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We think of the times we live in, probably rightly, as turbulent 
and surrounded by uncertainty. But with the privilege of 

looking back across the last fifty years of the International Institute 
of Communications (IIC), a period in which the organisation has 
enjoyed, according to Monroe Price, “front-row seats at the great 
transformations,”1 it’s possible to conclude that times, for those 

1 See pp. 21–31
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experiencing them, have probably always felt turbulent. The IIC was 
founded in anticipation of the globalised communications to come, 
with the arrival of satellite technology, on which we feature two stories, 
including one from former IIC Board Member, Joe Pelton.2 But it was 
also at a time of the Cold War and decolonisation. Times must have felt 
very uncertain indeed.

One way of looking ahead at the next fifty years is to consider what 
we have learnt from our time in the front-row seats, and extrapolate 
something of how this might evolve. Martin Cave, in his chapter on 
spectrum,3 reminds us of the pitfalls involved in this, with McKinsey’s 
prediction in 1980 that by 2000 there would be 0.9 million mobile users. 
The figure turned out to be 109 million. Their error, easy to see in 
hindsight, was to address the existing business market at a time when 
few foresaw the meteoric growth in consumer use. We are reminded also 
that, for all the surges of change, many technologies endure. Television 
is much evolved, but would still be recognisable to our forebears of 
1969. The internet itself is thirty years old, and getting stronger. 

It’s also possible to underestimate the fact that impacts often come in 
waves. Just as it was the steam turbine, and not the steam engine, that 
put paid to the age of sail (a process that took nearly 100 years) so it 
was broadband that enabled the internet to reach the potential that 
seemed to promise so much in the years of the dotcom boom and bust. 
Technologies such as virtual reality, once seen as a major tool of the 
future, may benefit from developments in artificial intelligence (AI) 
and 5G, re-emerging in the form of ‘augmented reality’. More currently, 
blockchain could yet transform financial markets, though it has its fair 
share of doubters. Another technology tipped for wider application 
is ‘ray tracing’, in which artificial characters and environments 
are created with alarming accuracy. Currently designed for the 
entertainment market, it is claimed that in recent tests gamers were 
unable to distinguish between images of real Hollywood stars and their 

2 See pp. 207–210

3 See pp. 77–90
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ray-traced alter egos. Could this one day step out of its current market 
and emerge as the underpinning for tasks like virtual conferencing? It 
doesn’t seem implausible.

Time and again the IIC timeline, that can be found at the back of this 
book,4 reveals technologies whose subsequent applications turned 
out to be wildly different from that predicted, or not predicted at all. 
Video streaming emerged at a time when most advancements were 
seen purely in terms of download speed. Social media flourished after 
a series of experiments aimed initially only at keeping in touch with 
friends. Perhaps more important were the second-order effects – such 
as the impact of social media on news, and the ways in which streaming 
video affects traditional media. Other examples are explained in our 
feature piece, ‘five decades, five trends’.5 Although much of this we now 
know, the evidence is that impacts are hard to predict. Wide credence 
was attached to the idea of the ‘disintermediation’ dividend of the 
internet, as consumers engaged directly with producers. It turns out 
that mediation is alive and well, but it’s now through platforms like 
online retailers and comparison sites.

How will most people communicate over the next fifty years? Email 
became widespread in the 1990s, but is actually is as old as the IIC. Part 
of the growth of ‘asynchronous’ communication, the end of email has 
been predicted many times, but it clings on tightly for now. More recent 
developments, such as Slack, Lync and WhatsApp, have aimed to create 
bespoke channels for what could be described as ‘near-synchronous’ 
communications – faster and less cumbersome than email and with 
greater immediacy and informality, designed for conversation rather 
than exchange. The growth in text-based communication has moved 
more-or-less in lock-step with a decline in voice calls, long term in the 
case of fixed line, and more recent in mobile. Supported by demographic 
changes – text and visual communications are the natural habitat of 
younger consumers – this trend is likely to continue for the foreseeable 

4 See pp. 211–219

5 See pp. 193–196
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future; reversal may result from another generational change. Alive to 
this trend, many consumer businesses now offer text-only customer 
support, facilitated by increasingly sophisticated AI applications. In 
business communication, however, it’s too soon to pronounce the end 
of the voice channel. Online conferencing is finally beginning to grow 
rapidly, with new companies offering ever more enhanced features 
designed to remove the need for most face-to-face meetings; a two-
channel headset is an increasingly necessary tool in the kitbag of the 
modern executive. The death of the phone number is firmly in view as 
new cross-platform identity and routing technologies finally succeed in 
replacing digits with people.

