

[image: Illustration]




Also by Mark Leigh for Robinson
How to Talk Teen


www.mark-leigh.com




[image: Illustration]




ROBINSON


First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Robinson


Copyright © Mark Leigh, 2019


All images supplied by Shutterstock


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN 978-1-47214-236-8


Designed by Thextension


Robinson


An imprint of Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




To my dad,


a man who thinks that a ‘cursor’ is someone with a potty mouth and a ‘bar code’ is no jeans or trainers




Give a person a fish and you feed them for a day; teach that person to use the internet and they won’t bother you for weeks.


Anonymous





Introduction



The inspiration for this book actually came from my ninety-two-year-old father who dropped a bombshell when he asked me, apropos of nothing, ‘What’s the internet?’


My first thought was, Wow. Where did that come from?


My second was, How do I explain this to someone who has never used a computer, who thinks Facebook is a book and who views a smartphone almost as witchcraft?


I can’t remember my response at the time, but it seemed to quench his thirst for this specific knowledge. But that got me thinking: I wondered if there was a handy, easy-tounderstand guide for the older (and the not-so-old) person who’s genuinely baffled and bewildered by today’s technology.


If there was such a thing, I couldn’t find it.


So, in the absence of the book I had in mind, I decided to write it.


Aimed at people such as my father – anyone who says, ‘The Twitter’ or who asks, ‘Do they deliver emails on Sunday?’ – this book seeks to explain a host of modern concepts that have entered everyday use and parlance, but which are alien (and possibly frightening) not just to the elderly but, if truth be known, to anyone over forty-five.


As you’d expect, most of the entries are terms relating to technology – for example, firewall, vlog and streaming stick – but I’ve also included a number of popular modern concepts or conceits such as crowdfunding, artisanal or the Kardashians, all of which can be just as mystifying.


Where relevant, terms are cross-referenced. This can be recognised by words or phrases that appear in bold (although the one word that’s not cross-referenced is ‘internet’ as it appears in about 70 per cent of entries and the publisher said they’d run out of ink if they had to use bold type for that word each time).


And one last thing: all the information and statistics are correct at the time of going to press but since technology moves at such a rapid pace, by the time this book’s on the shelves ‘what’s hot’ might well be ‘what’s not’.


So sit down, kick off your shoes (or comfy slippers) and get ready to learn why spam isn’t tasty, why a dongle isn’t as rude as it sounds or why sticky content isn’t as gross as it might seem.


Mark Leigh


PS I’ve tried to give a basic overview of each term or phrase so please don’t expect a long, detailed, exhaustive explanation. If you really want to find out more about something like logic bombs or nanobots, for example, then you know what to do.


Google it.
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Ad blocker



A program that does what it says on the tin . . . it removes different kinds of ads from websites (e.g. pop-ups) so you can enjoy web pages without any annoying distractions or interruptions. Not only that, but without having to show ads, web pages can load much more quickly.


AI


The phrase ‘Artificial Intelligence’ sounds quite ominous, so some people prefer to call it ‘machine learning’ which sounds less threatening – until, that is, you think about the Terminator movies.


Putting aside the scenario of a nearly extinct human race battling the marauding forces of Skynet for a moment, AI is a branch of computer science that refers to an intelligence learned and demonstrated by machines as opposed to the natural intelligence displayed by humans and animals. A more detailed definition of what constitutes AI is any system or program that demonstrates some of the following traits of human intelligence: perception, learning, reasoning, planning, problem solving and, to a lesser degree, social intelligence and creativity.


AI sounds like something very futuristic but the truth is, we’re surrounded by AI technology today that we all take for granted. This includes computer programs that understand and respond to human speech (like Alexa or Siri) or those which can analyze familiar faces in a photograph (like Facebook). Electric toothbrushes that give feedback to users about the correct way to brush and robotic vacuum cleaners that learn the layout of a room are also examples of AI – as are search engines, spam email filters and the plagiarism detectors used by schools and colleges to check students’ work.


Over the next few years, providing we don’t all perish at the hands of an evil sentient computer, the development and adoption of AI will be one of the most exciting and game-changing aspects of technology. This includes the more widespread use of autonomous cars, medical tools that can identify malignant tumors in seconds or robotic limbs or exoskeletons to help those unable to walk.


Those worried about AI claim that it’s difficult to think of a job that a computer won’t be able to do as well as, if not better than, a human – and that poses a whole series of profound challenges for society.


