Social Effects of Information Technology 


Unemployment 


The introduction of computers made many jobs outdated 


For example typists were replaced by people who could use a computer to word process documents. These documents could be saved to disc and recalled whenever needed instead of being re-types.


Some routine (boring) jobs were replaced by automatic machines controlled by computers. Or we find that a person employed to record variables on a production line is no longer needed as either the operators enter these via a keyboard OR a remote data logging system records them.


Some very dangerous jobs where conditions were unpleasant were replaced by robot-type machines making the work much safer. The system parameters of a chemical plant are far easier to control using a computer than human operator. Heavy Chemicals has seen an 80% reduction in workforce over the last 20 years.


New jobs created 


New skills are needed to use the computer software and hardware. More operators are needed to process the increase in trunover generated by quick and easy access to applications.


Programmers to write the instructions to make the computers work. 


Engineers to build the automatic machines. 


Systems analysts to design business software systems etc. 


People working at a drawing board may no longer be needed - but people who can use CAD programs are in huge demand - one local firm had to recruit from other parts of Europe because there were very few people in Britain with the high-tech skills they were looking for. 


Working hours 


Some people may work less hours as a result of automation and the introduction of IT into the workplace. 


More leisure time 


As a result of the drop in working hours for some people - however some of this leisure time is not by choice - it is because of unemployment or because they can only find part-time or casual work. 


De-skilling of jobs 


Some jobs which were highly regarded in the past have lost their value because computers have take a lot of the skill out of them - for example a checkout operator at a supermarket now has to simply pass each item across a bar-code reader - all the processing of the information is carried out automatically and the change to be given to the customer is calculated. Skilled machinists now find that the computer, once “taught” is able to produce consistently better products.


Home working and the communications revolution 


The use of fast communications using IT allows many people to work from home where they may have previously traveled to work. Home working is not a new revolution. The FAX machine first allowed people to work at home OR to move from location to location sending and receiving FAX’s. Computers too can send and receive a FAX. Once the software has been set up. The FAX is “printed” to the fax output and can be received by either another computer or another fax machine.


A modem attached to a computer allows computer data to be converted into sounds which are send down an ordinary telephone line. These can be reconverted into computer data at the receiving computer by another modem. The speed of communication is increasing all the time. Most home users will communicate using a 56K modem. This means that the modem could reach a maximum speed of 56K bytes per second. Typically because of poor copper lines, joints etc this comes down to between 28K and 36K. Your school will communicate using ISDN, this speeds communications along at 128K.


This could allow, for example, a journalist to live in a remote part of the world and still get his article in on time for the next day’s newspapers. 


The INTERNET allows businesses to communicate with customers, workers etc in any part of the world for the cost of a local telephone call. 


E-MAIL allows users to send documents, pictures and other data from one part of the world to another in a fraction of the time it takes to walk from one office to another along the corridor!!!! 


Video conferencing - this is very new and involves users in different places communicating using both video pictures and voice. 


New computer programs allow two users in different parts of the world to work on the same document (or drawing etc) at the same time. 


NETWORKING


This has had a very serious impact upon jobs. The ability to communicate from home to office is in effect a crude and simple network. Several machines in the same building, village, town or area linked together form a network. That means that any one person is able to access their files from any computer on that network. No longer are employees limited to their office of work. Provided they can access a computer on the network, they can do their job. This is best seen in the retail grocery industry where many supermarket shops are connected by network. The individual managers in charge of ordering stock and produce can be replaced by one manager working from either head office OR any of the supermarkets!





New business and job opportunities 


The INTERNET is providing lots of new business opportunities. 


For example two American students started an organisation called YAHOO some years ago. They wrote a piece of software which searched the Internet for specific words given by the Internet user. They are both $millionaires with a very valuable business which has grown very rapidly in the last year and is continuing to grow very quickly. 


Some businesses are advertising their products on the Internet - finding new customers for what they are selling and so making more job opportunities for their workforce. 


People can do their shopping using the Internet - this could eventually cut down on car use - reducing pollution and saving on the cost of building roads and car parks etc - but it could lead to more job losses in local shops which may lose business (and may also lead to people buying fewer cars etc.) This is called E-COMMERCE. Today you can buy all sorts of goods using credit cards from all sorts of countries, so e-commerce is a global thing. Banks (se EGG,  MARBLES,  BARCLAYS,  LlOYDS TSB), insurance companies (Direct Line), book sellers (AMAZON, WATERSTONES), grocery shops (TESCO, SAINSBURY, WAITROSE) and many many more are all going on-line. 


It is possible to use the Internet for education - students may link with their tutor from home to send and receive e-mail or talk a problem through "on-line" rather than face to face. The UK government hopes to set up an internet link to most schools. Most schools have beaten them to it!





In the early 1980’s many people saw the “paperless office” and the “moneyless” society as two ideals just around the corner. We seem to use more paper, generated by less office staff and although we can use credit and debit cards for almost any transaction, the ATM is becoming more and more popular!
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