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Praise for Powerful Times


“Eamonn Kelly's imagination is grave, prehensile, and informed by a splendid breadth of context. This is an absolutely fascinating book, and one I look forward to re-reading at the earliest opportunity.”

—William Gibson, science fiction writer, author of Neuromancer and Pattern Recognition




“The world is changing fast in ways we dimly comprehend. Eamonn Kelly provides us with the ideas to better understand what is going on. He lays out the dilemmas we face and hints at ways in which the global agenda might evolve. He is a master of the 'big picture.' This is must reading for those who need to know about the future of planet Earth.”

—Ged Davis, managing director and head, Centre for Strategic Insight, World Economic Forum




“This book is a wake-up call for all who may not recognize the powerful uncertainties that are shaping our future. Those of us in business will need to upgrade our skills to learn how to balance market and moral wisdom, and to move from our narrow focus on competition to embracing adaptiveness as well.

—Crawford Beveridge, senior vice president of people and places, Sun Microsystems




“The world around us is a very confusing and complex place; making sense of where we are, let alone where we are headed, is fraught with uncertainty. In Powerful Times, Eamonn Kelly has given us a something far better than predictions that can be proven wrong. He has crafted an insightful map of the plausible landscapes unfolding in front of us, a map that enables us to navigate these surprising times. Kelly helps us to understand and prepare for the often contradictory and paradoxical cross currents shaping our future so that we are equipped to make better decisions today that will stand up to an uncertain tomorrow.”

—Peter Schwartz, co-founder, Global Business Network; author, Inevitable Surprises




“History is unleashed, the future is unwritten, and this is the best assessment of today's highly turbulent driving forces that you are likely to find anywhere. Reading Eamonn Kelly's book is like watching him break a kaleidoscope and number the bits.”

—Bruce Sterling, science fiction writer (Holy Fire, The Hacker Crackdown); Viridian design activist; Wired blogger




“I love this book; it is an easy and thought-provoking read. In a world seemingly torn by multiple uncertainties and tensions, Powerful Times sorts them out for us into a clear map of outcomes and consequences. And rather than dispense formulas—like so many business books—Kelly challenges us to think for ourselves about strategies we might not have otherwise imagined.”

—Luis Jimenez, senior vice president and chief strategy officer, Pitney Bowes




“Eamonn Kelly's Powerful Times could as well have been called The Art of the Wide View. In times of great upheaval, he demonstrates, the critical skill for decision makers is to avoid being prisoner of one's expectations. Kelly shows us how to array our forces so as to be prepared not just for rose petals being strewn at our feet, but also road bombs. Kelly's profound lesson is that 'both/and' thinking is the only way to make hard decisions in the face of ambiguity and uncertainty.”

—Joel Garreau, author of Radical Evolution: The Promise and Peril of Enhancing Our Minds, Our Bodies—and What It Means to Be Human




“Any company that bets on a single future is likely to be blindsided by events that fall outside their peripheral vision. Eamonn Kelly's insights will help organizations tune their peripheral vision, perhaps even see out the back of their heads, so they can anticipate the most lethal threats or take advantage of a currently hidden opportunity.”

—Daniel Rasmus, director of information work vision, Microsoft; IT industry observer; former vice president of Forrester Research




“Kelly carries on the rich tradition of Global Business Network in raising the important questions that society, business, and government will be facing in the future. Powerful Times does a masterful job of framing these questions with a richly illustrated story of how the future is unfolding right before us.”

—Andrew Hines, executive director, Association of Professional Futurists; lecturer in future studies, University of Houston




“In Powerful Times, the practical realities of scenario thinking instruct the reader from start to finish. Kelly's storytelling makes easy reading of the otherwise daunting realities of future challenges and proposes frameworks for the decisions we must make as individuals and corporations in a changing and interdependent world.”

—Nancy Ramsey, author, The Futures of Women




“Anyone trying to anticipate the future—to seize the great investment opportunities or to dodge potentially enterprise-ending risks—should pay attention to Eamonn Kelly's insights, honed from years of scenario thinking on the world business stage. A distinguished futurist, Kelly has filled his canvas so richly that any perspective will gain from his explication of the global forces that envelop all human enterprise—from the impacts of India, China, and AIDS to the range of energy or meteorologic futures that could unfold from this moment forward. Kelly argues cogently that while continued wealth and prosperity are plausible, they are no one country's or region's manifest destiny.”

—Eric Best, global scenario strategist, Morgan Stanley
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Preface

We humans are truly remarkable. We have, so quickly, taken such commanding control of our planet, developed such powerful sciences and technologies, and assumed such profound and audacious responsibility for our own destiny. Yet for all our ambitious and aspiring ways, we have not, in our essence, moved so very far from our ancestry. While capable of incredible sophistication of thought and discovery, we still desire clear, compelling stories to make sense of our world. We still crave certainty and simplicity and shy away from complexity and ambiguity. We still tend to default, whenever we can, to black-and-white, “either/or” logics that allow us to discern neat patterns and construct comfortable worldviews. We still appear to be motivated primarily by the primitive dual forces of love and fear, and we still, for the most part, fear “the other”—the unknown, the strange, the distant.

Today, there is growing dissonance between the dynamic and uncertain world that we have created for ourselves and our instinctive preferred postures toward that world. We lack a shared story of our times. Instead, we live with many critical but disconnected storylines (globalization, war, materialism, fundamentalism, dotcom bubbles, terrorism, decline of multilateralism, economic growth, rise of China, agony of Africa, climate change, and so on) that are incoherent at best and hazy, flickering, and out of focus at worst. Our world is increasingly complex and confusing, a crazy kaleidoscope of important but ambiguous dynamics from the worlds of politics, technology, economics, and culture—all amplified, but not necessarily clarified, by a ubiquitous yet partial global media. As incorrigible meaning-makers, we are compelled to identify patterns in the messiness. But the signals we extract from the white noise of daily events often appear mutually incompatible and even paradoxical. And yet our world is so transparently interdependent, our economies so integrated, our boundaries so permeable, distance so diminished, that increasingly there is no “other” to fear, reject, or hold at arm's length. There is only an emergent “we” that we have yet to come to know and understand, let alone trust and love.

The world, then, is increasingly messy, complex, and interconnected—and it is also increasingly volatile. It has been obvious for more than a decade that we live in an age of change; today, it appears that we are also living through a change of age. In the decade ahead, the collective choices and actions of people, businesses, organizations, and governments everywhere will likely define and shape global civilization for the next generation and beyond.

