always say that they were not actually wrong. This wimpiness is now endemic in the computer industry.

But I don’t work for anybody, and I have no reticence in making predictions. Here’s a few five to ten year predictions for you:

1. The Microsoft case will have no effect in practice, even if Microsoft is broken up.

2. Compaq’s VMS operating system, inherited from the takeover of Digital, will continue to decline.

3. Sun Microsystems will surpass Hewlett-Packard and Compaq to be number two after IBM, which will still be number one when we are all dead.

4. All phone calls, anywhere and for any length of time, will be free.

5. Anybody anywhere will be able to watch any television show originating anywhere, at any time.

I’ll probably dredge all these forecasts up again in future, and see how they turn out. That’s when it really becomes fun. I don’t know of any studies that have been done that have properly tested the hit rate of Gartner and the other analyst groups over the years. I think we would find that their record is extremely patchy.

It’s impossible to make accurate forecasts, particularly in the medium to long term. For many years now, I have collected predictions on technology that proved to be hopelessly wrong. Many of them are from people you would think would know better.

"Computers in the future may weigh no more than 1.5 tons." – Popular Mechanics Magazine, 1949.

"I think there is a world market for maybe five computers." – Thomas J. Watson Snr, Chairman of IBM, 1943.

"I have travelled the length and breadth of this country and talked with the best people, and I can assure you that data processing is a fad that won't last out the year." – The editor in charge of business books for Prentice Hall, 1957.

"There is no reason for any individual to have a computer in their home." – Ken Olson, President and founder of Digital Equipment Corporation, 1977.

"This 'telephone' has too many shortcomings to be seriously considered as a means of communication. The device is inherently of no value to us." – Western Union internal memo, 1876.

"Heavier-than-air flying machines are impossible." – Lord Kelvin, president, Royal Society, 1895. (He is also on record as saying that “X-rays are a hoax”.)

"Everything that can be invented has been invented." – Charles H. Duell, Commissioner, U.S. Office of Patents, 1899.

"Louis Pasteur's theory of germs is ridiculous fiction." – Pierre Pachet, Professor of Physiology at Toulouse, 1872.

"The abdomen, the chest, and the brain will forever be shut from the intrusion of the wise and humane surgeon." – Sir John Eric Ericksen, British surgeon, appointed Surgeon-Extraordinary to Queen Victoria 1873.

"640K ought to be enough for anybody." – Bill Gates, 1981.

“The radio craze will die out in time.” –Thomas Edison, 1922.

“While theoretically and technically television may be feasible, commercially and financially I consider it an impossibility.” – Lee DeForest, Inventor of the Audion tube, 1926.

“By 1940 the relativity theory will be considered a joke.” – George Francis Gilette, American engineer, 1929.

“The Bomb will never go off, and I speak as an expert in explosives.” – Admiral William Leahy, advising President Truman on the US atom bomb project, 1945.

“Space travel is utter bilge.” – Richard van der Riet Wooley, British Astronomer Royal, 1956.

With a record like that from people like that, who could ever believe anything anybody ever says about the future?
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