Wow! That’s quite heavy and it’s only the second entry in this book …


Airbnb


Technically this is an online hospitality marketplace, but you probably know it as ‘that room-renting website’. Airbnb and similar companies provide a way for people who need accommodation to make contact with people who are offering accommodation. The accommodation might be a single room or a whole home – and the home could be an apartment, a house, a villa, a holiday cottage, even a castle – anywhere in the world. These are short-term rentals, from one night upwards; the maximum length of time you can stay is determined by the host or local legislation.


After you register on the Airbnb website, you select what you’re looking for in terms of the location and your budget and dates, then Airbnb presents you with a list of properties that meet your criteria.
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Airbnb makes its money by acting as a sort of broker; it charges a percentage fee on every booking from both the guest and the host. The company has over 4 million listings in 65,000 cities in 191 countries.




Unusual Airbnb accommodation has included a lighthouse, a treehouse, a shipping container, a yacht, a covered wagon, a windmill, a Romany caravan, an igloo and a converted Edwardian railway carriage.





Alexa


This is Amazon’s digital assistant, voice-recognition software built into its range of Echo products, and the equivalent of Apple’s Siri. She responds to the wake words, ‘Alexa’, ‘Amazon’, ‘Echo’ or ‘Computer’, and you can interact with Alexa, asking her questions or giving commands as if she was a real person. Alexa will respond by voice and/or carry out your requests. The sort of things Alexa can respond to are, ‘Will it rain next Tuesday?’, ‘Wake me up at 6 a.m. tomorrow’, or ‘Play me songs by Jimmy Osmond’.


Don’t worry about this last command. Alexa is very non-judgemental.


Algorithm


This is a computer term used by people who want to appear extra clever. It sounds very technical, but an algorithm is just a set of instructions or a process for performing a task. A recipe or a set of directions to your house is actually an algorithm . . . it’s just that no one uses the term in this way. (Ask your Aunty Gladys for the algorithm for her lemon drizzle cake and she’ll give you a very peculiar look.)


The word algorithm is normally used when describing a sequence of step-by-step instructions in a computer program that tell the computer what to do. For example, a search engine algorithm is what’s used to display a list of the websites that match what you’re looking for.


And that’s really all you need to know about the subject.


Amazon


If you bought this book via Amazon then you can probably skip this entry (just remember to leave a five-star review). If you’re not one of the 310+ million active Amazon buyers then read on.


That statistic alone gives you an idea of the scale of what is the world’s largest internet retailer measured by revenue – a company that now employs nearly 566,000 people worldwide on a full and part-time basis. Founded in 1994 and operating from its owner’s garage, Amazon started by just selling books, then diversified into videos, electronics, clothes, furniture, food, toys, jewellery – in fact, everything!


See also: Alexa, Fire TV Stick, Kindle




Eight things you may not know about Amazon


1 Amazon’s founder, Jeff Bezos, was originally going to call Amazon ‘Cadabra’ (as in ‘Abracadabra’) but changed his mind after his lawyer misheard it as ‘cadaver’. The second name was ‘Relentless’ but this was dropped after friends told him it sounded a bit sinister.


2 The first book Amazon sold was Douglas Hofstadter’s Fluid Concepts and Creative Analogies: Computer Models of the Fundamental Mechanisms of Thought.


3 The person who bought it, John Wainwright, had an Amazon building named after him to honour the occasion.


4 In 1997 US bookstore Barnes & Noble sued Amazon alleging that its claim that it was ‘Earth’s largest bookstore’ was false as it was actually a book broker rather than a bookstore. The lawsuit was settled out of court and Amazon continued to make that claim.


5 Amazon invented the concept of ‘1-click buying’ and licensed it to Apple for its iTunes purchases.


6 In the early days of Amazon, Bezos would award a prize to staff members who found the strangest book titles each week. Reported winners included How to Start Your Own Country and How to Train Goldfish Using Dolphin Training Techniques (both of which are still available on Amazon).


7 One of its fastest ever deliveries was an Amazon Echo which, in July 2017, arrived at its destination in Sutton Coldfield in the West Midlands just fourteen minutes after being ordered.


8 In 2012, Amazon’s website went down for forty-nine minutes. As a result, the company estimated it lost nearly $5.7 million in sales.