These are indeed powerful times, and they will demand an openness of mind and of heart that does not come readily. Our times demand that we adopt a powerful orientation toward learning, experimentation, and discovery that will require us to acknowledge uncertainty and embrace ambiguity—even as our impulse is to seek comfort in certainty and adhere to a set of familiar convictions, assumptions, and beliefs that provide us with a reassuring true north. Our times demand that we make diversity and multiplicity a virtue, that we bridge divides, make connections, and find alignments and points of commonality—even as our differences frighten us, our ideologies polarize us, and our enemies enrage us (and this is as true within countries and regions as it is between them). Our times demand that we think long term, imagine the futures that we may be creating today, and prepare for the challenges and opportunities of tomorrow. Yet how can we possibly try to make sense of the future when the present is so profoundly perplexing?

Can we, then, really rise to the demands of our powerful times? I am deeply hopeful that we can. Since the late 1990s, I have enjoyed the privilege of leading a unique organization that is dedicated to exploring our changing world and anticipating the futures that may await us—and that we can collectively act to create. Global Business Network, a Monitor Group company, was founded close to 20 years ago as an unique new networked business. Part consulting firm, part think tank, it is a pragmatic learning community that includes future-oriented strategists, business leaders, public servants from the world of governance and intelligence, educators, and executives from nonprofit and philanthropic organizations, combined with a network of deep, wise, independent thinkers and visionaries from the sciences, the arts, and academia. Believers in the necessity of diverse perspectives, we have deliberately chosen to work with a fantastic array of organizations—from global corporations to community colleges, from large government agencies to small nonprofit organizations, from philanthropic foundations to global institutions. Our work with them all is exploratory yet practical. It is aimed at helping our clients make better sense of the world they inhabit; think afresh about the multiple possible futures they might face (and are also helping to shape); gain new insight into what they must track, observe, and understand better over time; and, above all, make wiser decisions and take better actions to ensure their own success while contributing to a better future for us all.

My colleagues and I are repeatedly humbled by the people, teams, and organizations that we support. We have learned, again and again, that in every organization, every community, and every network there are people with the passion, energy, talent, and humanity to make a true difference. They are people who seek out the big picture, imagine the future, create meaning, and figure out ways to both succeed and contribute over the long term. They are able to acknowledge, explore, and understand uncertainty without being forced into denial or overwhelmed by paralysis. They are open to alternative perspectives, opinions, and beliefs, however uncomfortable that sometimes can be. Sometimes they are senior leaders with the power to make decisions and set directions. Sometimes they are acknowledged thought leaders—designated explorers with voice and credibility. Sometimes they are regarded as idealists, even heretics. Yet they all share three characteristics: a belief that the world is changing in critically important ways, a conviction that there are ways of making better sense of those changes, and the confidence to embark upon a difficult journey with no clear destination or endpoint.

It is this group of people—this type of person—who inspired this book. They are, to borrow a nature metaphor, the “scout bees” among us. In every hive, there are scouts whose job it is to discover new sources of pollen. They set out for new pastures, and when they discover a promising area, they return to the hive and perform an intricate dance that signals to others the direction and distance to the new harvest. These scouts play a critical role as explorers and providers of new knowledge and new direction; without their constant searching and steady perseverance, the hive could not live, let alone thrive. There are always a small number of scouts who, sadly, cannot dance well, and end up sending their fellows on an unknown path—until they, too, eventually and inevitably find new pollen. Even these inaccurate explorers, then, serve as a source of hope, renewal, and new discovery.

This book is for all of the “scout bees” of the human world—those explorers who find it their calling to seek, on behalf of us all, a better future. I hope it makes a modest contribution to strengthening your wings, animating your dance, refreshing your optimism, framing your insights, and, above all, helping you make a difference in the world.




Using This Book in Your Life and Work

In Powerful Times, I have set out some frameworks that have proved extremely useful for my own thinking and learning about our volatile world. I have populated these frameworks with information and ideas that I consider highly important. But learning only becomes embedded and useful when it is made immediately relevant and specific to your own context.

Therefore, I hope that you will find it helpful to reflect on how the content of this book relates to you and your organization. To facilitate your thinking about this, the Afterword provided at the end of the book poses a series of questions about each of the main chapters, which might help structure your ideas and insights. You can turn to these pages as you read Powerful Times to make notes, or simply review the questions after you have finished reading the book. I hope that you might also be interested in using this book as a catalyst for strategic conversation within your team or organization. And I hope that many of you will share your ideas on the Powerful Times website—http://www.powerfultimes.net—a place where we can explore the future together over time. I look forward to meeting you there.






Chapter 1. History Unleashed


And the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.

—T. S. Eliot



Five hundred years ago, Niccolo Machiavelli, the Second Chancellor of Florence, was asked by the city's ruling council to investigate why Pandolfo Petrucci, the Lord of neighboring Siena, was so inconstant in his behavior and so prone to intrigue. Machiavelli was deeply impressed by Petrucci's explanation: “Wishing to make as few mistakes as possible, I conduct my government day by day and arrange my affairs hour by hour, because the times are more powerful than our brains.”

“The times are more powerful than our brains.” The phrase is remarkably resonant today, in these early years of the third millennium. We find ourselves in a period of unprecedented complexity. The world is changing at an astonishing rate. The entire planet is interconnected in ways that it has never been before. It is hard to make sense of what happens in our world in a single day, let alone what it means for tomorrow. Individually and collectively, our uncertainty about the future—indeed, even the present—is mounting. History is truly in motion, unfolding before us at a pace we can barely keep up with, leaving us to wonder and worry about what will come next.

Each month brings new drama and fresh ambiguity. Are we descending down a path toward geopolitical instability and fractured alliances or are we stamping out an era of terror before it takes root? Is the United States fulfilling its role as the lone superpower with humility and judgment that will be applauded in the years ahead, or is it becoming a rogue superpower, increasingly resented across the world? Does the United Nations have a meaningful future in global affairs, or is it slipping into irrelevance? Can China maintain its extraordinary growth as a major global power, or will internal political, social, and economic tensions derail its progress? Is the global economy robust or fragile? Will technology standards globalize and converge or regionalize and fragment? Will global protection of intellectual property rights tighten or loosen? Can free trade prevail over protectionist instincts? Can developed nations continue to generate jobs for their populations as waves of economic progress and success wash over the developing world? Is declining trust and confidence in corporations a passing phase occasioned by disparate scandals or evidence of mounting pushback against the growing power of the global marketplace? Was SARS an isolated incident or a harbinger of new plagues to come? Is global warming “much ado about nothing” or our dreadful legacy to future generations? These are difficult questions because they force us to identify and challenge some of our most basic and embedded assumptions about how the world works and how it will continue to work in the future. But not challenging these assumptions is dangerous business. Why? Because how the world has worked in the past will not carry over into the future. Much of what we take for granted today, based on centuries of experience and history, might be in the process of unraveling.

