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Telecommunications and Society 

 

Telecommunication involves sending messages for the purpose of 

communication. Telecommunications is a general term for a vast array of 

technologies that send information over distances. Mobile phones, land lines, 

satellite phones and voice over Internet protocol (VoIP) are all telephony 

technologies -- just one field of telecommunications. Radio, television and 

networks are a few more examples of telecommunication. 

 

 

3.1 Society 

 

Telecommunication has a significant social, cultural and economic impact on 

modern society. In 2008, estimates placed the telecommunication industry's 

revenue at $4.7 trillion or just under 3 percent of the gross world product (official 

exchange rate).[10] Several following sections discuss the impact of 

telecommunication on society. 

 

Economic impact 

Microeconomics 

On the microeconomic scale, companies have used telecommunications to help 

build global business empires. This is self-evident in the case of online retailer 

Amazon.com but, according to academic Edward Lenert, even the conventional 

retailer Wal-Mart has benefited from better telecommunication infrastructure 

compared to its competitors.[45] In cities throughout the world, home owners use 

their telephones to order and arrange a variety of home services ranging from pizza 

deliveries to electricians. Even relatively poor communities have been noted to use 

telecommunication to their advantage. In Bangladesh's Narshingdi district, isolated 

villagers use cellular phones to speak directly to wholesalers and arrange a better 

price for their goods. In Côte d'Ivoire, coffee growers share mobile phones to 

follow hourly variations in coffee prices and sell at the best price.[46] 

 

 

 

Macroeconomics 

On the macroeconomic scale, Lars-Hendrik Röller and Leonard Waverman 

suggested a causal link between good telecommunication infrastructure and 

economic growth.[47] Few dispute the existence of a correlation although some 

argue it is wrong to view the relationship as causal.[48] 
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Because of the economic benefits of good telecommunication infrastructure, there 

is increasing worry about the inequitable access to telecommunication services 

amongst various countries of the world—this is known as the digital divide. A 

2003 survey by the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) revealed that 

roughly a third of countries have fewer than one mobile subscription for every 20 

people and one-third of countries have fewer than one land-line telephone 

subscription for every 20 people. In terms of Internet access, roughly half of all 

countries have fewer than one out of 20 people with Internet access. From this 

information, as well as educational data, the ITU was able to compile an index that 

measures the overall ability of citizens to access and use information and 

communication technologies. Using this measure, Sweden, Denmark and Iceland 

received the highest ranking while the African countries Nigeria, Burkina Faso and 

Mali received the lowest. 

 

Social impact 

Telecommunication has played a significant role in social relationships. 

Nevertheless devices like the telephone system were originally advertised with an 

emphasis on the practical dimensions of the device (such as the ability to conduct 

business or order home services) as opposed to the social dimensions. It was not 

until the late 1920s and 1930s that the social dimensions of the device became a 

prominent theme in telephone advertisements. New promotions started appealing 

to consumers' emotions, stressing the importance of social conversations and 

staying connected to family and friends. 

 

Since then the role that telecommunications has played in social relations has 

become increasingly important. In recent years, the popularity of social networking 

sites has increased dramatically. These sites allow users to communicate with each 

other as well as post photographs, events and profiles for others to see. The profiles 

can list a person's age, interests, sexual preference and relationship status. In this 

way, these sites can play important role in everything from organizing social 

engagements to courtship. 

 

Prior to social networking sites, technologies like short message service (SMS) and 

the telephone also had a significant impact on social interactions. In 2000, market 

research group Ipsos MORI reported that 81% of 15 to 24 year-old SMS users in 

the United Kingdom had used the service to coordinate social arrangements and 

42% to flirt. 

 

Other impacts 
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In cultural terms, telecommunication has increased the public's ability to access 

music and film. With television, people can watch films they have not seen before 

in their own home without having to travel to the video store or cinema. With radio 

and the Internet, people can listen to music they have not heard before without 

having to travel to the music store. 

 

Telecommunication has also transformed the way people receive their news. A 

survey led in 2006 by the non-profit Pew Internet and American Life Project found 

that when just over 3,000 people living in the United States were asked where they 

got their news "yesterday", more people said television or radio than newspapers. 

The results are summarized in the following table (the percentages add up to more 

than 100% because people were able to specify more than one source).  

 

Local TV.  National TV  Radio Local paper Internet National paper 

59%             47%    44% 38%.   23%        12% 

 

 Telecommunication has had an equally significant impact on advertising. TNS 

Media Intelligence reported that in 2007, 58% of advertising expenditure in the 

United States was spent on mediums that depend upon telecommunication.The 

results are summarized in the following table. 

