Rachel Pickersgill (2004655)

‘The Internet, like the steam engine, is a technological breakthrough that changed the world.’
Peter Singer, Australian Philosopher

Considering this quotation, critically evaluate the impact that technology and innovation has had on the development of economies and societies.



Introduction 

Technology is “the application of scientific knowledge to the practical aims of human life or, as it is sometimes phrased, to the change and manipulation of the human environment” (Britannica, T. Editors of Encyclopaedia. 2021). Technology and the internet have definitely changed the world and impacted economies and societies. The internet has changed the way we do almost any task. It has changed so many things such as education, health, transport and how we communicate and interact with each other, this however has brought several pros and cons with it. Just like the steam engine which made it easier and cheaper to make large amounts of trade goods, the internet has made it easier for us to get access to trade goods, enabled us to get goods far quicker without having to leave our homes.

Significance of technology 

Gutenberg's printing press in the 1400's was the foundation for the current assembly line. The printing press was the first major advancement in technology enabling an information revolution accessed by everybody via books and newspapers (Lehmann-Haupt, H. E 2021). This enabled the lower-class citizens to access education which in turn boosted the economy as more people were able to work. With more people able to work this enabled technology to continue to advance due to a reduction in the time spent on research and development.

The Kondratieff cycles refer to cycles which last roughly between 45-60 years where economic growth was made due to a significant change (A. Ganti 2021). The first wave was the industrial revolution which was the first advance in technology and started in 1771, this involved factory productions, waterways were formed to easily transport goods. The second wave occurred in 1829 and was the age of steam and railways this was the next advancement in technology, economies of agglomeration and national markets were developed. Third wave was age of steel in 1875 progressing on from the steam this enabled worldwide networks and power distribution boosting the economy further. Fourth wave was the age of oil in 1908, mass production occurred, economies grew, and roads and oil ducts were developed enabling the distribution of goods. Fifth wave was age of telecommunications in 1971 where globalism of information took place and internet was introduced (C. Perez 2010). Each wave advanced technology which benefited the economy and by improving the economy societies were better off.

Technology and innovation

“Innovation is the process of introducing new ideas to the firm which in increased firm performance” (M. Rogers 1998). Technology has affected the economy in a positive way through job creation due to it creating new services and industries, this in affect has contributed to the growth of Gross Domestic Product. Technology has essentially reduced the cost of doing business, it has helped us to overcome any communication barriers allowing businesses to reach further fields and increasing diversity of its customers, “technology has revolutionised virtually every industry” (T. Ruhlow. 2020).

Although there are many economic advantages to technology and innovation there are some disadvantages for societies. Even though it has made our lives easier and more convenient recent technologies for example, the mobile phone can be addicting and damage our face-to-face communication skills, this in affect making societies less connected. This addiction has resulted in some health ramifications such as insomnia and increased anxiety further impacting societies' ability to carry out basic communication (C. Greenwood 2019). So while it has been a breakthrough and has positively impacted and developed our economies there is the question of whether or not we have gone too far and damaged our societies and regressed as a result if this.  

Technological innovation in healthcare has been particularly beneficial for societies. The advancement in technology has led to the development of telemedicine apps making healthcare more accessible for people no matter their socioeconomic status. Technology advancements in preventative health, (things such as fitness watches that monitor health) have been exceptionally beneficial for societies and economies since healthcare services could potentially save on monitoring patients. These devices enable patients to monitor themselves, this may result in abnormalities being detected sooner, thus meaning prevention of the condition worsening (P. Paterska 2021). In effect this means that healthcare can save money on treatment as early detection means less medical attention will be needed, making the healthcare system more economically effective. 

Impact of technology on education 
The impact that technology has had on education is significant, this then having an impact on the economy and society. The investment in secondary education has been proven to be important for boosting economic growth. Kimko (2000) found that it isn’t how many year of schooling you attain but it is the quality of the schooling which has a relationship with economic growth (C. Grant 2017). Technology has enabled new ways of learning and has made resources easily accessible, this then improving the quality of teaching which in turn will improve the economy. This then arguing that technology has been a breakthrough for education because before we had technology everything was learnt from reading books.
We can now search up specific information and have answers almost instantly. Books can become outdated over a short period of time and take up unnecessary funding, as a result of more up to date and current resources being available on the internet for everybody to access with less funding required. Online textbooks are more cost effective and update when new information becomes available, with a printed textbook schools have to purchase new editions of the textbook when it is updated making this a less economic process (M. Zadvinskis. 2021). This verifying that technology and the internet has brought about positive developments for society and the economy, this is down to the fact technology has improved education and made it more efficient meaning people will be better educated and in effect grow the economy because societies will be competing for higher paid jobs.
But this is not to say it hasn’t got its disadvantages as well. Although the internet gives us access to a wide variety of reading resources it has actually impacted students reading and writing abilities. Spitzer (2014) claims that typing has impaired students reading and writing ability and says technology has brought about a shallow processing of information (Alhumaid, K. 2019). This impairment of basic skills along with the shallow processing could be detrimental for future economies. Technology has made people lazy and if this continues to advance then there will be less and less jobs available for people, due to the fact people being unable to carry out basic tasks and think for themselves, what sets us apart from AI is our creativity and with technology doing everything for us this will soon be inexistent. 