One area which has seen evolution, rather than revolution, is that of 
business models. For years, many technology companies were searching 
for the best way to ‘monetise’ their propositions. In the end, most have 
settled on data-driven versions of acquiring, and then selling, “eyeballs 
as advertising.” ‘Adtech’ companies emerged around this, using cookies 
and algorithmic trading to bid and sell spots to their clients. While 
there is some controversy over the way in which these spots can be 
distributed and promoted, it’s unarguable that social-media advertising 
has dramatically lowered the entry cost of promotional campaigns, to 
the benefit of many smaller companies and organisations (including 
the IIC).

In the last few years, the subscription model has become much more 
common. Consumers have happily taken to the idea of not having to 
own music, films, phones and software. In business, “x-as-a-service” 
has become the norm and, with its more predictable revenue streams, 
attracts greater investor interest and dollars. It is the prime mover in 
moving business and consumers relentlessly towards the ‘cloud’, and 
even large infrastructure companies are developing “as-a-service” 
models. The approach is common in city transport schemes, and we 
might expect that the new era of self-driving cars, when (and it almost 
certainly isn’t “if”) it comes, will also lend itself to subscription, 
reducing the need for consumers to own their own vehicles. It would 
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be a reasonable assumption that both advertising and subscription 
models will still be commonplace fifty years from now.

By common consent, the biggest change to emerge from the digital 
disruption of the last two decades is the ‘multi-sided platform’. Benefiting 
from a combination of massive data processing, network effects and 
global scale, it is the rise of the platform that has posed the most 
awkward of challenges to the traditional regulatory task of balancing 
the freedom to innovate with consumer- and citizen protection. The 
rise of the independent regulator is a feature of the last fifty years, and 
is plotted in an article from our @50 'Contexts' series.6 

In the pages that follow in this book you will find several different 
views on how future regulatory and policy approaches might evolve. 
A broadly interventionist model is proposed by Antonio Nicita.7 He 
argues that the current approach of largely marginal and incremental 
change should be replaced by a regulatory transformation involving 
a horizontal framework with enhanced mandates, competences and 
powers. Robin Mansell8 points out that the impact of “winner takes 
most” market dynamics are less likely to be solved by regulation, 
than updated institutional arrangements that reflect societal values 
and create the conditions for new business practices. Some voices are 
calling for the break-up of the large firms, but Eli Noam9 suggests that 
similar results could be achieved through mandated ‘unbundling’ of 
the component parts of the value chain, which would then be made 
available for access, on equitable terms, to customers or rival providers 
– an echo of the access arrangements required of many of the large 
telecoms monopolies in the period of market liberalisation in the 1980s. 

Whatever the merits of these arguments, the unanswered question 
remains: to what extent do such responses, in order to be consistent, 

6 See pp. 203–206

7 See pp. 91–110

8 See pp. 33–44

9 See pp. 51–66
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need to be global? The pressure on governments to resist subsuming 
real- or perceived national interest in pursuit of an ever more globalised 
economy may represent an enduring cultural as well as economic 
change. With regulation being one of the tools being deployed in revised 
trade arrangements, the climate for international agreement appears 
less favourable currently than for some time. However, consistency 
may arise by default. For example it’s possible that the European Union 
(EU)-created general data protection regulation (GDPR) will, in the 
absence of other privacy regulation, become an accepted standard in 
many parts of the world. Smaller countries in particular need global 
rules in areas like data governance but, as Cordel Green and Anthony 
Clayton point out,10 have no wish to be mere rule-takers from the 
‘dominant troika’ of the digital economy – the US, EU and China. 

Is it possible to predict how regulatory structures themselves might 
change? As converged communications gathered pace, the natural 
response in many countries has been the converged regulator, bringing 
together telecoms and content/media regulation. But we are noting that 
there is a limit to how far this process can continue before a regulatory 
body becomes too unwieldy or too inflexible. For example, it is possible 
that, as technologies like AI become more widely distributed, we will 
see regulatory specialisation come back into fashion, perhaps with 
augmented technical competences and operating alongside similarly 
augmented competition authorities. The feature on the ‘new era 
of competition regulation’,11 explores the future role of competition 
regulation in more detail. 

Platforms certainly qualify as being one of Monroe Price’s ‘great 
transformations’, but what the last fifty years can tell us is that, at some 
point, they will be supplanted by a new one, offering new opportunities 
through new or enhanced technologies that may already be on the 
horizon, but have yet to come into focus. It, and others, will pose new 
regulatory challenges to the structures and thinking of the day. But 

10 See pp. 67–75

11 See pp. 197–202
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with each great transformation has come the same question, the one 
to which the IIC has always addressed itself – how do we ensure that 
modern technology is deployed to provide the greatest social, cultural 
and economic benefit? 
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