Five Centuries of History Coming Undone

The roots of the future are buried deep in the past; so are our assumptions about the way the world is meant to be. Perhaps the greatest cognitive barrier we face in making sense of the world is that we have come to view certain realities as part of a “natural order” that will remain unchallenged. In fact, many “fundamental truths” that we take for granted are simply the fragile constructs of history and could shift radically in the decade ahead. We are at a critical threshold in which much that has been established during the last five centuries may significantly change, and with remarkable speed. A quick tour through these centuries reveals just how much is poised to change.

At the dawn of the sixteenth century, when Petrucci so presciently spoke of powerful times, there were 300 million people on the planet (less than 5 percent of our current population) and Europe's “scientific revolution” was well underway. Led by figures like Leonardo da Vinci and Nicolaus Copernicus, this revolution drew heavily upon Chinese and, particularly, Islamic knowledge in mathematics, medicine, astronomy, and experimental scientific methods, fields that these ancient civilizations had pioneered and refined. But the breakthroughs of this period shifted the center of gravity, establishing the West as supreme in the understanding and innovation of science and technology, a status it continues to maintain. This created an unconscious sense of entitlement that Western models and approaches—even its civilization—should prevail over the rest of the world. Such expectations are in for a harsh reality check as China, India, and other non-Western nations emerge as true powers in their own right, poised to develop and export innovations back to the West.

In the seventeenth century, following decades of wrenching religious war, much of central Europe lay devastated. The cost in blood and treasury had been staggering; some regions lost almost half their populations and saw their economies crippled. Exhausted, the great powers sued for peace. In 1648, they forged the Treaty of Westphalia, heralding a new order of European nations. The importance of the nation-state has underpinned all subsequent centuries of European and world history, creating modern states committed to achieving peace (not always successfully) and prosperity for their citizens and willing to accept shared accords as a means of moderating their behavior toward one another. We have come to think of the nation state as the natural level and form of governance.

Yet in our connected and interdependent modern world, it is time to question whether that should still be true. Economies are no longer “national” in character. Growth in global trade has been outstripping growth in global GDP for many decades. Likewise, most major businesses and institutions have a distinctly international character. Our greatest challenges—terrorism, environmental problems, infectious diseases—observe no borders. Nongovernmental organizations are increasingly important and are often either very local or transcend national boundaries. Given these changing circumstances, can and should the concept of the nation state remain as central to our identities and governance systems as it has in the past? In the coming decade, the concept and importance of the nation state will be challenged as new entities and experiments emerge.

By the latter half of the eighteenth century, the Enlightenment had arrived—a remarkable period that invigorated science and reason and led to new understandings and attitudes about society, human nature, governance, and commerce. The enlightenment revolutions in the U.S. and France challenged the right of old monarchies and aristocracies to rule and helped establish the modernist principles of freedom, justice, and democracy that became the ideals of Western civilization. With the explicit separation of church and state and the assumed dominion of man over nature, a new, secular, and materialist modernity was forged—and has largely prevailed ever since.

For 200 years, it appeared that as education and prosperity increased, the “sacred” worldview—one that goes beyond the material and embraces the spiritual—would inevitably decline. That is no longer the case; the sacred is clearly back, and in many forms. Witness the resurgent evangelical and fundamentalist Christian movements in the U.S., the astonishing growth in Pentecostalism globally, the widespread resurrection of religious practice in many parts of the former Soviet Union, the rise of radical fundamentalism within Islam, the spread of Eastern religious traditions throughout the West, the growing tendency for indigenous people to reconnect with their own traditional spirit-based cultures, and the mushrooming of “New Age” spirituality practices among the world's affluent. Secular modernity now has sacred company, adding to the complexity of our times.

In the mid-nineteenth century, at the opening of the first Great Exhibition in London, Britain's Prince Albert gushed, “We are living in a period of most wonderful transitions, which tend rapidly to accomplish that great end to which indeed all history points—the realization of the unity of mankind.”Hyperbolic, certainly, but his sentiment was not entirely ridiculous. This was the century in which, for the first time in human history, a single powerful empire was setting many of the global rules, especially the rules of economics and trade by which others had to learn to play. By the latter part of the century, the U.S. was limbering up for its turn as the defining global superpower. Since then, with the economic triumph of the Western capitalist model over the communist experiment, it is reasonable to argue that Great Britain and the U.S. together have largely established the rules that almost every nation in the world must follow today.

But that is now changing. New powers are emerging—powers that may refuse to play by rules that were set to the advantage of others. In particular, the West has more highly evolved notions of ownership and property rights than much of the rest of the world, and it has aggressively transferred these concepts, created in the physical world, into the intangible world of ideas and intellectual property. Several of the largest countries—notably China and Brazil—may change these rules. Already, they are challenging Western notions of intellectual property rights and embracing open source approaches in their efforts to generate new knowledge and technologies. Some of our most basic assumptions about the rules of the global economic game will increasingly come under attack in the coming decade.

Fast forward to the twentieth century, arguably the most remarkable to date, during which we became accustomed to astonishing economic growth and rising prosperity. The population increased sixfold to 6 billion people; per capita GDP climbed from a few hundred dollars to $8,000. Indeed, any developed economy that was not enjoying around 3 percent annual growth in GDP was considered “weak,” and any business that could not confidently predict double-digit annual growth rates was a poor investment. The concept of accelerating and compounded growth became ingrained in our expectations as we witnessed the economic output of this single century surpass that of all prior human history combined. Yet with prosperity also came greater polarization. The “haves” became increasingly separated from the “have nots” of the world. The very economic and technological dynamism that spurred prosperity also brought industrial restructuring and adjustments that were experienced unequally across regions and occupations; even in the most developed countries, many suffered from the friction burns associated with rapid change. Probably more challenging still, our prosperity was achieved at an environmental cost that we are only now beginning to appreciate. The evidence is clear that our human economy has triggered profound changes in climate, created a voracious appetite for scarce resources, and despoiled the natural environment. While we can expect to witness the continued rapid spread of prosperity in the decade ahead, we should also be prepared for much deeper concern about and attention to the critical issues of equity, transition, and sustainability. Different parts of the world will adopt different perspectives on these challenges, which will become a growing source of geopolitical tension.

