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scientific value as the flight might have be dumped. As would become evident 
had. Because helium has less lifting capac- three decades later, the debate over 
ity than hydrogen, half the scientific equip- manned-versus-unmanned exploration of 
ment that was supposed be aboard had to the high frontier was far from over. 
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It was the bright world of tomorrow. Solar u 

cells and nuclear fusion were to provide 
pollution-free electricity, automobiles 
were to run on batteries. factories were to 
rely extensively on robots, and videotex 
terminals were to be important fixtures in 
American homes. But the technological fu- 
ture envisioned just a few years ago has 
failed to arrive, notes Brody, a senior edi- 
tor of Technology Review. Innovations like 
nuclear fusion "seem. as alwavs. to be at 
least a decade from practicality." 

That's the way it usually goes with ex- 
perts' technological forecasts, Brody says. 
And the result, he adds. is not iust red faces 
but misspent scientific careers and 
misallocated money for research. 

Why are the much-publicized predic- 
tions so often wrong? Several factors are 
involved, according to Brody. One is con- 
flicts of interest. "Interested parties in- 
clude not only the companies that stand to 
make money from a technology but also 
scientists whose funding grows and wanes 
with the level of oublic excitement." Re- 
searchers working on nuclear fusion, for 
instance, "have kept up a steady barrage of 
'breakthrough' reports since the mid- 
1970s." 

Consulting firms such as Dataquest and 
Business Communications, which analyze 
the business potential of emerging tech- 
nologies, feed the bonfires of optimism. 
"Over the past decade," Brody writes, 

"outfits like these have foretold billion-dol- 
lar markets for artificial intelligence, 
videotex, and virtually every other new 
technology that laboratories have re- 
ported." Part of the problem is that the 
market researchers survey the wrong peo- 
ple: the new technology's vendors. Survey- 
ing potential buyers would make for more 
realistic projections, but also would be 
much more expensive. 

The news media; of course, are ever 
willing to give hype a hand. Once pub- 
lished, the forecasts of "the experts" take 
on a life of their own. 

False optimism about new technologies 
is also encouraged by underestimating the 
potential of old ones. "Theoretically, it's 
been possible for the past 25 years for 
computers to eliminate photographic 
film," says Du Font executive Alexander 
MacLachlan. But thanks to continuing 
chemical refinements, he notes, silver-ha- 
lide film has remained in the center of the 
picture. 

"Any truly revolutionary technology de- 
fies easy prediction," Brody says. Com- 
puter designers in the mid-1970s still 
aimed to build ever larger behemoths. 
Few appreciated the value of personal ma- 
chines. In fact, Brody says, from IBM's 
study then of what computer users said 
they wanted, the firm "reportedly 
concluded. . . that PCs would appeal only 
to a small group of hobbyists." 
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Some specialists are worried that the economist PaulaStephan. She thinks there 
United States is producing too few scien- already are far too many of them, reports 
tists, but not Georgia State University Holden, a Science writer. 
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