


www.bcs.org/ebooks


FUTURE PERSPECTIVES



For Gill – my past, present and future
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PREFACE

I have had the pleasure and privilege of blogging for BCS for six years now on the 
subject of future technologies and their social and economic impacts.

I have been fascinated by technology futures since seeing Stanley Kubrick’s film 
masterpiece 2001, A Space Odyssey.

In that period of over 40 years, information technology has transformed work, learning, 
health, government, commerce and entertainment, just to name a few sectors, in ways 
that would have looked equally as if they belonged to science fiction with the eyes of 
1969.

Yet, along that road I have seen many concrete predictions miss the mark by a mile.

For instance in 1982, a distinguished senior figure in the industry gave a lunchtime 
lecture at my workplace in which he said, ‘Within five years there will be an expert 
system in every board room of The Times Top 100.’ I’m still waiting.

Each new wave of technology comes with bold hopes, captured well by the Gartner hype 
curve. Claims that ‘this will change everything’ often ignore the long history behind the 
‘next big thing’. For instance, at a recent conference someone was introduced as an early 
innovator in the ‘Internet of Things’ (IoT), having started in 2012!

I remember a visionary talk in Japan in the 1980s around TRON that explored what 
we now call the IoT. Universal ‘plug and play’ started in the 1990s. Many of the base 
technologies underpinning the IoT have decades of development behind them.

The frequent patterns of overestimation in the early days follow repeating themes, 
such as skills development, infrastructure development, standards, governance, legal 
hurdles and social acceptability.

For instance, only a few years ago it was common to hear that young people didn’t care 
about privacy and that privacy was over. Post the Snowden revelations this is clearly 
contestable. I have heard no one suggest to Jennifer Lawrence that she should ‘just get 
over it’.

For me there are two avenues for future thinking. First is the creation of visions, be they 
utopian or dystopian about the world as it will become. Much more interesting to me are 
the ‘weak signals’ of emerging issues that will give rise to change.
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   PREFACE

A much used phrase of William Gibson is ‘the future’s already here – it’s just not evenly 
distributed’. I share that sentiment.

Why blog? Putting down thoughts now and rereading them later helps me spot my 
blind spots and look for what I missed. Also, I have strangers get in touch having read 
something I wrote two or three years ago because they are now dealing with an issue  
I raised a while back. In turn that gives me the opportunity to learn from those grappling 
with these challenges in the real and changing world.

I would like to thank Brian Runciman at BCS for his ongoing support and help in choosing 
the blogs in this ebook.

Chris Yapp, FBCS, CITP
chris_yapp@hotmail.co.uk
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PART 1: WORKING LIFE

One area that has fascinated me for over 30 years is the interaction between 
developments in IT and the impact on work – notions such as re-engineering, process 
redesign, hybrid managers, teleworking. Claims of uniqueness are not uncommon in 
IT, but back in the 1980s I heard a lecture at the Sloan School, MIT, that captured my 
imagination and still to this day informs my work and writing.

The lecture concerned the uniqueness of IT in that it impacts on both how work is 
done and how work is coordinated. The telegraph and telephone made it possible to 
manufacture in one place and sell from another location economically. The typewriter 
changed how letters were prepared. Networked office systems impact on how we work 
and how we coordinate. It is this interaction between IT and organisation design that for 
me delivers transformational change or, on the other hand, projects that fail to thrive.

The four blogs in this first part explore some aspects of the changing world of work.

The first, from 2009, looks at the skills within IT itself. The ‘death’ of the IT director, 
CIO and other roles is a perennial theme. At the time of writing this introduction there 
appears to be another round of ‘end of life’ themes about IT departments. In a world 
of big data and data scientists, where is the IT profession heading? Do we embrace 
information professionals as opposed to information technologists? I suspect this might 
become an urgent issue in the latter part of this decade.

