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Every year for the last 22 years industry analyst company IDC has presented “Directions”, a one day overview of IT industry trends. This year’s conference was held at Sydney’s Wentworth Hotel on 30 April.

It’s been interesting watching these events change over the years. I am a big fan of observing trends in the IT industry, and IDC’s longevity is unmatched. When IDC started in Australia in the early 1980s I was myself just starting out as an industry writer and analyst, and we have all seen many changes in that time.

IDC, more than most of its competitors like Gartner and Meta, tracks numbers. It looks at market sizes and market shares, but from these numbers it is possible to extract the trends. There are many different ways of analysing the IT industry, and many different types of market research, but IDC’s blend of numbers and survey research add a lot to the equation.

But every time I attend one of these events I always wonder at how much better it could be. IDC has loads of interesting data, but most of its presenters sadly lack the ability to get it across in an interesting fashion. Attendence numbers drop off during the day as people retire to the excitement of their offices. Matters are not helped by IDC’s odd decision to have the extremely unfunny Michael Pascoe, Nine Network’s finance editor, as MC for the day.

Watching Pascoe’s embarrassing efforts was like watching George Negus do the same thing at the WCIT conference in Adelaide in February. So-called media stars, chosen one assumes for their ability to work an audience, making tired jokes about the excitement, and the complexity, of IT. Invariably they talk about how it’s all beyond them, which makes you wonder what they’re doing there in the first place. It’s very poorly done.

The overview was given by IDC’s managing director for Australia, Chris Fells. Chris inherited this job after the unceremonious departure of the long-serving Len Rust a few years ago. He lacks Rust’s avuncular charm, and doesn’t make up for it with his presentation skills. But he had some interesting things to say

To my mind the most important data he presented was a simple chart showing that there will be more than twice as much money spent on IT in the next decade as has been spent over the last 40 years. This is a natural consequence of compound growth, even when the growth rate is slowing, but it is still an astounding figure. All the IT vendors are crying poor, and there are massive consolidations going on, but still the industry is expanding massively.

That is, of course, if you take the big picture. Fell’s data showed that during IT’s “perfect storm” of 2001, when the dot com crash combined with a general industry slowdown, a “telecom winter” and the September 11 terrorist attacks, there was actually a small decline in worldwide IT spending last year. But this lull occurred after very high growth rates in the early 90s, and IDC is predicting around a 5 per cent increase in worldwide IT spending this year, and around 10 per cent next year.

The worldwide IT industry is now worth $US 1 trillion annually. That’s a lot of money. Fell pointed out that the industry has always rebounded from previous downturns, such as the mainframe decline of the 1970s and the PC collapse in the mid 1980s. There is a cycle to information technologies – they start with a “speculative bubble”, then reality sets in as people grapple with implementation. But in the longer term the technology is mastered, and the whole things starts all over again.

Now this is for all the world like Gartner’s famous “hype cycle”. It is too close to be a coincidence, so I can only assume that IDC stole the idea from Gartner. In the immortal words of Bob Ellis, prove that I lie.

IDC sees four key IT “megatrends” (I think I’ve heard that phrase before, too). They are increased integration between business and IT, the growth in wireless communications and mobile computing, new computing architectures such as server blades, and vastly increased awareness of and investment in security. Spending on software and services continues to grow, at the expense of declining expenditure on hardware and data communications.

Fell’s comments were rounded out by observations from IDC’s other analysts, who with the exception of Peter Hind could all use a remedial course in public communication. IDC attempted to enliven the proceedings with some round table discussions, but these are no substitute for astute observation.

But with all its faults, IDC’s annual briefings fill an important place in our understanding of the industry. I used to collect the folders that contain copies of all the presentations, but IDC says that they are now on the web. Problem is, a week after the event, when I had to write this column, they were still not there.

Therein lies another message from IDC. Technological advance does not always mean progress.
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