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“In the year 2020, at the beginning of the Fourth Industrial Revolution – many new forms of technology will 
begin to overlap, converge and integrate – for a transformation that will be unlike anything humankind has 
experienced before.”  
 
Sounds like the beginning to a sci-fi novel, right? We think so too, but believe it or not, at the World 
Economic Forum in 2016, the impact of developing technologies on future industries was the main topic of 
discussion. Today, we’d like to take a brief look at the history of industrialization, and look ahead to how 
experts believe technology will develop in the coming years.  
 
The First Industrial Revolution – approximately 1760 - 1840 
The First Industrial Revolution is characterized by the use of water and steam to mechanize production. 
Before the development of machines powered by steam and water, most goods were created through hand 
production methods. The new developments of this time brought about the rise of the factory system, with 
the dominant industry being textile production. Other important advancements include iron production and 
coal power.  
 
Second Industrial Revolution – 1870 – 1914 
Also known as the Technological Revolution. Key innovations of this time were the establishment of the 
machine tool industry (using machines to shape metal), development of interchangeable parts (easy 
replication and repair of devices) and the invention of the Bessemer Process (mass production of steel). 
These advancements in manufacturing and production enabled easier access to technologies that were 
previously available in limited capacities – such as the telegraph, railroad networks, gas and water supply, 
and sewage systems. During the latter half of the Second Industrial Revolution, further advancements 
included paper manufacturing, electrification, and the automobile.  
 
Third Industrial Revolution – 1940’s/50’s - present 
Also referred to as the Information Revolution or the Digital Revolution. This time period saw the 
introduction and advancement of computers and digital record keeping, as well as major advancements in 
communication, including cellular phones and the internet. In later years, many processes became 
automated - manufacturing jobs required less human capital over time and began utilizing robotics at an 
increasing rate, and banks and retailers offer services such as ATMs and online purchasing. Access to 
information has been a driving force of how businesses operate – with marketing, production, and 
development of new products being a result of data analysis and projections for future revenue. In 2005, 
approximately 1 billion people had access to the internet, in 2012, that number doubled to 2 billion users.  
 
The Fourth Industrial Revolution and Projections for the Future 
You’ll note that the first three industrial revolutions are all separated by a significant period of time. You may 
ask why experts consider the coming years to be a new industrial revolution. There are three reasons why 
they are looking at the next phase of development as a separate and distinct fourth industrial revolution: 
velocity, scope, and systems impact. The speed of current breakthroughs has no historical precedent. The 



advancements are taking place at an exponential rather than a linear pace and are disruptive to almost every 
industry worldwide. The impact of upcoming technological advancements may result in (even require) a 
transformation of entire systems of production, management, and governance. The Fourth Industrial 
Revolution is marked by technology breakthroughs in a number of fields, including robotics, artificial 
intelligence, nanotechnology, biotechnology, the Internet of Things, 3D printing, quantum computing, and 
autonomous vehicles. 
  
While these new breakthroughs are very exciting, economists have projected that a new set of challenges 
will accompany the new opportunities offered by the technology. As with all prior industrial revolutions, one 
can expect an increase in the quality of life – as new products and services become available to increase the 
efficiency and pleasure of our personal lives. The challenge may come with the impact on future job markets 
– will automation replace many of the jobs held by humans today – or will it create new jobs that are safer 
and provide oversight to the new systems? Another major challenge will be the impact on governments. 
Consider the changes we see today with access to surveillance through the internet, cell phones, and satellite 
imagery – these changes in technology have required regulations that were not necessary fifty years ago. 
When looking ahead to integrating new technology such as autonomous vehicles, it becomes clear that the 
rules will have to change.  
 
Technology and the disruption that comes with it may seem like an unstoppable force, but ultimately it is one 
in which humans are in control of. As individuals, citizens, and consumers, it is our opportunity to shape the 
direction of this movement – toward a future that reflects our common objectives and values.  
 
For more information about the history of the industrial revolution, or the World Economic Forum and 
speculation about future technology, check out the links in our references. Also, we started off this article 
mentioning the interesting connection between science fiction and the future of economics – if you are 
interested in this, you may also like this article: https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/06/the-poetry-of-
progress.  
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