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Welcome
to Beyond
Imagining:
4IR and you.

In the eight issues of Beyond Imagining
that have preceded this one, we have
defined the Fourth Industrial Revolution
(4IR) several times.

4IR, we’ve said, is the coming together of technologies that blur the
lines between the physical, the digital and the biological. These
technologies include artificial intelligence (AI), machine learning,
big data, the internet of things, and the cloud, among others.
For most of us, though, these terms and the phenomenon they
describe can feel rather abstract. We know that 4IR is part of the
world around us and, at times, we see it in action, but we’re only
occasionally aware of how it affects us personally.
This time, we’re asking how 4IR impacts who you are. How does it
mould your identity? How does it affect your relationships, your
work, your home? How does this powerful global movement play
out in the more private aspects of your life?
Let’s take a look.
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How 4IR
affects you.

As a definition, 4IR gained popularity in 2016 after
it was first used by Klaus Schwab, the Founder and
Executive Chairman of the World Economic Forum. It’s
safe to say that many of its contributing technologies
had been around for some time before then, but how
they converged and affected our lives was only just
becoming obvious.

This era, in other words, is relatively new, and you may feel that it’s still something happening “out there”.
In reality, 4IR is already affecting your life directly every day. Here’s how:
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The value and ownership
of the virtual you.
There are many
definitions of the term
‘virtual self’, but here,
we’re talking about the
digital representation
of who you are.
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Whether you exist in the real world is an existential question for another day,
but whether you exist in the virtual world is increasingly indisputable.
	But who – or what – is this virtual self? What does it mean?
Does it have any value? And why is it so important?
Let’s answer a few of these questions.
WHAT IS YOUR VIRTUAL SELF?
There are many definitions of the term “virtual self”,
but here, we’re talking about the digital representation
of who you are.
This virtual self is generated through the vast amounts
of data that exist about you – data that is based on your
messages and calls, your browsing history, your spending
patterns, your social networking, and other virtual
habits and interactions.
This self, the world’s largest companies have known
for some time, is incredibly valuable.
WHO OWNS YOUR VIRTUAL SELF?
While you own your data to some extent, what
happens to it once you sign up to platforms like
Google, Facebook or Twitter is still murky and quite
political territory. These heavyweights often refer
to “collecting” and “storing” your data rather than
owning it, but critics argue that this is just a matter
of semantics.
In South Africa, the Protection of Personal
Information Act came into effect in July 2021. It is the
data privacy law that empowers citizens with rights
to protect their personal information, and sets
out strict regulations that companies that gather
personal information have to meet.

WHY IS YOUR VIRTUAL SELF VALUABLE?
Data is the currency of the internet, and in many ways,
of 4IR. The only way technology can evolve to meet
new needs (which is one of the defining features of 4IR)
is by understanding how people behave and where
opportunities lie.
Today, companies use your data to deliver content,
products, services and advertising to you that is now
increasingly customised. They do this in the hope that
you’ll spend more with them. If they’re not doing this
directly, they’re using a third party, such as a social media
platform, that could be passing this information on
to others. In unregulated circles, your data is for sale
to the highest bidder.

Use your smartphone’s camera to scan this
code to find out more about how to protect
your virtual self. Take a look at our most
recent issue of Beyond Imagining.
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The top 5 latest
innovations for
your home.

Here are a few 4IR
technologies you may
think of introducing
to your home:

Today’s impossible-to-understand innovations are
tomorrow’s day-to-day devices.

The smart home is here, and it’s
designed to make your life simpler,
more streamlined and now more
convenient than ever before. While
for many of us, the features that
make up a smart home still feel
futuristic and far out, just imagine
how foreign a concept it once was
to have a computer in your home,
let alone one that was connected
to something called the World
Wide Web.
Today’s impossible-to-understand
innovations are tomorrow’s day-today devices.
While some of these ideas are
luxuries, others are likely to
become increasingly popular
over time.
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ORGANISE YOUR LIFE
If you’re just getting started
with souping up your home,
you can’t go wrong with a
smart speaker (now also
called a virtual assistant or
smart home hub). Amazon’s
Alexa, Google Assistant and
Apple’s Siri are all examples,
and they can help you to
play music, make to-do lists,
set alarms, give weather
information and control
other smart devices.