Android


In this sense, it’s not a robot with a human appearance but the world’s most popular operating system for smartphones, tablets or smartwatches. Developed by Google, Android is the main rival to Apple’s iOS system. There are a few other operating systems for mobile devices including BlackBerry OS, Symbian (used by Nokia), Windows Phone OS and Windows 8 but these are in decline faster than SCART leads. Last year Android and iOS accounted for approximately 99 per cent of all new phone and tablet operating systems, but is Android better? Well, it’s on a wider range of phones and they tend to be more affordable, plus you get more Cloud storage as standard. Apple’s iOS has other benefits so there’s no clear winner. Most people choose their phone first and live with whatever operating system it comes with.



Animated GIF



The Mona Lisa winking . . . Einstein poking his tongue in and out . . . the ‘Dancing Baby’ from Ally McBeal in the late 1990s . . . these are all examples of animated GIFs – often found on websites, in emails and shared across social media (the Dancing Baby became one of the first viral videos). As the name implies, this is a short animation (it can be words as well as images) that may be looped or end after a few seconds. The truth is, it’s actually just a series of static images in quick succession that give the impression of movement.


You can make your own animated GIFs using Photoshop or a number of specialist software packages such as Giphy (www.giphy.com) or Gifmaker (www.gifmaker.org).


Anime


Pronounced ‘an-i-may’, this is a very popular form of Japanese film and TV animation and, while you might not know the name, you’ll probably recognise the style. Whereas cartoons are more comical and primarily aimed at children, anime tends to feature more serious storytelling and is produced for all ages. This is what makes anime different from conventional cartoons:


* Anime characters are more realistic, although many have disproportionally large eyes and small mouths, which have the effect of creating a ‘cuter’ face.


* Brighter colours.


* Adult content (I’m not talking about ‘sexy time’, but more elaborate plots about things such as love, loss and conflict – and lots of emotion).


* Longer: approximately twenty-two to twenty-five minutes per episode with anime movies being considerably longer.


See also: manga




In Japan, the word anime is used to refer to all animation. Outside of Japan, it’s become the catch-all term to describe animation specifically from Japan.





App


App is short for ‘application’, which in turn is short for ‘software application’ – in other words an app is a type of software program; one that’s been designed to work specifically on mobile devices. The tube map on your phone? That’s an app. So too is Facebook, Instagram or Twitter. And that calorie counter, the foreign currency convertor, the game where you have to run over zombies, the restaurant finder, the taxi booker or that thing where you can swap your face with that of your dog – these are all apps. Apps are either free or paid for, but are designed to work with specific operating systems so you need to download them from an app store relevant to your device. There are over 6 million apps available covering probably anything you’d want to do – and some that you probably never will. For example, S.M.T.H. – or Send Me To Heaven – is an app that records how high you can throw your Android phone and uploads results to a list of rankings. Apple refuses to distribute this app for its phones on the grounds that it was ‘encouraging behaviour that could result in damage to the user’s device’.


Killjoys.


Apple


One of the best-known technology companies and the creators of products including the iPad, iPhone and iPod, the MacBook range of laptops, the Apple Watch and Apple TV, and services including iTunes and Apple Pay. Co-founded in 1976 by the late Steve Jobs, Apple is a company that polarises people.


Its critics claim that it doesn’t innovate, but just takes existing products and improves them (which, it must be said, is not in itself a bad thing), and that it has a policy of bringing out new versions of its products at an alarming rate, making models just a few months old obsolete (or, if not obsolete, then terribly unfashionable) and that its products are exceedingly overhyped and overpriced.


Fans of Apple, however, point out that its products are not just technologically advanced but are designed to be intuitive and easy to use – and that they look sooooooo cool. They also point out Apple’s reputation for offering a great customer service and in-store experience.


Steve Jobs named the company after returning from an apple farm. His biography claims he found the name, ‘fun, spirited and not intimidating’.


Apple Pay


Another step in the inevitable march towards a cashless society, Apple Pay is a contactless payment system that works with the iPhone and Apple Watch – the advantage being that it works above the current £30 limit for contactless credit and debit cards (although the actual limit depends on the retailer).


Advantages


* Easy to use


* Private and secure


* Higher payment limit than contactless cards


Disadvantage


* The convenience makes it all-too-easy to spend £3.80 a day on an Iced Cinnamon Almondmilk Macchiato


See also: Apple



Apple TV



Not an actual TV per se, but Apple’s own set-top box that allows the user to receive digital content (TV programmes, films, music), as well as internet access, and play it on a connected TV. What makes Apple TV different is the fact that you can also use it to play content directly from your iPhone, iPad or Macbook on to a TV as long as the devices are all on the same WiFi network. The latest version also uses Siri to react to voice commands.


