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The Smartphone Is Dead: Long Live The…
Introduction

On the 9th January, 2007 Steve Jobs, Apple’s CEO announced the launch of the first iPhone. This was a pivotal moment in information access and the convergence of different technologies. In one portable device was an internet browser, a multimedia player, a camera and, not forgetting, an actual phone.
A decade later our smartphones, be them Apple, Android and a smattering of others, have evolved into something more. A hub where our online lives intertwine with reality, where any assistive technology device can connect and how we can find out more about where we are, what is around us and what we want to do.
However some say the smartphone as we know it is dead. Defunct. It's now an item more attuned to a consumable product than a key means of communication. What is going to take its place or, more to the point, was has already? What is around the corner in this changing landscape of information access, what is already here and what we can possibly expect?
In the beginning

In 1926 Nikola Telsa, scientist and inventor was interviewed and described a piece of technology that would “revolutionize” the lives of its users
:

“When wireless is perfectly applied the whole earth will be converted into a huge brain, which in fact it is, all things being particles of a real and rhythmic whole. We shall be able to communicate with one another instantly, irrespective of distance. Not only this, but through television and telephony we shall see and hear one another as perfectly as though we were face to face, despite intervening distances of thousands of miles; and the instruments through which we shall be able to do this will be amazingly simple compared with our present telephone. A man will be able to carry one in his vest pocket.”
Whilst Telsa didn’t refer to what we call it today it’s an otherwise good description of how we view the smartphone today.

It’s often stated that the smartphone came into existence only when the first iPhone was released to the mass market. However smartphones have actually been around in one form or another since 1993
. The first “smartphones” were cost prohibitive for most consumers and were primarily used by businesses: at US$1 100 a bargain. From the outset the cost was reduced if you’d signed up for a 2 year contract with a telecommunications company: a method of purchase still used today. They certainly weren’t accessible.
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Figure 1 Photo of the IBM Simon personal communicator smartphone and stylus alongside an iPhone 4S

Along came accessibility
The first variants of smartphones were not accessible to people with a vision impairment or other disabilities. Whilst there were advancements in assistive technology solutions (e.g. Nuance TALKS and ZOOM and Mobile Speak for Symbian and Windows Mobile devices) it wasn’t until the launch of the iPhone 3GS in 2009 that smartphones became accessible without the need for additional software. Since then there has been significant developments across Android devices so that now, for less than $200, you can get a smartphone with accessibility options including a screen reader right out of the box.

It’s all about the app.

What do we actually use our smartphones for? The mostly frequently downloaded apps depend on the time of year, your demographic and external influences. For example in March 2019 the Google Play Store “top apps” included:
· AFL Live Official App
· Messenger – Facebook
· Netflix

· Spotify

· Uber Eats

· TikTok
However what this doesn’t take into account is what software is already pre-loaded on smartphones by the manufacturer. 
According to the Modern Life Study survey undertaken by Murdoch University in 2018 Australians used their smartphones predominantly for email, social media and texting. (Vernon & Uink, 2018
) The time actually used for making calls was less than 18% of the time. In terms of where we use our smartphones the same research suggests 40% of time users are using their devices in bed and 28% of the time when on the toilet. What we are accessing however depends on the age group in question: the younger the age the greater proportion of time spent on social media. And it probably also relates on what activity you are doing at the time.
For people with a vision impairment the most favoured apps tend to gravitate to those related to audio book readers, navigation aids and using on demand transport. The importance of the current smartphone also can’t be understated:
“Personally I feel that the smart phone has opened so many doors for vision impaired people, its compact, and does several functions, whereas before once upon a time a vision impaired person [sic] had to carry around several devices, a GPS, a note taker, a watch, an audio book player (Walkman), a radio, a hand held magnifier, audio recorder, etc. I could go on. We could never carry around a portable scanner to read print on the go. It has revolutionized my life.
”
Today the right app has the potential to make your purse or wallet redundant via contactless payments and services offered by Apple Pay and Google Pay. The uptake of HTML 5 and responsive website design can also mean web content can be more accessible if you access the mobile site on a smartphone rather than the traditional desktop version.
The rise of the wearables
At the Consumer Electronics Show (CES) in Las Vegas, USA in 2014 a plethora of smart watches began to appear. These devices were essentially an extension of the smartphone and provided a different method of interaction. Duly noted though if you left your smartphone at home you didn’t have access to the full functionality your smartwatch could provide. Despite latter versions providing the capabilities to make and receive calls the smartwatch still requires a smartphone in the background.
When Microsoft released Seeing AI in 2016 it was designed as an app for iOS devices to enable people with a vision impairment to describe people, text and objects around them. The research was conducted in a partnership with Pivothead, a company focussed on creating eyewear with embedded cameras. Once paired wirelessly with a smartphone all features of the Seeing AI app could be accessed via the glasses regardless of where the smartphone was positioned on your body.
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Figure 2 Photo of Pivothead Smart 2 Glasses