KEEPING AN EYE ON THINGS
Home security cameras have
been popular for years, but their
latest incarnations are unlike
the outdated CCTV systems of
the past. Today’s smart cameras
have motion sensors and sirens
to spot and scare off would-be
intruders. Some even have facial
recognition and can let you know
if your dog is barking while you’re
away. Of course, they can all be
controlled from your phone.

SO MUCH MORE THAN GLASS
Want to make all your glass
windows look very opaque or
patterned, and then shift them
back to clear? Ever imagined it
might be possible? Smart glass
experts Gauzy have created
Polymer Dispersed Liquid Crystal
windows that can shift between
glass styles with the literal touch
of a button.

CHICKEN OR FISH?
UK-based robot firm Moley
Robots has now released the
world’s very first fully robotic
kitchen. Tweak it according to
your preferences and lifestyle,
and your new robot will cook
complete meals from scratch,
let you know when you are
short on ingredients, and make
suggestions based on what
you have in stock. Best of all:
it cleans up after itself!

RA-RA-ROOMBA
No one enjoys vacuum cleaning,
but fortunately, with an everexpanding array of robotic
vacuum cleaners to choose from,
all you need to do is go turn it
on. Most will navigate around
furniture (and you) as they work,
and gently return to their docking
station once they’re finished.
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Is the dog of the
future hairless
and helpful?
Of course, all real-life dogs are
immensely helpful (and some
of them are hairless, too), but
Spot, the brainchild of robotics
company Boston Dynamics,
takes these traits to a whole
new level.

Spot is an agile, AI-powered, four-limbed robot that can navigate
difficult terrain with ease, allowing you to inspect hard-to-reach
spaces and capture data safely and accurately. It’s particularly
useful for difficult and dangerous scenarios, and is widely used in
mining, disaster management and by the police.
In September 2021, Spot became the latest (and only) member
of UJ’s canine unit. He will be used to develop the university’s
robotics programme.

Use your smartphone’s
camera to scan this code to
meet Spot and learn more
about him.
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How does technology
affect your office space
and the way you work?
Increased flexibility, hot-desking, the move towards remote working:
these trends were already on the rise a few years ago, but they took
a monumental leap forward during the pandemic. Today, employees
increasingly expect flexible working arrangements, formal office
structures have changed, maybe forever, and now remote working has
become the norm.
Behind every single one of these advances is a technological innovation
that has made it possible. Online conferencing platforms, tools that
facilitate collaboration, and enhanced digital security have all skyrocketed
in use. (If you’re looking for proof: Zoom’s share price went from $114
per share in March 2020 to a high of $559 per share that October).

Behind every single one of these advances is a
technological innovation that has made it possible.
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Curious to find out more? Here are some of the ways technology is likely affecting your office space:

Smart sensors are increasingly
being used to manage room
temperature, air quality, and
occupancy levels in buildings.
These kind of sensors can now
be monitored and controlled
remotely.

And here’s how
technology is affecting
your work today:

Automated systems and
processes help things tick over
with minimal human intervention.
If you work in large-scale industry,
including manufacturing, mining or
construction, you’re likely already
using these systems every day.

Improvements in communication
and remote working are seeing
many offices downscale, or close
down completely. In the US,
two thirds of businesses have
permanently closed some or all of
their office space since March 2020.

It’s all in the cloud. Local data storage is a thing of the past. It’s risky, cumbersome
and expensive. Now, it all exists in the cloud – but that poses security risks.

Security was important before, but today, it’s business critical. Companies use
complex innovations to protect their data in the hope that they won’t fall prey to a
cyberattack. By 2025, global cyberattacks are expected to cost the world $10 trillion.

Immersive and collaborative tools get the job done. You have probably
used several – Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Slack, Asana – just today. The next step,
say the experts, is virtual reality meetings.

Virtual assistants are everywhere. They are helping people at all levels of
an organisation to answer questions quickly, gather data and manage logistics.

Some of the shifts in how we’re working – the new tools and devices that we use – integrate so seamlessly into
our lives that we don’t even realise they’re there. But pay attention, and you might realise that the way you’re
working today is very different to how you were working just a few years ago.
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The latest
innovations
for people with
disabilities.
For years, technological innovations
have played a major role in helping
to meet the needs of people with
disabilities. And as AI, machine
learning and robotics continue to
evolve, these innovations are only
getting smarter and stronger.
Use your smartphone’s camera
to scan this code to learn
more about technological
innovations for the disabled.