 
     Internet.Radio.Cable Syndicated  Spot. Network Newspaper Magazine Outdoor Total 

                   TV.     TV       TV.    TV        

Percent 7.6%.7.2%  12.1%. 2.8       11.3%    17.1%.     18.9%  20.4%    2.7%     100% 

$11.31 bil $10.69 bil $18.02 bil $4.17 bil $16.82 bil $25.42 bil $28.22 bil $30.33 bil $4.02 bil $149 bil 

 

Government 

 

Many countries have enacted legislation which conforms to the International 

Telecommunication Regulations established by the International 

Telecommunication Union (ITU), which is the "leading UN agency for information 

and communication technology issues." In 1947, at the Atlantic City Conference, 

the ITU decided to "afford international protection to all frequencies registered in a 

new international frequency list and used in conformity with the Radio 

Regulation." According to the ITU's Radio Regulations adopted in Atlantic City, 

all frequencies referenced in the International Frequency Registration Board, 

examined by the board and registered on the International Frequency List "shall 

have the right to international protection from harmful interference." 

 

From a global perspective, there have been political debates and legislation 

regarding the management of telecommunication and broadcasting. The history of 
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broadcasting discusses some debates in relation to balancing conventional 

communication such as printing and telecommunication such as radio 

broadcasting. The onset of World War II brought on the first explosion of 

international broadcasting propaganda. Countries, their governments, insurgents, 

terrorists, and militiamen have all used telecommunication and broadcasting 

techniques to promote propaganda. Patriotic propaganda for political movements 

and colonization started the mid-1930s. In 1936, the BBC broadcast propaganda to 

the Arab World to partly counter similar broadcasts from Italy, which also had 

colonial interests in North Africa. 

 

Modern insurgents, such as those in the latest Iraq war, often use intimidating 

telephone calls, SMSs and the distribution of sophisticated videos of an attack on 

coalition troops within hours of the operation. "The Sunni insurgents even have 

their own television station, Al-Zawraa, which while banned by the Iraqi 

government, still broadcasts from Erbil, Iraqi Kurdistan, even as coalition pressure 

has forced it to switch satellite hosts several times." 

 

Modern 

Worldwide equipment sales According to data collected by Gartner and Ars 

Technica sales of main consumer's telecommunication equipment worldwide in 

millions of units was: 

 
Equipment / year 1975. 1980 1985. 1990. 1994. 1996 1998  2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 

Computers       0      1   8 20 40.  75.   100   135 130 175 230 280 

Cell phones  N/A N/A N/A N/A.    N/A.  N/A. 180  400 420 660 830 1000 

 

 

3.2 Telephone 

 

Optical fiber provides cheaper bandwidth for long distance communication. 

In an analog telephone network, the caller is connected to the person they want to 

talk to by switches at various telephone exchanges. The switches form an electrical 

connection between the two users and the setting of these switches is determined 

electronically when the caller dials the number. Once the connection is made, the 

caller's voice is transformed to an electrical signal using a small microphone in the 

caller's handset. This electrical signal is then sent through the network to the user at 

the other end where it is transformed back into sound by a small speaker in that 

person's handset. There is a separate electrical connection that works in reverse, 

allowing the users to converse. 
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The landline telephones in most residential homes are analog—that is, the 

speaker's voice directly determines the signal's voltage. Although short-distance 

calls may be handled from end-to-end as analog signals, increasingly telephone 

service providers are transparently converting the signals to digital for transmission 

before converting them back to analog for reception. The advantage of this is that 

digitized voice data can travel side-by-side with data from the Internet and can be 

perfectly reproduced in long distance communication (as opposed to analog signals 

that are inevitably impacted by noise). 

 

Mobile phones have had a significant impact on telephone networks. Mobile phone 

subscriptions now outnumber fixed-line subscriptions in many markets. Sales of 

mobile phones in 2005 totaled 816.6 million with that figure being almost equally 

shared amongst the markets of Asia/Pacific (204 m), Western Europe (164 m), 

CEMEA (Central Europe, the Middle East and Africa) (153.5 m), North America 

(148 m) and Latin America (102 m). In terms of new subscriptions over the five 

years from 1999, Africa has outpaced other markets with 58.2% growth. 

Increasingly these phones are being serviced by systems where the voice content is 

transmitted digitally such as GSM or W-CDMA with many markets choosing to 

depreciate analog systems such as AMPS.  

 

There have also been dramatic changes in telephone communication behind the 

scenes. Starting with the operation of TAT-8 in 1988, the 1990s saw the 

widespread adoption of systems based on optical fibers. The benefit of 

communicating with optic fibers is that they offer a drastic increase in data 

capacity. TAT-8 itself was able to carry 10 times as many telephone calls as the 

last copper cable laid at that time and today's optic fibre cables are able to carry 25 

times as many telephone calls as TAT-8.This increase in data capacity is due to 

several factors: First, optic fibres are physically much smaller than competing 

technologies. Second, they do not suffer from crosstalk which means several 

hundred of them can be easily bundled together in a single cable. Lastly, 

improvements in multiplexing have led to an exponential growth in the data 

capacity of a single fibre.  