Impact of technology on business

Technology has changed the way business’s function making it easier for businesses to develop boosting economies. It has made manufacturing, communication, sales, and advertising far more effective. The change from mail to email drastically changed the way that businesses communicate, enabling a quick and simple way for them to communicate with customers and suppliers. Then the introduction of mobile phones and applications made this even easier with businesses being able to set up websites which you can access from your mobile devices, social media has also made it easier for businesses to communicate (BBC bitesize). Technology has made it easier for businesses to target their advertising, it has allowed businesses to collect data about their customers’ needs and wants. It also allows you to monitor employees enabling the business to become more efficient (D. Gartenstein 2018)

On the other hand, it has had some negative impacts, it has taken away the personal touch, there is far less face-to-face communication and interaction, there is less of a customer relationship, so no relationship is built between the customer because it is all online so customers may be less likely to return because they do not feel any loyalty to the business. Although technology may save your business money it can also be costly, technology is constantly changing, even after you have purchased the technology there are still costs such as upgrades, training for employees to understand how to use the tech and how to keep on top of upgrades (D. Gartenstein 2018). So, although it has plenty of advantages there are also some disadvantages. 

Another factor to consider is the negative impacts it has on small societies, with everything moving more high street shops are having to close due to the online competition taking away sales, so although it has boosted economy globally it has affected local businesses and weakened the economy in smaller towns reliant on these local shops for their income. It takes the economy out of the town and instead of that money being fed back into the community it goes to the national retailer (V. Aguirre 2020). Therefore, this development in technological innovation is negatively impacting small societies and the economy within these societies. 

Fourth industrial revolution

Modern technology has given us abilities that no past technology has, making breakthroughs more and more common throughout almost every country. With almost everyone having access to a mobile device processing power is better than ever and the access to knowledge is unlimited (K. Schwab 2016). Just like the previous revolutions the fourth has the potential to improve the global economy drastically and improve quality of life within societies. What sets it apart from the previous revolutions is how hardware and software are being reconfigured to achieve even more impressive production goals, there is now a seamless interaction between smart machines which is blurring our physical and virtual dimensions in production (A. Lavopa and M. Delera 2021). 

However, it is not all positive, with the fast advancements and innovation in technology and the development of artificial intelligence this poses the risk of technology becoming so advanced that it will take away the need for low skilled workers, putting these at risk of losing their jobs. So, although it may seem like it is improving economy, with people losing jobs societies will suffer (D. McGinnis 2020). It will also have an effect on our identity and our privacy, with our online data increasing from the usage of these technologies our privacy is at risk. For example, if the government was to have a data breach which with future advancements in technology may become easier, this would have huge implications on the economy. Money would have to be taken out of the economy to perform updates on cyber security and pay compensation to those effected by the data breach. “We estimate that malicious cyber activity cost the U.S. economy between $57 billion and $109 billion in 2016” (The council of economic advisors 2018). 

Another benefit that the fourth industrial revolution could bring is due to the increased usage of data this could result in companies being able to be more economically effective. Targeting advertising makes the companies advertising more cost effective. Money doesn’t get wasted on advertising to the people who are not interested in the product this boosts the economy by encouraging people to purchase goods, which then feeds money back into the economy. For media companies and streaming platforms targeting their advertising generates revenue. With companies able to target their adverts this makes them more economically effective and allows them to be more sustainable. 

Conclusion 

To conclude this essay has dived into the history and evolution of technology, and the effects this has had on the economy and today’s society. After conducting research, it is fair to say that the quotation is accurate, the internet has changed the world enormously just like the steam engine did. The ongoing advancement and development of technology has had and will continue to have impacts on societies and economies, both positively and negatively but looking at the research I believe there will be more positive outcomes, I believe that the advancements will make the world a more economically healthy place and sustainable
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