In our fledgling twenty-first century, we can already see unique challenges on the horizon. Underpinning progress throughout the last five centuries has been a deep and widely shared confidence that the power of science and technology can be harnessed for human benefit. The fact that there are now about 15 times more humans alive than there were in 1500 and that there has been a 50-fold increase in GDP per capita is primarily a function of our remarkable and accelerating technological progress. But already in the twenty-first century we can observe a level of anxiety and concern about the potential downsides of technology that far exceeds the pushback and caution witnessed during previous eras. With its capacity to re-create nature and even change what it means to be human—steroids and stem cells are barely the tip of the iceberg—science is now confronting us with moral dilemmas and profound choices that will require deeper global dialogue and greater systemic thinking than we have ever achieved.

As we move into the future, not only will we see history being made—we will see it unmade as well. Five hundred years ago, Pandolfo Petrucci recognized that history was speeding up toward an unfathomable new complexity and bemoaned that “the times are more powerful than our brains.” Today, as the “natural order” that evolved over the last five centuries starts to unravel, the times are more powerful than ever. So should we, like Petrucci, adopt a reactive strategy of taking things as they come, adapting as we go, arranging things day by day? I am convinced that we should not. The stakes are too high: our era is too complex, its challenges too significant, its promises too great, and its velocity too fast for us simply to react. Rather, we must amplify the power of our brains, individually and collectively, to match our new circumstances.

It is this challenge—the challenge of learning how to think proactively about our present world, to make sense of its intricacies and interconnections, to see the “big picture” rather than a thousand smaller unconnected images flickering in and out of view—that inspired this book. I wrote Powerful Times in direct response to the growing need of ever more people to understand the present and better anticipate the future—a need that I encounter every day in my work with organizations and governments around the world. My aim is to help us all to see patterns where before we saw chaos and to give us the tools and imagination to think for ourselves about how the future might play itself out.

The lucky news is that we have never, as a planet, been more equipped to make sense out of utter complexity. We have greater access to data and information about both our challenges and opportunities than ever before. We have new means of sharing our knowledge, our ideas, our insights, our perspectives. Above all, we have a thirst for knowledge and understanding—a desire to make sense of the world and anticipate where it is headed. But before we can dive into the task of seeing the “big picture” in fresh light, we must first consider why we haven't seen it already.

Gobbledygook and the Gorilla

Humans are sense-making creatures. We love patterns and are remarkably adept at recognizing them, even unconsciously. Consider the following gobbledygook. This series of sentences recently made the rounds through the world's email inboxes:

Aoccdrnig to a rscheearch at Cambrigde Uinervtisy, it deosn't mttaer in waht oredr the ltteers in a wrod are, the olny iprmoetnt tihng is that the frist and lsat ltteer be at the rghit pclae.

The rset can be a total mses and you can sitll raed it wouthit porbelm.

Tihs is bcuseae the huamn mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe.

Amzanig huh?


Our powers of perception manifest themselves in myriad ways. Many people have outstanding instincts. They are able, for example, to sense imminent dangers, read the moods of crowds, or detect when others are lying or telling the truth, all from very subtle clues. Most people can quickly construct coherent narratives that link and explain seemingly disparate facts. We are typically good at spotting anomalies—things that don't fit our understood patterns and structures—and figuring out what they might mean. These are fundamental human skills, and for millennia they have been applied effectively to increasingly complex systems and phenomena, enabling the incredible development of human knowledge and understanding.

Yet we are also capable of spectacular misinterpretation of what is happening around us. We are often victims of severe cognitive challenges that inhibit the power of our perceptions. One of the greatest of these has to do with focus: we miss important changes simply by focusing our attention too narrowly. An example from my own experience illustrates this nicely. For several years, I have commenced many speeches and workshops by showing a 30-second video in which six people are playing with two basketballs. Three are wearing white t-shirts; the other three are wearing black. Each “team” has its own basketball, which it passes only among its members.

Before starting the video, I tell the audience that their task is to count how many successful passes the white team completes. I make a fuss about defining what constitutes a “successful pass”—a ball moving from the hands of one player to the hands of another, either through the air or off the floor. Often I introduce an element of competition, instructing participants to share their answers with others at their table and agree on a number, and telling them that the table that comes closest to the right answer will be rewarded.

After running the video and hearing their answers, I ask if anyone noticed anything strange on the screen. Typically, a very small number of people (seldom more than 10 percent and never more than 20 percent) observed something unusual. What they saw, halfway through, was that someone dressed in a gorilla suit entered the frame, walked center stage, stopped, faced front, and dramatically beat his chest several times before sauntering off-screen again. It is so startlingly obvious when you watch the video the second time (without the distraction of counting passes) that no one can believe they missed it. On one occasion, I ran the exercise with 40 senior corporate executives and none of them saw the gorilla. Indeed, they emphatically accused me of playing a different video the second time.

The point of this story is that we often see only what we are looking for and are readily distracted from observing what should be fairly obvious. If we keep our focus narrow, we will probably not notice the big picture. But in a world of unexpected and radical changes, we will need to widen our lenses in order to make sense of our unfolding, and often surprising, reality.

Mental Maps and Paradoxical Certainties

There are numerous other constraints on our sense-making capabilities—indeed, there are close to 100 known forms of cognitive bias that can severely skew our perceptions and understanding of the world around us. Some of these become deeply embedded. My colleague Peter Schwartz, a renowned futurist and one of the founders of Global Business Network, has in his office an original map of North America, made by Dutch cartographer Herman Moll in 1701. Based on reports from Spanish explorers, Moll, like other mapmakers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, depicted California as an island, with a wide gulf separating it from the remainder of the continent. These erroneous maps are now collectors' items, but otherwise they are mere historical curiosities. Yet they confirm two important points about the power of maps.