 

Assisting communication across many modern optic fibre networks is a protocol 

known as Asynchronous Transfer Mode (ATM). The ATM protocol allows for the 

side-by-side data transmission mentioned in the second paragraph. It is suitable for 

public telephone networks because it establishes a pathway for data through the 

network and associates a traffic contract with that pathway. The traffic contract is 

essentially an agreement between the client and the network about how the 

network is to handle the data; if the network cannot meet the conditions of the 
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traffic contract it does not accept the connection. This is important because 

telephone calls can negotiate a contract so as to guarantee themselves a constant bit 

rate, something that will ensure a caller's voice is not delayed in parts or cut off 

completely. There are competitors to ATM, such as Multiprotocol Label Switching 

(MPLS), that perform a similar task and are expected to supplant ATM in the 

future. 

 

3.3 Radio, Television and Broadcasting 

 

Digital television standards and their adoption worldwide 

In a broadcast system, the central high-powered broadcast tower transmits a high-

frequency electromagnetic wave to numerous low-powered receivers. The high-

frequency wave sent by the tower is modulated with a signal containing visual or 

audio information. The receiver is then tuned so as to pick up the high-frequency 

wave and a demodulator is used to retrieve the signal containing the visual or audio 

information. The broadcast signal can be either analog (signal is varied 

continuously with respect to the information) or digital (information is encoded as 

a set of discrete values). 

 

The broadcast media industry is at a critical turning point in its development, with 

many countries moving from analog to digital broadcasts. This move is made 

possible by the production of cheaper, faster and more capable integrated circuits. 

The chief advantage of digital broadcasts is that they prevent a number of 

complaints common to traditional analog broadcasts. For television, this includes 

the elimination of problems such as snowy pictures, ghosting and other distortion. 

These occur because of the nature of analog transmission, which means that 

perturbations due to noise will be evident in the final output. Digital transmission 

overcomes this problem because digital signals are reduced to discrete values upon 

reception and hence small perturbations do not affect the final output. In a 

simplified example, if a binary message 1011 was transmitted with signal 

amplitudes [1.0 0.0 1.0 1.0] and received with signal amplitudes [0.9 0.2 1.1 0.9] it 

would still decode to the binary message 1011 — a perfect reproduction of what 

was sent. From this example, a problem with digital transmissions can also be seen 

in that if the noise is great enough it can significantly alter the decoded message. 

Using forward error correction a receiver can correct a handful of bit errors in the 

resulting message but too much noise will lead to incomprehensible output and 

hence a breakdown of the transmission. 

 

In digital television broadcasting, there are three competing standards that are 

likely to be adopted worldwide. These are the ATSC, DVB and ISDB standards; 
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the adoption of these standards thus far is presented in the captioned map. All three 

standards use MPEG-2 for video compression. ATSC uses Dolby Digital AC-3 for 

audio compression, ISDB uses Advanced Audio Coding (MPEG-2 Part 7) and 

DVB has no standard for audio compression but typically uses MPEG-1 Part 3 

Layer 2. The choice of modulation also varies between the schemes. In digital 

audio broadcasting, standards are much more unified with practically all countries 

choosing to adopt the Digital Audio Broadcasting standard (also known as the 

Eureka 147 standard). The exception is the United States which has chosen to 

adopt HD Radio. HD Radio, unlike Eureka 147, is based upon a transmission 

method known as in-band on-channel transmission that allows digital information 

to "piggyback" on normal AM or FM analog transmissions. 

 

However, despite the pending switch to digital, analog television remains being 

transmitted in most countries. An exception is the United States that ended analog 

television transmission (by all but the very low-power TV stations) on 12 June 

2009 after twice delaying the switchover deadline. For analog television, there are 

three standards in use for broadcasting color TV (see a map on adoption here). 

These are known as PAL (German designed), NTSC (North American designed), 

and SECAM (French designed). (It is important to understand that these are the 

ways of sending color TV, and they do not have anything to do with the standards 

for black & white TV, which also vary from country to country.) For analog radio, 

the switch to digital radio is made more difficult by the fact that analog receivers 

are sold at a small fraction of the price of digital receivers. The choice of 

modulation for analog radio is typically between amplitude (AM) or frequency 

modulation (FM). To achieve stereo playback, an amplitude modulated subcarrier 

is used for stereo FM. 
 