Let’s take a look at some of the latest innovations available.
FOR THOSE WHO ARE HARD OF HEARING
A cognitive hearing aid developed by researchers at Columbia University
might help to improve how traditional hearing aids work. The device
monitors your brain activity to identify which voice you’re focusing on,
which it then magnifies, so that you can hear better.
FOR THOSE WHO ARE VISUALLY IMPAIRED
An AI app developed by Microsoft uses your smartphone’s camera to describe
the world around you in words. It can recognise people you know, read
screen-based and hard-copy content, and even scan barcodes to give you
a description of a particular product.
FOR THOSE WHO ARE PARALYSED
A bionic exoskeleton has been designed to help people who are paralysed
to stand and walk. These wearable structures help you to be more mobile
and increase your levels of endurance. In the future, exoskeletons may
replace wheelchairs.
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Looking for balance?

10 tips on escaping the digital world.
At times, our digital interactions can feel non-stop. We check our email on
our phones before we’ve had our morning coffee, and then sit down in front of
our laptops, only to switch seamlessly between countless programmes for hours
on end. Later, we use our phones to Google a restaurant recommendation, to watch
TV when we’re done, and then climb into bed only to scroll through social media.

Do you feel like you’re living too much of your life in the digital world?
If you do, you’re not alone.
Research suggests that South Africans are among the world’s biggest screentime consumers, spending around 10 hours and 46 minutes per day in front
of a screen. That’s almost 70% of our waking hours. Making a concerted effort
to manage your digital interactions better, and to unplug from time to time,
can help to reduce stress and anxiety, improve your sleeping patterns, and even
to make you more productive.

16

Here are a few tips to help you:
Stop double-screening. Even if you are in front of a screen, pay attention to one task at a time.

Create tech-free spaces. Start with your dining room table and your bedroom.

Read a physical book for at least 30 minutes as often as you can.

Turn off as many of your notifications as possible. Those constant pings are distracting.

Meditate more often. Establishing this sort of practice can help you stay focused and present.

Exercise – outdoors if you can. Getting into nature can help you to recharge.

Track the time you spend online. This might help you be more conscious about diminishing it.

Use technology to your advantage. There are many apps that can help to make your life easier.

Buy an old-fashioned alarm clock, and put your phone in another room when you sleep.

Go on a digital detox from time to time and unplug completely.
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Are 4IR technologies
a threat to childhood?
Technology often has a bit of a bad reputation among parents –and not without reason.
Children who spend too much time plugged into digital devices tend to interact with other children less and can
develop behavioural problems, anxiety and depression, or learning disabilities. They can also be exposed to content
that isn’t appropriate for their age, or fall victim to the crime of cyberbullying.

But is all technology bad for children, or are there
some that can have a positive impact on children’s
lives? What about 4IR innovations in particular?
Children today, who are exposed to 4IR technologies
in controlled environments, such as schools, can
experience massive benefits. Learning to code, playing
with robots, and experiencing virtual and augmented
reality can teach them how to problem-solve, think
creatively, and imagine new and better ways of doing
things.
By depriving children of the opportunity to work with
all the right technology in a safe and very stimulating
environment, we could be limiting the growth of the
next generation of 4IR – or 5IR! – pioneers. Maybe
there’s a balance to be struck.
Use your smartphone’s camera
to scan this code to take a look
at our Cloudebate, “Is 4IR the
demise of childhood?”
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Educating yourself
in a virtual world.
Once, formal education took place in a building. You had to travel to a particular place where certain
people would teach you very specific subjects. If this was out of your reach due to your financial or
geographic circumstances, you were often eventually excluded from the education system.
However, gradually – and fortunately – things are changing.
Increasingly, students are able to access world-class programmes taught by international experts from major
universities from the comfort of their own homes. Online learning, particularly since the pandemic, has become
so commonplace that brick-and-mortar institutions now offer it as a matter of course (pardon the pun!).
What’s more, 4IR technologies are helping to make these courses more interactive, engaging and immersive.
At UJ, an advanced diploma in real estate is available for students to study remotely, complete with all 3D
renderings and simulations.
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The Future.
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