The first is that faulty maps lead to faulty actions. The maps showing California as an island were carried by missionaries on their journeys to the New World. When they landed near today's Monterey, they disassembled their boats, packed them on mules, and hauled them across California and up and over the Sierra Nevada mountains. It was only then, looking out upon the vast “beach” before them, that they realized their plight: there was no sea, the maps were wrong, their boats were useless, and their labors had been for naught. The second point is that it takes considerable force of will to change maps after they have been created. Reports from missionaries that California was not, in fact, an island came back to Europe for decades, yet many mapmakers refused to change their maps until compelled to do so by an edict from the king of Spain in 1747.

This story holds important insight for us today as we wrestle with an uncertain and accelerating world. Every decision we make—in business, in government, in our personal lives—plays out over time and is influenced by knowledge (based primarily on our known facts and experience) and judgment (based primarily on our perceptions, or “mental maps”). If our maps are wrong, our judgment will be wrong. Worse, even our knowledge is heavily influenced by our mental maps. These maps not only reflect how we see things, but also profoundly influence what things we see, the facts we choose to gather. Our mental maps, then, act as powerful filters. They can help us make sense and meaning but can also serve to inhibit our ability to perceive and understand what is happening in the world. And they are extremely resistant to change. Indeed, by framing what we observe and then how we interpret what we observe, they so influence our perceptions as to become tacitly self-reinforcing devices.

It is therefore essential that we learn how to put our mental maps under pressure, make our assumptions more explicit, test them assiduously, and open our minds to additional, different, and challenging possibilities. Few of us would argue with that. Yet as the world around us becomes increasingly ambiguous and uncertain, we often lean in the opposite direction, defaulting toward firmly held and quite polarized convictions about the shape and fate of the world. The “either/or” logic that works so well for politicians, media pundits, and even some academics results all too often in heated but uninformative “either/or” debates: globalization is good or bad; the Middle East is hungry and ripe for change or it is a dangerous and backward-looking threat; the U.S. has a sacred duty to promote and enable democracy globally or it is a nation on a collision course with history; genetic engineering will feed and cure us or it will inadvertently destroy us.

While such debates provide good theatre and may even be comforting in their simplistic certainties, they are unhelpful and, I believe, increasingly dangerous. They generate noise and heat from which it is hard to extract signals and light. They encourage overly simplistic and formulaic thinking. They distract us from understanding the deep patterns of the recent past and present—an understanding that can help us anticipate what lies ahead. They appeal to our laziest instincts, not our aspirational capacities. Simplicity, clarity, and certainty are undoubtedly virtues, but they are hard won. “I would not give a fig for the simplicity this side of complexity,” Oliver Wendell Holmes once remarked, “but I would give my life for the simplicity on the other side of complexity.”

Simplicity on the wrong side of complexity appears to be running rife in public discourse today, especially in the sphere of popular politics. Enter any bookstore in the U.S. and observe the remarkable array of shrill and partial books that appear to decry all liberals “traitors” and all conservatives “liars.” In truth, few of us are entirely immune from knee-jerk, biased, and overly simplistic framing of the world; we all have our mental maps. Consider how you react to the following two competing stories of our world today, and what your reactions reveal about your own biases.

The Best of Times…

We are blessed to live in an era of unprecedented opportunity and potential. Prosperity is growing and flowing around the globe, with literally billions of the hitherto impoverished achieving decent income levels. China, India, Indonesia, much of Eastern Europe—the list goes on—are enjoying staggering levels of economic growth and becoming fully integrated into the global economic mainstream. Educational opportunities are reaching more and more children with each new generation; adult literacy has risen to 74 percent globally, while in most of the developed world tertiary education has become the norm.

The end of the Cold War enabled the rise of many new democracies, while the number of totalitarian states has declined dramatically over the last 20 years. The collapse of rigid, centrally planned economies has brought wealth and opportunity to many countries previously hampered by allegiance to a defunct ideology. The dismantling of the former Soviet Union has led dynamic countries to emerge and to participate in the remarkable new European experiment in governance. Moreover, the end of the defining ideological tussle of the twentieth century has allowed many nations to cash in a sizable “peace dividend.” For the most part, the world has continued to enjoy an era of relative peace; outside of Africa, there are fewer victims of war per head of population than at any other time in the last thousand years. The U.S. has by far the greatest military strength in the world and, while not yet fully grown into its role as lone superpower, has an established record of responsibility and fairness in its deployment of strength and power.

People are living longer; the average life span is now 67 years. Infant mortality has declined to 5.6 percent globally. With birth rates falling in more and more countries, we can now anticipate the imminent end of the “population explosion.” Breakthroughs in the production and distribution of food are making a serious dent in world hunger. Meanwhile, many diseases are falling to the power of science; even AIDS, so recently a formidable and fearsome killer, can now be tamed by a potent drug cocktail. And the mapping of the human genome and innovations in biotechnology hold enormous promise for the future health—even enhancement—of much of humanity.

New information and communication technologies are connecting people, places, markets, capital, ideas, and cultures as never before, creating a new economic platform along with truly global opportunities for human well-being and wealth creation. More broadly, our global knowledge base continues to grow and integrate, drawing upon evolving scientific knowledge and unprecedented discovery processes informed by spectacular new technologies and tools. These expanding knowledge assets provide us with a reliable source for the transformative technologies of the future. In particular, with wise investment in alternative energy technologies, we stand to reduce significantly the world's dependence on fossil fuels, with all their corollary pollution challenges.

If we can hold our course for the next decade or so, the longer-term future looks bright indeed…

The Worst of Times…

Our tragic species, doomed by its own arrogance and constant dissatisfied striving, stands ready to reap the catastrophic harvest it has been mindlessly sowing for centuries. In our hunger to consume and “prosper,” we have wrought economic havoc on our environment and our communities. The market-based values that we embraced have empowered amoral corporations to set the agenda of our times. We have been driven by simplistic metrics of progress that overemphasize the material and deny the spiritual and the human.

And what have we gained? A third of the world's population subsists on less than a dollar a day; this is less than the public subsidy for every head of cattle in Europe. We have failed to support deteriorating and disorderly states around the world whose people suffer disproportionately from disease, starvation, and premature death. We have allowed the gap between rich and poor, between the “haves” and the “have nots,” to increase apace—even in that promised land of plenty, the U.S. We have permitted the once robust infrastructure of the developed world to begin to crumble, from the railways of Britain to the electric grid of the U.S. And we have failed to invest adequately in the essential life-supporting infrastructures for the emergent world. We have allowed squalid conditions to breed virulent versions of once controlled diseases, leading to fear of a “post-antibiotic” world. We have enforced intellectual property rights that protect the interests of drug manufacturers over the needs of the poor, including too many of the many millions afflicted by, and still dying of, AIDS.

