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FOREWORD


When I was at school, we lived through a calculator arms race: bigger and bigger, more and more functions, bigger and bigger memory. Many of them are now museum pieces and the size and weight of a small laptop but at the time they were the bleeding edge of technology.


Would the outsourcing of calculation make us stupid, teachers wondered? How could they ensure it was the student and not the machine that did the work? How could they teach us to be smart users rather than dumb slaves of the machines?


In this book, Kevin Duncan takes apart the difficulties that many of us have in dealing with the ubiquitous technology of our age, and gives us simple tips and advice on how to learn to live more comfortably with all the gadgetry that we have come to depend on.


How not to get ‘muttered’ and ‘facetubed’ into stupidity.


Brilliantly written, and a must-read.


Mark Earls, author of Herd


 


‘KEVIN DUNCAN REALLY NAILS THE PROBLEM MOST OF US FACE IN DEALING WITH THE TECHNOLOGY THAT IS SHAPING OUR WORLD. AND SHOWS YOU SIMPLE AND USEFUL WAYS TO GET TO GRIPS WITH IT. FORGET WIRED, BUY THIS.’


Mark Earls





INTRODUCTION


In a dictionary as recently as 2003, technology is described as the application of practical sciences to industry or commerce, or the total knowledge of human skills available to any human society. These days it would include a definition based on devices that save time, enable new ways of communicating, and connect communities all over the world.


Things are changing, and they are changing fast.


Technology can be a force for good – that is not in doubt. But it can also distort perspectives of what life should be all about, and that’s what this book tries to address. The internet and mobile phones have become universally available in the last 10 to 15 years, which means that the world now contains millions of people who have never experienced anything else.


In training, anyone under the age of 30 is prone to ask what people did all day without these two developments. The answer, of course, is that the technology of the day was used to make arrangements and get things done, and that meant using the landline, making arrangements in advance, and sticking to them. And we had more time.


This book is not about hankering after the past. It’s about dealing with the present. I meet too many people who are not coping with what technology is throwing at them. Too many calls, too many emails. No time to think or relax. In some cases, it has not even occurred to them that they can turn their machines off.


The equation between man and machine has to be right. If you can do more, and faster, with technology, then that should not become a reason to do even more. It should create a moment in which other activities can be pursued. As the saying goes, the moment you achieve the impossible, your boss will simply add it to your regular list of duties. No, when the job is done, it’s done, and it should be a matter of human choice what we do next.


It’s your life, so don’t let your machines run it.


Kevin Duncan, Westminster, 2011
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PART I: EVOLUTION TO REVOLUTION
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01: THE ROAD TO EDICTION
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THE EVOLUTION OF EDICTION


I SIGNED ON, ALTHOUGH I NEVER REALISED IT, FOR 100,000 HOURS OF WORK DURING MY LIFETIME…. MY TEENAGE SON OR DAUGHTER, A GENERATION LATER, CAN EXPECT THEIR JOBS TO ADD UP, ON AVERAGE, TO 50,000 HOURS.


Charles Handy, 1989


Glance back at any business book in the seventies or eighties, and you will find extremely bright people like Charles Handy analysing the manner in which technology would revolutionize our lives. The predictions were all the same: machines would do wonderful things to save us the work, and as a result we would have much more free time – this example suggests 50 per cent more. Well here we are in the future, and it hasn’t quite worked out like that. In fact, we work longer hours than ever. So how did it come to this?


You have probably seen the cartoon sequence that shows man rising from an ape to Homo erectus, and then regressing down to a slouch until he finally comes to rest on a sofa or in front of a computer. Starting with fire, tools and the wheel, the schematic suggests that technology made man the most powerful species on earth, and then weighed him back down again. It’s probably a bit much to call this the ascent and descent of man, but the time has come to review our relationship with technology. The industrial revolution was one thing, the internet revolution was another, and since the invention of the World Wide Web, mobile phones, personal computers, and every other device you can think of, man has been confronted with a lot more than he originally bargained for.


Don’t get me wrong: technology is not a bad thing in its own right, but individuals must be able to manage it properly if they are to lead decent, balanced lives. EDICTION is my word for being addicted to something electronic. If you are EDICTED to one device or several, then chances are your levels of stress will be higher than necessary. Not being able to cope with all that the world throws at us technologically is no disgrace, but there seems to be very little help at hand to suggest what people can do to redress the balance, and that’s where this book comes in.


After a short run-up to establish how on earth we arrived here, we will try to find out whether you need to start your own revolution – a complete overhaul of how you approach the technology in your life. The idea is relevant to young and old. Older people can learn new skills fast, and a huge number of silver surfers are already proving that. But equally we now have a whole young generation who have never experienced life without computers and mobile phones, and many are missing out on life skills as a result. They may wonder what people did with their time before all this technology existed. Going nostalgically dewy-eyed about playing in the street and building tree houses is not the point here – we need the ability to experience both worlds in a complementary and balanced way.


Technology can be a wonderful thing, and has transformed our lives. But it can also be a curse when it overwhelms us. If your phone, computer or other devices are beginning to rule your life, then you may be EDICTED. It doesn’t have to be like this. It’s time for us humans to fight back. But first, let’s see how we got here.
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REPETITIVE STRAIN INJURY


THE BIG PICTURE IS MORE LIKELY TO PARALYSE THAN TO INSPIRE.


