Philipson column for 30 September 2003 
Lots of people have said to me lately that the computer industry has become boring. I have even been known to say it myself. But I have come to the conclusion that we are all wrong, and that we are actually living in very exciting times.
I now realise the problem is with me, and with my friends. Most of us have been watching this fascinating game for so long (more than 20 years in may case) that we have become jaded. Sure, there are aspects of information technology that are not what they were, but such is always the case. Life moves on.

The truth is, there are many things happening in IT that are fascinating. They are not only interesting in themselves, but the technology has the potential to change our lives to a much greater extent than it already has. That is what is really exciting.

First, let’s look at what has become less exciting. One oft-repeated comment is that there are fewer “characters” – colourful individuals whose antics lighten up the industry. I think this is definitely one that is in the eyes of the beholder.
Australia certainly had its share of high-profile IT entrepreneurs – the late Lionel Singer comes immediately to mind – but I believe that a careful analysis would reveal that the individuals involved in computers are no more or less interesting than they used to be. There’s a lot of bemoaning of lost youth in this observation. We all get more boring as we grow older.

Another factor that people often mention is that the industry is all commoditised now. There are fewer suppliers, and their products are all much the same. This observation is true. Just ten years ago we had companies like Prime, Wang, Data General, Amdahl, Ultimate, Pyramid, and a dozen more, many of them very large companies, that simply don’t exist any more.

Companies as large and as important as Tandem, Digital and Compaq are now all part of Hewlett-Packard. There are many fewer hardware architectures, operating systems and communications protocols. There are fewer software packages, database managements systems, and programming languages. There has been a major reduction in diversity, as a few large companies dominate the industry.

That is all very true, and it is a sign of the industry’s increased maturity. But does maturity equal blandness? It seems so to many, when they observe that IT employment is down, profit margins and growth rates are much lower, sales cycles are much longer, and that it’s just a lot harder to make money than it used to be. You start to see why people are complaining about the shape we’re in.
But the complainants are the wrong people complaining about the wrong thing. All these comments are made by people within the computer industry about how these evolutionary changes have affected their own lives. Many of them are much worse off, and it’s certainly true that it is less exciting than it used to be to be “in computers”.
But they are missing the point. The computer industry does not exist for the benefit of those within it – those who sell, service, program, design and comment on computers. The computer exists, and always has existed, for the benefit of the users of computers. If we measure how exciting the computer industry is by the effects it is having on business and society, rather than the lifestyles of those within it, it is more exciting than it has ever been.

Never have more people used computers. Never have more people been connected to the Internet. Never has communication been cheaper or simpler. And we have hardly started.

We are on the verge of a revolution in the usage of computers and communications that will make all that has happened in the last 50 years seem tame in comparison. The digitisation and digital delivery of all media will totally change the way we live our lives. Bandwidth and location will cease to be limiting factors. Any movie any time, any TV channel anywhere, always on voice and data communications, total portability. Seamless business integration, almost total market transparency, real-time financial information.
New applications will come into being that we have not yet dreamed of. Computing technology will be built into every aspect of our lives. Information technology will combine with nanotechnology and biotechnology to enable whole new products and applications that are still in the realm of science fiction.

But it is not science fiction. It is science fact. All the trends I have described above are already well underway, and will become very real over the next decade. Whatever these changes mean, and there are many who would rather they will not come to pass, they will not be boring.

I remain a great optimist. I believe technology greatly benefits humankind, if only we would let it. If it does so, I am extremely proud to be part of the technology industry, if only as an observer, and no matter how boring it may seem to some. So the next time someone says to you how boring computers are, ask yourself whether they are a boree or a borer.
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