We play with the fire of new technologies, especially those relating to the redesign of nature through biotechnology—a tinkering with the essence of life that carries risks we cannot calculate because we do not understand them. We espouse secular governance while observing—and too often pandering to—fundamentalism in every major religion. The lone superpower of our era, the U.S., has abandoned multilateralism and alienated its friends, and its attempts to strike down its enemies have instead multiplied and energized them. Terrorist outrages, including the more apocalyptic threats of bioterrorism and dirty bombs, not to mention full nuclear threats, seem more imminent every day. Meanwhile, we despoil and take for granted the planet that is our only home and watch in denial as changes in the climate, many of which we prompted, threaten its stability.

Perhaps worst of all, we are disabled in our capacity to understand and address these matters. We can no longer readily separate truth from fiction, reality from spin, substance from presentation. The World Wide Web is proving to be a source of as much confusion, distortion, and conspiracy as insight and understanding.

In this foolish age, incredulity is the only rational stance—other than anger, frustration, and despair…

I suspect that both of these versions of our current reality would find plenty of supporters if put to a vote. Indeed, even more extreme versions of both stories are being told every day around the world. Both are essentially true sketches of our times—which, of course, is exactly the point. The world we live in does not follow a single, easy storyline, and neither will our future. This ambiguity may be deeply uncomfortable, but it is nonetheless real. The more strongly we hold our own particular beliefs in an attempt to make coherent sense of the world, the less sense, paradoxically, we are able to make. Above all, neither blind optimism nor defeatist pessimism will prove an effective posture for any of us in the complex future ahead.

Making Sense of a Transformative Era

This book, then, is intended to be a useful resource for those seeking to make better sense of our powerful times. Its premises are based on several convictions.

First, the world has never been certain. Humanity has experienced great shifts and rifts, profound anxieties, and deep confusion many times throughout its history, as Petrucci's observation confirms. Yet the world—the entire world—has surely never been more uncertain. As our systems—technological, financial, social, economic, cultural, and political—become more complex, more global, more interdependent, and develop at an accelerating pace, increasing (and increasingly widespread) uncertainty is an inevitable and ongoing consequence.

Second, much of this uncertainty is clearly visible—the stuff of the daily news, the issues and questions we wrestle with constantly in our personal and professional lives. But there are also less apparent but deep and fundamental dynamics at work, and we may currently be witnessing nothing less than the significant unraveling of much that we have come to take for granted over the last five centuries. If so, we are not at all well prepared for the transformations ahead.

Third, the changes that are currently underway are not only complex and systemic—they are also paradoxical and contradictory, which makes them much harder to perceive and interpret. This is greatly compounded by the fact that individuals and organizations have strong cognitive biases (including a tendency to oversimplify) that seriously impede our ability to observe and make sense of change.

Fourth, we are at a threshold. Profound challenges and opportunities for our emergent global civilization lie ahead—and in the relatively near future. How well we acknowledge, understand, and address these in the coming decade will have a very significant impact on the remainder of this century and beyond.

Fifth, no single actor—no person, institution, ideology, marketplace, religion, region, or nation—can come close to controlling the future in isolation, to solving our problems or fulfilling our dreams. In a tightly interconnected world, increased distribution of responsibility—and the opportunity to contribute—is inevitable. This will require people in many walks of life, in all sorts of organizations, in every sector, in all parts of the world, to learn and understand better and faster the nature of our changing world and to imagine what could and should lie ahead. Every decision and every action taken everywhere has consequences, and in accumulation, they will come to shape our future. The wiser our separate choices, the better our shared future will be.

This book aims to contribute to that better future. It is organized into four sections.



What's Happening?: Predicting the Present

This section cuts through much of the complexity we see in the world right now by laying out seven “dynamic tensions”—multiple, confusing, and often contradictory forces that are largely fueling the transition from our present to our future. These call attention to some fundamental paradoxes and contradictions that are in play today and that require us to adopt a “both/and” rather than an “either/or” logic.

What If?: Challenges and Changes Ahead

Given these dynamic tensions, I then explore two of the most important areas in which we will experience major challenges and changes in the coming decade—governance and innovation—and suggest that in both we appear poised for radical and important shifts.

What's Next?: Scenarios for the Next Decade

Having laid out these tensions and challenges, I then consider how we might expect a new global order to evolve, offering three very different scenarios that we might see unfold in the coming decade. While we must prepare for all three of these futures, each holds profoundly different implications.

So What?: Acting in an Age of Transformation

Finally, I consider some of the critical implications of this transformative era, and explain how and why three important sets of actors—businesses, leaders, and global citizens—will be largely responsible for shaping a better future.

There can be no “completeness proof” for the long term; I cannot hope to cover in this book everything that might matter in the coming decade as we create the foundation for a new century. But I believe that this is a very useful primer to the future, one that lays out powerful frameworks for making sense of an uncertain world and inspires us to turn our collective power and passions to the challenges and opportunities ahead.




Section 1. What's Happening?: Predicting the Present


The opposite of a false statement is a correct statement. The opposite of a profound truth may well be another profound truth.

—Niels Bohr, Nobel Prize-winning physicist



We cannot anticipate the future without first reflecting upon and deepening our understanding of the current dynamics that will shape things to come. This is particularly true during turbulent times, when our past experiences may be a poor guide and our embedded assumptions may be outmoded and irrelevant. I think it was Marshall McLuhan who observed that if we drove our cars the way we live our lives there would be wrecks on every street corner. When we navigate through the present with our eyes half-trained on the rearview mirror, we filter a great deal of what's ahead of us through the lens of the past—a habit that's both distracting and distorting. It is no real surprise, then, that we sometimes don't understand the present very well at all.

“Predicting the present” requires that we challenge our own deep assumptions, look beyond the easy certainties and the “right way of thinking” offered by so many pundits, and examine multiple facets of important issues, covering broad terrain while hopefully avoiding the pitfalls of “paralysis by analysis.” It is no small challenge, but one that I think is vital if we are, as individuals and collectively, to understand not just the events and trends that keep us gripped yet confounded as we read our morning papers, but the deep currents that underlie those events and trends—as well as others yet to reveal themselves. The ability to put the world in context will be one of our greatest challenges in the coming decade. It is the intention of this book to equip you for that challenge.

