Ubiquity
For all the perceived magic of networks, they’re still largely made up of physical objects. Cables, computers, servers, routers – all the high-tech machinery that makes electricity do tricks like near-instant communication. It’s clever, but it’s no mystery – like one of those magician’s tricks where you can guess how it’s done.

But what if networks were like air? Always on, rarely thought about, absolutely everywhere? And what if those networks included, not just computers, but many other physical objects, and even ourselves? Now that’s real magic. 

It’s a mind-boggling thought. But be prepared to boggle – it’s almost here. 

The branch of technology that deals in those universal connections is called ‘ubiquity’. And, unsurprisingly, Atos have their own ubiquitous expert. 

Guy Lidbetter isn’t, as yet, everywhere but he certainly has been in many places; with nearly 25 years experience in the IT industry, Guy has held numerous technical and management positions in Sema Group, SchlumbergerSema and Atos Origin. 

He’s also a founder member of the Atos Scientific Community, and is responsible for setting Technical and Innovation Strategy across the IT infrastructure stack for Atos Global Managed Services, increasingly to cloud-based as well as traditionally outsourced IT services. 

Sounds great. What does all that mean? In short, Guy is tackling some very big questions around the future of technology. For instance, what happens when we reach the technological singularity and networks become a web of invisible, universal connections?

And what does that mean for sport? Guy is handily placed to answer that question too – he has a passion for sport, in particular Chelsea FC, baseball’s Atlanta Braves, rugby union, cricket and golf. And he’s been taking a very close look at how ubiquity will affect the Olympics.

“Ubiquity,” he explains, “is about the merging of things that have historically been separate. The world is connected today – tomorrow it will be even more so. The number of variables could be almost infinite. And it’s a chance for the Olympic movement to answer some very big questions indeed in time for 2020.

“One of the biggest is ‘how does it connect to its audience’? At the moment, the Olympics is delivered as a physical thing but from a sustainability perspective, with cloud computing and ubiquitous networks, that looks almost old-fashioned.

“Does it have to be hosted by just one city, for instance? There are very few cities on the planet that have the capacity to host an Olympics, with its demands on infrastructure, funding, facilities and manpower. So why not use the technology available and open it up to a number of cities?

“We could create a much more virtual experience. Maybe not quite by 2020, but further ahead we could see the Olympics being hosted in 10 separate cities, but distributed in such a way that wherever you are, you get the full experience.

“Imagine a 100m sprint final with eight people – none of them in the same place. Technically it’s conceivable, if not quite possible yet. 

“By that time there will be a great deal of blurring of boundaries between the real and the virtual experience. The Olympic movement will be well placed to make full use of that technology.

“The 2020 Olympics will be the greatest show on earth. The Olympic organisation has the widest audience of any sporting event, but there are many areas where ubiquity – as well as cloud computing and social media – can add even more to its appeal. 

“For instance, the Olympic movement hasn’t fully embraced social networking yet. That will happen, though, and that will make it more of a persistent event between Olympic events. Very few people are terribly interested in the Olympics in the four years between each games, which is a shame because there are a lot of interesting elements to the build-up process, but that will change. It will become more of a long-term attraction, and be more involving and immersive for fans.

“That will happen in sport generally anyway – and that’s a good example of how ubiquity will have an impact. Many sports already generate a great deal of data, Formula One, for instance, already has excellent telemetry. The quality and quantity of input is enormous.

“Other sports are catching up. Physical sensors for athletes, providing data on performance, positioning, impact and much other information are starting to arrive.

“Fans will love player trackers – the data is available; it’s just a case of getting it out into the network. And that’s a case of ubiquity feeding into social media to provide a new experience for supporters. As a single point of contact becomes the norm – one mobile device or screen which does everything – the process will be far more integrated. 

“Fans will be able to get the information they want; users will choose and the systems will learn their behaviour. 

“There are great opportunities in that for broadcasters, clubs and sports organisations. Who will own that data? And who will provide the channel to get it to the fans? Who will replace the current broadcasting networks – or will they shift across to social media and rework their offering?

“Organisations may try to gain ownership of data – controlling access and monetising that control. However, some things will be charged for and some won’t. There will still be some ‘free-to-air’ content, but more detailed and customisable data could become a premium, chargeable item. 

“As far as athletes and coaches go, though, real-time analysis of data will become an accepted norm. When we watch a motor sport event we already see engineers with a bank of screens, analysing the data that’s coming back during races  and making adjustments.

“But that will inevitably trickle down to sports that are physical rather than mechanical. How long will it be until we see Usain Bolt’s coach with a laptop, checking physiological data in real time?

“Referees and officials will also have real-time data to rely on and inform their decisions. There are certain obstacles to that – a referee’s decision has to be final, and fans are not keen on long delays caused by technology, like an off-pitch official checking video replays – but one good example of how ubiquity works in that arena is the use of goal-line sensors in ice hockey. If the puck crosses the line an alarm goes off. There is no doubt, and it’s instant.

“Some sports have been slow to embrace this, but it has to happen. It can only lead to greater transparency and fairer decisions, which is a good thing.”

Ubiquity is coming. And from fans, players, officials and coaches right up to the Olympic organisation itself, it will completely shift our ideas on what sport is about. To use a sporting metaphor, this is a game-changer.