App store


Any place where you can search for, and download apps is an app store. Although Apple’s app store is called App Store, it’s not an Apple trademark (but it did unsuccessfully try and make it only apply to its own apps). Other major app stores are the Amazon Appstore and Google Play (both for Android devices) and the Microsoft Store (for devices running Windows).


Artisanal


Long, long ago the adjective artisanal, the art of creating something by hand through a combination of long practice, dedication, aptitude and skill, was used to describe crafts such as carpentry, stonemasonry and decorative ironwork. Now it’s overused and over-hyped, misappropriated by businesses catering for hipsters and millennials to describe things such as cheese, pickles, coffee, bread – and even water. Yes, there is such a thing as artisanal water. There’s no actual legal definition of what constitutes an artisanal product and it’s become less of a valid way to describe a production process and more of a trendy marketing term (no doubt touted about by artisanal marketing agencies).
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Attachment



This is the ‘catch-all’ name given to any separate file that’s sent in conjunction with an email. It can be a photograph, a document, a PDF, a movie, music – or any other type of file that needs a separate program to open it.




Attachments can sometimes contain viruses or malware. To protect your computer or mobile device it’s safer not to open any attachment you weren’t expecting.





Augmented reality


Unlike virtual reality where you inhabit a simulated ‘virtual’ world, augmented reality (known as AR) provides an enhanced view of the actual world – by combining images of your real environment with superimposed computer-generated images or text. The result is a heightened view of reality that’s become very popular in smartphone apps and video games.


Google Translate is an example of an app that features AR technology; you can point your phone’s camera at a menu for example and the text is translated into a language of your choice – the words being superimposed on the actual menu. Other AR apps include those that overlay constellations and planets over any part of the night sky, allow you to see what you’d look like with make-up, a new hairstyle or clothes, view different types of furniture in a room, or superimpose a proposed navigation route over a view of a real street.


There’s even an app (Ink Hunter) that lets you view what your tattoo will look like on any part of your body, painlessly.


See also: Pokémon GO


Autonomous car


A science-fiction film cliché, an autonomous car – also known as a driverless car or self-driving car – is a vehicle that can sense its environment and guide itself without any human interaction. This type of vehicle is currently being tested on public roads in various cities around the world, in particular by Uber, which plans to launch a fleet of driverless taxis. Despite this ongoing development and testing, no autonomous cars are currently in use commercially; several have been involved in crashes and the death of a pedestrian.


They use a combination of GPS, cameras and LIDAR (a new type of radar that uses light rather than radio waves) to navigate and drive safely. There is, however, a huge number of technical obstacles to overcome before they can be widely adopted. These include the ability to recognise hand signals from traffic police, dealing with traffic lights that are broken, snow or heavy rain confusing their radar, unclear lane markings – and, of course, the actions of unpredictable human drivers with whom they’re sharing the roads.


Auto-Tune


Think of this as a lifebelt that producers can throw to singers floundering in a sea of flat notes and tone deafness. A piece of proprietary software that’s pretty much standard in all professional recording studios, Auto-Tune has become a generic term for disguising or correcting off-key vocal performances; the technical term for this process is ‘digital pitch correction’. After Auto-Tune works its magic, the result is a vocal track that’s perfectly in tune despite the singer’s inability to hit the right note, let alone hold it.
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According to Antares Audio Technology, the company that holds the patent for Auto-Tune, it’s used on almost all vocal performances you hear on the radio; in 2010 the British version of The X Factor admitted to using Auto-Tune to improve the voices of contestants. Apart from making a singer pitch-perfect, Auto-Tune can also be used to radically change a voice for effect. It was Cher’s electronic warbling voice on her huge 1998 hit ‘Believe’ that brought Auto-Tune to the attention of the masses.


In 2010 Time magazine included Auto-Tune in its list of ‘The 50 Worst Inventions’, calling it, ‘A technology that can make bad singers sound good and really bad singers sound like robots.’



Avatar



Unlike profile pictures, avatars are small images (also called icons) used to represent a person in a video game, on social media, an email account, online forum or chat room. Avatars can be anything: caricatures, logos, graphic images, photographs. They can be symbolic, ironic or completely arbitrary. In many cases avatars are people’s fantasies of who they want to be, so next time you see someone depicted as Conan the Barbarian, it’s quite probable that it’s a bespectacled fifty-something accountant called Colin.
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