From “Either/Or” to “Both/And” Thinking

Throughout my childhood in Paisley, Scotland, I regularly encountered a man named Cuthbert. He seemed always to be out on the street, and he was exuberantly, wonderfully mad. He had a shock of white hair, always wore a bowtie and a tartan vest, and he swung a stick like Charlie Chaplin. He struck up conversations with everyone who crossed his path. Adults may have avoided him, but we children often drew toward him, listening with fascination to his untamed talk and theorizing. He used words so skillfully, I thought. He was obviously wildly off balance and disturbed, but he was also poetic and strangely insightful.

Cuthbert, the story went, had been a brilliant student at the local grammar school, and was considered a boy of great promise. But as he was preparing to go to university, his mind came unhinged, and he never recovered. What caused Cuthbert to lose his mind was a matter of much speculation, and competing theories abounded. But the town's favored explanation was elegant and simple. Cuthbert had fallen victim to his own brilliance: one day, while studying for school examinations, he had “thought two thoughts at once.” And it had driven him permanently mad.

“The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposing ideas in mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function,” F. Scott Fitzgerald famously wrote. Cuthbert failed the latter part of the test. Most of us, though, don't even pass the former part: holding opposing ideas in our minds in the first place. But it is an ability that I am convinced we will all need to work hard to acquire and improve as we try to make sense of an increasingly complex and paradoxical world.

This is not to say, of course, that the classic Western thought processes of debate and separation, the dialectic of thesis and antithesis, are without merit. Far from it. The “either/or” model is an extremely powerful way to generate insight, deepen knowledge, strengthen understanding, and arrive at syntheses that are much richer than the starting points. The approach is also quite essential in the many circumstances where there is indeed one single correct perspective, one right answer to be discovered—or, to borrow Bohr's terms, when we must distinguish between “false statements” and “correct statements.”

But an “either/or” mindset can be futile at best and catastrophic at worst when it culminates in the strict choice of one “profound truth” over another. Consider, for example, the decades of heated yet often sterile debate (not to mention parental confusion and guilt) between the competing advocates of nature and nurture as the defining causes of personality and intelligence. The influential theories of Hans Eysenck and Benjamin Spock, for example, were built almost exclusively upon nature and nurture respectively. In retrospect, it seems blindingly obvious that both genetic and environmental factors play a role—and indeed interact—in our development, and that the “nature/nurture” debate was a false and unhelpful dichotomy.

The truth is that we live in a world in which multiple contradictory forces, all of great strength and relevance, are exerting themselves at the same time. The ability to think in terms of “both/and” is an extraordinarily valuable and effective enabler of learning about what is happening around us. It opens up our vision to a complex and multi-faceted world that “either/or” thinking does not, by its nature, allow us to see.

Dynamic Tensions

I started this book by contemplating the critical uncertainties that are shaping our present and driving our future and then looking within and between them for recurring themes and patterns. I eventually identified seven matching pairs of forces that most effectively captured and clarified the multiple, confusing, and contradictory forces at work in the world today. I termed them “dynamic tensions”—profound but competing truths that appear to contradict or challenge each other, but both of which will increase in significance in the decade ahead. The world is moving toward both sides of these tensions simultaneously; that is our complex reality. Thinking only “one thought at once”—choosing sides, or acknowledging one profound truth while denying the other—teaches us very little about the world that we live in and the one we can expect.

Much of the importance of these competing dynamics seemed to lie in the very fact that they coexist in the present and will co-evolve in the future. By simply making explicit the existence of these paradoxical forces, our powerful times become less confusing and more comprehensible. In the following chapters, I set out and explore each of these dynamic tensions in turn.
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Chapter 2. Clarity and Craziness

In the coming decade, our world will grow more transparent. Our ability to collect, integrate, interpret, and distribute data will increase exponentially; sensors and connective and surveillance technologies will converge; and access to a staggering array of words, images, and sounds will spread globally. The results will be profoundly contradictory. On the one hand, our insight into the workings of corporations and governments, our knowledge of science, and our understanding of systemic global issues will be greatly enhanced. On the other hand, we will also experience an explosion of fear and confusion, fueled by our ubiquitous access to immense amounts of information. We will see competing interpretations of major world events, driven by ideology and informed by selective “evidence.” A growing abundance of conspiracy theories and falsehoods will travel the world instantaneously, and the very tools of connectivity that will enable so much transparency will also serve to enable ever-more sophisticated means of theft and fraud.

Clarity


When the world and the mind are both transparent, this is true vision.

—Bodhidharma, Indian Zen Buddhist monk who brought Zen from India to China (c. 520 A.D.)



The world is becoming increasingly transparent, precipitating a rapid and extraordinary transformation that will change our lives for better and for worse. This trend toward transparency was not intentional, and because we have so far experienced it only in piecemeal fashion, it has attracted little attention. Yet it is difficult to imagine (let alone describe, detail, and assess) the remarkable systemic changes it is bringing about. We are entering new and uncharted territory for the future of global society—a future for which we have no map and few points of reference.

Factors Enabling a See-through Society

Several factors are coming together to create this world of transparency. The first involves the mind-boggling quantities of data and information that are now being created, captured, and made widely accessible. In 2002 alone, the amount of stored information produced globally was equivalent to 37,000 new Library of Congress book collections. It would take about 30 feet of books to store the amount of recorded information produced per person in the world each year. Indeed, we are often unconscious producers of new data. Every time we use a credit card at the grocery store or pay a highway toll with an electronic pass, information about our habits, patterns, and preferences is instantaneously uploaded, ready to be analyzed.

Thanks to the continuing acceleration of computing power and the spread of broadband connectivity, we are able to access, scrutinize, and interpret all this information with extraordinary new precision. Much is made instantly available on the Internet, where search engines have opened the doors to a storehouse of information that would otherwise have remained hidden. We can now uncover, with just a few keystrokes, in just a few seconds, highly targeted information that 10 years ago could have only been unearthed after weeks of steady searching. Having such wide access to so much information at once is also enabling new correlations and cross-connections to be made, thus creating even more knowledge and information.

This ability to access and connect is moving beyond the written word to include other forms of information as well. An array of new data visualization tools are making complex relationships and linkages more accessible and understandable. Filtering technologies, such as TiVo, now allow us to control and edit what we watch on television. Soon we will be able to accurately search the Internet not just for words, but for images and video. Google and Yahoo! have already launched these types of services.