The second, from 2013, is about the impact of IT on other professional work. A paper 
from the Oxford Martin School in late 2013 by Frey and Osborne has attracted much 
comment in that it suggested that 47 per cent of today’s jobs can be automated over 
the next two decades. Manufacturing jobs were impacted by automation starting in 
the 1970s. The impact is now being felt among lawyers, accountants, health workers, 
teachers and in many other skilled jobs. It takes time to develop standards, curricula 
and qualifications in many disciplines. I went to a presentation back in 1986 on the 
future of health. It was supposed to be a 10-year vision. If I had the slides I could make 
a few modifications, but I could still present the majority of them as a current 10-year 
vision. Roy Amara summed it up well in what is widely known as Amara’s law: ‘We tend 
to overestimate the effect of a technology in the short run and underestimate the effect 
in the long run.’

My experience is that change often takes a lot longer than we assume it will, but when it 
comes it is rapid. For many people starting their professional careers this year, I suspect 
that in the next 10–20 years they will experience the disruptive changes that hit factory 
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FUTURE PERSPECTIVES

workers in the 1980s. The IT skills of a teacher, doctor or a lawyer of 2030 will be a big 
challenge to the economy and society as we know it.

The third blog is from 2014. One advantage of leaving the corporate life behind is the 
opportunity to reflect on the differences between diverse work settings. My concern 
here is that in the rush to ‘digitally transform’ organisations there are some important 
unresolved issues. I see organisations where the management has not been developed 
to manage and lead organisations, public and private, big and small, in ways suited to 
the evolving economy of work. Traditional management approaches and entreaties to 
enhance creativity abound. For me these increase stress without a positive impact on 
productivity. What’s your experience?

The final piece is about both work and life in general. The more we are connected, the 
more the clamour for downtime: a ‘digital detox’. I tried it myself and this blog comprises 
my thoughts on the experience. Is this our future?
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1  DEATH OF THE IT PROFESSIONAL  
JULY 2009

From an employment perspective, the IT industry has been a success story for three 
or four decades now. Will that continue? How will the industry change in the next few 
years? In a world where IT is pervasive, what will it mean to be in IT? BCS held a thought 
leadership dinner recently to discuss this important topic.

If you look at employment at the macroeconomic level, the total number of jobs has 
grown on supply side and user side for many years now. It has largely been impervious 
to the wider economic cycle. Even the dot-com bubble bursting did little to dent the 
upward trend.

Like a swan above the water the IT industry moves serenely onward. However, at the 
micro level, products, skills and markets come and go. Companies that grew very fast 
and seemed dominant have gone – Wang, Digital and Compaq all spring to mind. At the 
micro level, the IT industry is like the swan below the water paddling fast.

Most importantly, the parts of the IT supply chain that exist in the UK, and the skills 
required, have shifted over the years. Few people are employed in the UK to write 
compilers. Of course, we have very important niche companies like ARM, but the bulk 
of employment lies elsewhere.

The shift to cloud computing will undoubtedly follow a pattern we have seen before. 
Some jobs will be lost and new ones created with different skill sets. The challenge is 
whether the gross number of jobs will be maintained in the UK or will we see a decline?

One part of the UK economy that has been successful over the last decade and more 
has been the creative economy. The UK has many people working in digital media – in 
publishing, broadcasting, games and advertising, for instance. These industries are now 
being churned by the long awaited impact of convergence.

In January this year I was asked to speak at a lunch for a group of young internet 
entrepreneurs. This was a fun and lively session. There was little doubt of their technical 
knowledge and skills, but to them they were in media, in cross-platform content, in  
360 degree commissioning and so on. Not one of them saw themselves as an IT 
professional. They used technology, but creativity was their core skill.

This made me reflect on a conference I spoke at in 1990 on the future of IT and skills. 
Despite the external image of the IT nerd or geek, in my 29 years in the industry I have 
met many skilled IT people who are also musicians, artists, sculptors, poets, cartoonists 
and so on.
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I spoke then of the move to embrace these skill sets within the IT space as we developed 
multimedia systems. One person in my audience was extremely hostile: ‘I work in 
computers, music is what I do to relax. I don’t want to do my hobby at work.’ Once one 
person spoke these thoughts the audience largely supported the position.