As the latest Google Pixel 2 and Apple iPhones hit the market in 2017/2018 the concept of the electronic SIM (eSIM) was introduced. Seen as the next evolution in connectivity the eSIM eradicated the need for a physical SIM card tray. With this development came the possibility of questioning whether the bulk of a physical smartphone is actually necessary and whether this could be incorporated into a wearable device like smartglasses or headphones. The one limitation still faced for the full scale roll out of the eSIM is its support by the major telecommunications carriers.
Ring the death knell

At the Mobile World Conference (MWC) in Barcelona, Spain in 2019 it was all about delivering smartphones that were bigger, could fold, bend and wrap around your wrist. At previous conferences there was more focus on making smartphones that were thinner and easier to carry. All these current approaches were to capture the markets interest, about bringing “the next best thing” but in reality who would want or need a smartphone that can fold open to create a 7.3” tablet (Samsung Galaxy Fold), handle five camera sensors (Nokia 9 PureView) or have a battery capable of 1200 hours on standby and wouldn’t fit into any pocket? (Energizer Power Max P18K) And would people consider spending over $2000 on such a smartphone?
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Figure 3 Photo of the Energizer Power Max P18K Pop next to the Galaxy S10 Plus
.

Whilst the major focus at these conferences is on what is possible there is a growing trend for the release of minimalist mobiles: reversing the trend of attempting to put more on a device but rather less. At MWC 2019 the Swiss company Punkt sold out all its stock. What did its phone offer? A monochrome screen, a physical, tactile numeric keypad and no social media apps to speak of.
But why the radical differences in smartphones being released? Moore’s Law, a computing term from the 1970’s relates to how the overall processing power of computers will double every two years. We are close to reaching the boundaries of what can be fit into a single rectangular piece of metal or plastic like a smartphone hence the reinvention of its design into something less sleek and/or less sophisticated. Based on announcements at MWC 2018 and 2019 it could be concluded smartphone designers and manufacturers are struggling for direction. Are we now seeing the end of the smartphone and a return to more minimalist design? Are we seeing the evolution of what the smartphone can do into something more useable, more functional and more accessible to all not just physically but financially?
Be gone the screen, hello…?
With the rise of the Internet of Things (IoT) we are now faced with the possibilities of managing all we could through a smartphone simply through voice. The IoT is defined as “…the enabling of advanced services by interconnecting both physical and virtual things based on existing and evolving interoperable information and communication technologies” (International Telecommunications Union, 2012 – sourced from Scott Hollier, Leanne McRae, Katie Ellis and Mike Kent, “Internet of Things (IoT): Education”, 2017) The Amazon Echo Dot, Google Home, Alexa are all IoT enable devices making their way into people’s homes and provide access to the majority of the apps used on smartphones. There is no physical object to hold, to manipulate and operate. For people with a hearing impairment IoT devices with a screen give the potential for people to interact and control their devices via AUSLAN. Work undertaken by SignAloud at the University of Washington has shown the possibilities albeit in the early stages.
Wearables have evolved considerably since their first iteration and now incorporate elements of augmentative reality technologies and apps to make them truly independent of a tethered smartphone. In 2019 Aira announced their partnership with Bose around the use of their smartglasses focussed on the use of augmentative reality technology. These smartglasses applied the principles of AR to sound and not visuals. [image: image4.jpg]



Figure 4 Photo of Bose AR glasses
.

The Modern Life Study survey undertaken by Murdoch University identified our patterns of communicating are changing. With the availability of different cross platform messaging apps like WhatsApp, Telegram and Viber more people are communicating via the internet rather than traditional means like texting or a telephone call. As the 5G network becomes a reality is this when we will see a convergence of IoT devices and wearables and the final demise of the smartphone? A lot will come down to the effectiveness the use of artificial intelligence (AI) in interpreting what information we are trying to source.
AI and machine learning still have a way to go. In her book “Invisible Women: Data Bias in a World of Designed for Men” Caroline Criado Perez noted voice and facial recognition software are predominately based and trained on databases of male, Anglo-Saxon people. She also noted the data algorithms are proprietary software and not open for scrutiny and accuracy. The current challenge of the industry is how to address this bias to make AI a game-changing technology that is ethical and accurate. And then what about the security of the data received through these interactions? There are many unanswered questions.
The future

So in reality is the smartphone really dead or are we just seeing its gradual decline into irrelevance? This will come down to what evolves with the human-machine interface or how we interact with the information we want or need to. We already have wearables and the IoT. When these become seamlessly integrated you could question the relevance of the smartphone. Answer a call, send a message, check the weather, make a post, hear that audio book, find those directions. It might soon be as simple as saying a word or phrase or making a particular gesture.
Only then can we say the smartphone is dead: may it rest in peace.
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