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One of the most useful ideas to come out of the analyst community in the last few years has been Gartner’s “hype cycle”. This handy tool explains the common phenomenon in the IT industry of new technologies and products being overhyped when they are launched, only to disappoint everybody before finally maturing and being widely adopted.

I first heard mention of the hype cycle at a Gartner conference in the early 90s, when an analyst explained the concept without giving it a name. I forget her name now, but what she said made a lot of sense to me.

She said that there was an inverse relationship between the publicity a technology receives and its level of usage. When a technology is new, it is exciting and by definition novel, and there is a lot of interest in it. It gets a lot of exposure. The press write about it, the analysts pontificate on it, the consultants start practices based on it. There are seminars, roadshows, and magazine supplements.

But this level of exposure hides the fact that very few people are typically implementing the technology. It may be eventually adopted, but by that time it is so commonplace that it has ceased to be news, and therefore nobody talks about it much.

Gartner has refined this idea significantly since I heard that talk. It now publishes its hype cycle for virtually every technology, and calls the concept “one of its premier tools for technology assessment.” The hype cycle, like Gartner’s “magic quadrant”, has become an indispensable part of its analysis. Both are widely copied by Gartner’s competitors, with different names and slightly different structures.
In the beginning is the “technology trigger”, the initial release of a product or announcement of a technology. Often these technology triggers are themselves the result of vendor or analyst hype, when somebody thinks of a clever name for something. Technologies then travel from the technology trigger to the “peak of inflated expectations” very quickly, fuelled by the industry’s massive publicity engine.

Then the rot sets in. Technologies fall from the peak of inflated expectations to the “trough of disillusionment” just as quickly as they ascended the peak. (I can never think of Gartner’s trough without thinking of John Bunyan’s “slough of despond” in Pilgrim’s Progress. I think they must be located near one another).

But all is not lost. Just because a technology was overhyped, and many people’s expectations were dashed, does not mean it has failed. Problems are ironed out, the technology matures, and more and more people start adopting it. The technology moves up the “slope of enlightenment” towards the “plateau of productivity”, where it is widely used.
Some products never make it, of course. They fall off the curve, get incorporated by other technologies, or move into specialised niches. But virtually every technology follows the pattern, though they travel through the cycle at different speeds. Let’s take a few examples.

The personal computer travelled along the cycle many years ago. Its technology trigger was in the mid 1970s, and the peak of inflated expectations came in 1980, when Time magazine named the PC “Man of the Year”. I attended the West Coast Computer Faire in Los Angeles that year, and the expectations, I can assure you, were very high. The PC would take over the world.

But then there was a slump. Expensive failures like Apple’s Lisa and Apple III, and Xerox’s Star, littered the landscape, and many people who bought expensive and underpowered PCs wondered what to do with them. But then the IBM PC came out and set a standard, and Apple’s Mac popularised the graphical user interface, and by the early 1990s PCs were a standard business tool.

The same cycle occurred with client/server computing ten years later, and with the Internet ten years after that. The recent dot com bust marked the slide into the trough of disillusionment for many people, but while that is happening the number of Internet users, and the amount of business transacted across the Internet, just keeps growing.

E-commerce is now so widespread it is not worth commenting on – we are moving up the slope of enlightenment towards the plateau of productivity. Wireless Internet, after the massive peak of expectations of 3G phones and Bluetooth and a host of other mobile technologies, is down in the trough of disillusionment right now, but its day will come.
Other important technologies, like web services, are still climbing the peak. They too will appear to fail before being widely adopted.

There are many lessons to be learnt from the hype cycle. One is that we should not adopt technologies just because they are being hyped by the industry and everyone is talking about them. But the other side of that coin is that we should not ignore technologies just because they are unfashionable, or appear not to have lived up to their early promise.
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