I find this contrast interesting. My guess (pretty certain) is that the number of people 
who need ‘IT skills’ will continue to increase in the UK economy, but the number of 
people who consider themselves to be in IT might well shrink. What do you think?
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2  THE FUTURE OF PROFESSIONS  
JUNE 2013

Much work has been done over the last few years to try ‘to get a handle’ on the school 
curriculum for computing, computer science and IT. It is still amazing to me how hard 
it is to get a consensus on what the basic skills are that everyone should have and the 
specialist skills that are needed in various disciplines.

Each round of curriculum revisions seems to revisit past challenges. Watching the 
debate among the teaching professions is equally illuminating. As technology has 
become embedded in media, understanding the boundaries of the discipline has 
become ever trickier.

However, for me, there is a more pressing issue that we need to address – what about 
the professions?

This question was prompted by a piece from Charles Kerrigan, a partner at the law 
firm Olswang, that looked at the future of the legal firms. He noted that since the 1980s 
we have seen increasing automation that has fundamentally affected the blue collar 
workforce globally. Computing has changed much of white collar work in that basic IT 
skills have become an essential part of employability.

It seems to me that the big challenge now is that, faced with slow growth at best, we are 
facing serious disruption to professional disciplines. There is a great difference between 
sustaining technologies, such as office software, and disruptive technologies, such as 
the World Wide Web.

There are already websites for online divorce, for instance, that can reduce costs for 
uncontested and simple divorces, those without children or property disputes. With legal 
advice being cut back, could some of the services be delivered online at lower costs to 
ameliorate the problems of access to justice?

I’ve had numerous discussions in the last few months with people worrying over some 
professional qualifications in a variety of disciplines. A common complaint is that their 
curricula have not evolved to deal with the digital era.

There is a great difference between being able to do a spreadsheet or a slide deck and 
being able to understand strategically how to deal with the disruptive potential of next 
wave technologies.

So, what should the curricula be for someone becoming, for example, a doctor,  
a marketer, a banker or a HR member, to ensure that they have the skills to evolve in 
the digital world?
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The debate within the teaching professions is lively and at times heated over both the 
content and ‘delivery’ of the new curriculum.

I must confess that I find it fatuous that they put a number after the various schools 
to make them sound sexy. However, whether you want to call it Professional 2.0, 3.0 or 
whatever, if we are to take greatest advantage of the potential of IT, I’m not confident 
that the current engagement between technologists and other professional bodies is 
mature enough to deliver the skills of the 21st century.

The change in professional practice is often slow: slowed down by cultural and skill 
factors. Can we improve on this situation? I hope so.

I’d like to illustrate this in one area – recruitment. Working with one client it has become 
really evident how social media is impacting on the recruitment marketplace. The 
replacement of classified ads by LinkedIn and similar profiles has occurred in five years. 
Recent experience has shown how important this can be for vocational students looking 
for internships and first jobs.

Yet one thing struck me as illuminating. With corporate life behind me and enjoying the 
portfolio life, I was fascinated to look at my endorsements on LinkedIn. My top two are 
business transformation and change management, which is not what I would have put. 
As Burns put it:

‘O wad some Pow’r the giftie gie us
To see oursels as ithers see us!’

A few years ago, I was approached with what would for me have been a dream final 
role in corporate life. Eleven interviews taking three days and a day of psychometrics 
later, I was down to the last two. In the end the other person got it. He lasted less than 
six months. Bitter, moi?

In my feedback, the suggestion was that a lack of change management experience 
was what tipped the balance. Yet people I’ve worked with for over 30 years say it’s 
my strength. The psychometric tests confirmed my lack of suitability for change 
management roles.

So, will headhunters put faith in social tagging and endorsements, or stick to 
psychometrics? Which should they do and what’s the evidence either way?

For me, the debate in education about the future of the teacher is very healthy, but 
challenging. I’m yet to see the same level of engagement with other professional roles. 
That surely cannot be good for society or the economy can it?
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