Matthew Parris


The world arguably has too much information, and many individuals can’t cope. In 2007 the digital universe equalled 281 billion gigabytes of data, or about 45 gigabytes for every person on earth. If that doesn’t mean much to you, then you might be interested to learn that it was the first time that the overall size of digital content went beyond the total storage capacity. It is predicted that in 2011 only half of the digital world will be stored – the rest will be in transit.


Eye-watering statistics like this keep coming. An exabyte is 1.074 billion gigabytes. Two exabytes equal the total amount of information generated in 1999. The internet currently handles one exabyte of data every hour. Inevitably, this statistic will be out of date by the time you read this. We are almost running out of the right language to describe what is happening, so let’s strip it back to basics. If individuals can’t cope with too much inbound information, then they need to pause and make sure the technology is working for them, and not the other way round. Less is more. Understanding is everything.


The fact that we are generating so much data is both good and bad. If sought and used judiciously, it can be a rich source of insight, and can lead to what Clay Shirky calls a Cognitive Surplus. For the first time ever young people are watching less television than their elders, and are instead using more of their free time for active participation in social interaction online. But many people are so swamped with information that they simply don’t know what to do with it, and that can lead to paralysis. In 2009, the world generated more data than in its entire existence beforehand. That truly is a lot to take in. When people talk of information overload, they have a point. There is a limit, and we may well have reached it. Take the number of people in social networks for example. If Facebook were a country it would be the third largest in the world behind China and India, with 500 million active users. That’s an enormous community.


The world population is growing by about 1 billion every 13 years, and everybody from Masai tribesmen to Mumbai students wants a phone or a computer, so we have effectively passed the point of no return when it comes to the exponential spread of technology. None of this is going to go away. If anything, it is more likely to increase in speed and intensity. That’s the big backdrop. Now let’s look at the very recent past.
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TECHNOLOGY MILESTONES


EXPERTS BELIEVE THE IPAD WILL REVOLUTIONISE THE WAY WE PROCRASTINATE.


David Letterman


Humans have always had an insatiable need to invent things. Once we had the basic designs for transport, there was no stopping us: boats, airplanes, cars and space rockets. By 1990, you might have had a computer at work, and, heaven forbid, one at home. Posh executives were having phones put in their cars, which involved ripping out half of the interior. By the mid-nineties, mobile phones were becoming common. Fast forward to today, and there are more mobiles in the UK than there are people, and at the last count 4.8 billion people in the world have got one – that’s two-thirds of the population. It seems we all love a gadget, whether for work or play. In fact, the first ten years of the current millennium are often referred to as the Decade of the Gadget, and the top ten most popular, in chronological order, were:


• USB stick (2000)


IBM launched the DiskOnKey, thereby condemning the floppy disk to the history books, and the bin. It soon became the quickest way to transfer files between computers.


• Apple iPod (2001)


This machine has changed utterly the way in which we consume music. Originally only capable of holding 1,000 songs, it has now become a multi-media receptacle.


• Sky+ (2001)


No need for tapes, or careful planning and programming of recorders. This easy-to-use box with a large hard drive allowed viewers to record hundreds of hours of programmes at the touch of a button.


• BlackBerry (2002)


Loathed and revered in equal measure, this mobile email device meant life would never be the same for many. Fans love the ‘always on’ functionality – families and partners less so.


• TomTom Go (2004)


Goodbye maps, hello Satellite Navigation. Ideal for those with no sense of direction, until they take it too literally and end up driving into a lake.


• Slingbox (2005)


A television streaming device that allows you to shift (sling) shows from your TV or video recorder to a computer anywhere in the world.


• Nintendo Wii (2006)


This family-orientated games console arguably introduced a whole new generation to video games. 56 million sold and rising.



• Flip (2007)


A pocket-sized camcorder that can capture about an hour of footage. The built-in USB stick flips out, allowing editing and uploading to the web. Much loved by YouTube users, now anyone can be an on-the-spot journalist.


• Asus Eee (2007)


Not the world’s most well-known brand name, but this ultra-light laptop kickstarted the netbook genre – a new category of basic computers for sending emails and using the internet on the go, usually for less than £200.


• iPhone (2007)


The mobile phone was now totally redefined, and responsible for more than a billion apps being downloaded since the launch of the App store in 2009.


This extraordinary list almost needs no further comment. Suffice to say that these gadgets, and scores of others, have completely changed the way in which humans operate, and if you were born in the last 10 or 20 years, all this is the norm. Many trainees have never heard of a fax, and a recent 22-year-old recruit to Apple had never used email because his life was run purely by mobile phone and social media. Indeed, the role of machines is so profound that they have even blurred the distinction between what is leisure and what is business.
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THE RISE OF BLEISURE TIME


IT’S NOT THE PRETTIEST WORD, BUT YOU’D BETTER GET USED TO IT BECAUSE THIS BLURRING BETWEEN OUR WORKING LIVES AND DOWNTIME, OR BUSINESS AND LEISURE, IS HERE TO STAY.
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