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The philosopher and 
economist Karl Marx wrote in 
one of his tracts that “all that 

is solid melts into air”, signifying the 
shifting relationships among societal 
categories brought upon by the rise of 
industrialisation and capitalism in 19th 
century Europe. This powerful notion, 
that divisions and categories never ful-
ly ossify, plays itself out in many forms 
and contexts, not least in the world 
of technology – a world in which the 
only constant is change.

In this fast-moving industry, there 
is no better example of the speed of 
change (and the challenge we face be-
cause of it) than in the rise of consum-
er-driven technology. In fact, IT has 
become “consumerised” and the lead-
ing indicators of change fall squarely 
in the world of the personal, with huge 
effects on business and life. This phe-
nomenon takes a number of forms: 

1. The Web 2.0 world is about the 
read/write Internet; writing to the 
Internet is almost all about the writ-
er’s role as consumer. 

2. Consumer applications and technol-
ogies are creating a “halo” effect for 
business. 

3. The core plumbing of the Internet 
is being planned for and tested be-
cause of the consumerisation of IT.

4. IT formations like help desks must 
plan for, deal with and learn from 
the blurring lines of distinction be-
tween home-use and business-use 
technologies.

5. People make decisions, and these 
people are consumers just as they 
are professionals. 

6. A person’s “favourite” technology is 
almost always a consumer product, 
not a business product.

The implications are profound and 
categories are interchangeable, as you 
can see in just a handful of examples. A 
friend of mine in a technology-driven 
company told me that fully 8 percent 
of all help desk calls in his company 

are because of iTunes updates. Cisco’s 
white paper ‘The Exabyte Era’ begins 
with two points – that the Internet 
is not collapsing under the weight of 
streaming video and that YouTube is 
just the beginning. Apple Corporation 
had almost 10 percent of the retail lap-
top market during March 2007, accord-
ing to an NDP Group report – the halo 
effect of the iPod at work. Microsoft is 
investing heavily in areas like gaming, 
music, digital photography and video 
hosting. And finally, companies today 
hold meetings in Second Life.

Moreover, technology brands have 
been elevated and genericised to the 
rarefied air of permanence. People 
“Google” things, they all talk about 
iPods, they “myspace” themselves and 
they play “Xbox®”. An emotional con-
nection has been built between peo-
ple and their technologies, and the 
effect of this connection works tran-

sitively from office, to home, back to 
office and then onto their regard for 
the companies that build these devic-
es, applications, Web sites and commu-
nities. As we build perceptions – good, 
bad or neutral – these very perceptions 
live with us in both our personal and 
professional incarnations. 

What is relevant to an individual, 
therefore, is a complex matter. And a 
fundamental culture shift is neces-
sary if companies are to meet the si-
multaneous challenge of scaling their 
messages, showing intimacy and car-
ing for their customers. In an earlier 
era, before deep specialisation in roles, 
generic messages were the substance 
of marketing. Conversely, in recent 
years, “focused” messaging has been 
the rage, allowing laser-like precision 
against such categories as job title, au-
dience segment, company size and spe-
cific technologies. What has been lost, 
however, is the fact that indeed all that 
is solid melts into air and appealing to 
people in their personal/consumer in-
carnations is the way – the only way – 
to build a connection and to be ahead 
of the curve. 

To be fungible means to be in-
terchangeable and to lack hard dis-
tinctions among categories. In other  
words, we can no longer erect walls 
between our notions of consumer and 
business technologies. The consumeri-
sation of IT is here, and the future is 
indeed fungible. ■
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