Do You Know Where Your Child Is? Keeping Kids Safe with New “Clarity” Technology

• A Texas school district sparked controversy among privacy advocates when it equipped 28,000 students with ID badges containing Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) tags that can be “read” when they get on and off school buses. The information is then fed by wireless phone to the police and school administrators.

• In some parts of Japan, GPS-enabled blazers are now part of the school uniform. The jackets allow parents to track their kids and also feature a panic button that, when pushed, summons a security guard to their location. Backpacks with built-in GPS have also become popular.

• The Legoland amusement park in Billund, Denmark, offers wireless- and RFID-enabled wristbands that parents can place on their kids and track (to within 5 feet) via cellphone.

Sources: The New York Times, CNET News.com, CIO Magazine.



Another important factor underpinning transparency is the increased surveillance of almost everything. In the UK alone, more than 4 million closed-circuit TV cameras are trained on public spaces; a shopper in London can expect to be captured on video several hundred times a day. Overhead, an expanding number of satellites are recording and relaying detailed visual images and “listening” to a great deal of terrestrial communication. Governments are leading the charge in deploying these satellites; China alone has announced plans to launch more than 100 surveillance satellites by 2020. But commercial satellites are also heading skyward, fulfilling a broad range of functions for farmers, civil engineers, geologists, city planners, and others.

Satellites also play a key role in enabling ever-more sophisticated (yet ever-more inexpensive) tracking and sensing technologies. Twenty-nine U.S. navigation satellites form the backbone of the GPS technology already found in vehicles all over the world and increasingly embedded in cellphones and other devices. Europe is planning a potentially more powerful GPS system of its own, known as Galileo, involving 30 much newer satellites with higher functionality. Meanwhile, wireless sensors that can identify torque, heat, vibration, and strain are also being deployed, monitoring the behavior of such complex systems as traffic flows and weather patterns.




Sensors, Sensors, Everywhere


“By 2008, there could be 100 million wireless sensors in use, up from about 200,000 today, market-research company Harbor Research says. The worldwide market for wireless sensors, it says, will grow from $100 million this year to more than $1 billion by 2009.”

—Information Week, January 24, 2005



• Science Applications International Corp. is developing tiny wireless sensors that the U.S.'s defense and homeland security departments can deploy in batches of hundreds in order to “sniff out” dangerous cargo and suspicious movements on U.S. borders, ships, and bridges.

• Gentag Inc. has patented a “smart” removable cellphone sensor module that can be used to detect dangerous levels of carbon monoxide; the company is also developing a “smart” skin patch that will allow parents to distantly monitor a child's temperature via cellphone.

• Yale applied physics professor Robert D. Grober has developed a golf club with motion-detecting sensors embedded in its shaft. The sensors read the speed of the club and then convert it into audio feedback that can be heard by the golfer through wireless headphones and can be used to greatly improve his or her swing.

• Researchers at Connection One, a National Science Foundation research center in Arizona, are developing wireless sensors that help amputees control artificial limbs more easily.

• Researchers at the University of California, Berkeley, have designed and launched a wireless sensor network to monitor and record the behaviors of nesting birds on an island off the coast of Maine. The network allows scientists to collect field data without human impact or disturbance.

Sources: Information Week, SecureIDNews, AZCentral.com, CIO Magazine, U.C. Berkeley Department of Electrical Engineering and Computer Sciences.



All these examples are, without doubt, merely the early indicators of a much larger and more pervasive phenomenon. The next wave of transparency will be powered by the further radical development of new technologies, especially in the fields of biotechnology and nanotechnology. In the last decade, we have seen the growing power of biotechnology to produce clarity—for example, the use of DNA testing to solve crimes often many years after they occur or diagnose illnesses years before they present themselves. In the coming decade, genetic science will also help anticipate with ever-increasing accuracy our individual propensity for certain diseases. This will create interesting dilemmas regarding who should have access to this information, which could seriously affect, for example, insurance premiums and employment opportunities. The field of nanotechnology (the science of the very small) holds even more startling prospects. By designing circuitry on the infinitesimal level, our ability to gather and decode information on the tiniest plane is growing in ways that are reminiscent of science fiction.

The Promise of Clarity

It is hard to overstate the potential benefits we can expect will flow from our migration toward a more transparent world. On the micro level, we are already seeing innovations like the Poseidon, a drowning detection system that uses computer vision technology to serve as a “third eye” for lifeguards and parents at swimming pools; the system uses its cameras to sense and report abnormal activity in the water. Or consider the VeriChip, an RFID device roughly the size of a grain of rice and designed to be implanted just under the skin of humans. Approved by the FDA in October 2004, it had already been implanted in more than a thousand people—including, interestingly, Mexico's attorney general and about 160 of his staff, in order to control access to their office building and facilitate tracking in the event of a kidnapping.




Toward a Transparent Ocean

California's Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute is launching the first-ever underwater lab capable of continuously monitoring and collecting data about activity on the ocean floor. The laboratory, dubbed MARS, will be located 20 miles off the coast on the upper edges of a 4,000-foot-deep canyon. It will feature a host of new technologies, including:

• The Benthic Rover, a small roving tank-like device that will collect the first-ever long-term data on seabed sediment, communicated back to scientists via an acoustic modem

• Autonomous underwater vehicles that will use sonar to create high-resolution maps of the ocean floor, and can “stalk” and study various forms of aquatic life

• Three 1,000-foot-deep “bore holes,” filled with advanced gauges and sensors that will study the movement of fluid through sediment; one will be equipped with a seismometer, the first ever to be placed west of the San Andreas fault

• A central “node,” connected by cable to a lab on land, that will serve as an underwater power strip and transfer data back to land at the speed of DSL

Source: Outside Magazine, February 2005.



At the macro level, growing transparency offers the prospect of a greater and more coherent understanding of our global society and our physical world—including better comprehension of the changing environment of our planet. In 2002, the NEC Corporation delivered what was then the most powerful ultra-high-speed vector parallel computing system in the world to Japan's Earth Simulator Centre. This massive computer is capable of a staggering 35 trillion calculations per second (the world's fastest supercomputer, Blue Gene/L, run by IBM and the Department of Energy, can now run an exponentially staggering 270 trillion calculations per second). Right now it is being used to forecast global climate changes, but it is capable of modeling Earth's environment for the next thousand years. Such forecasts are possible because of the increasing availability of micro-detailed data about the planet. The proliferation of cheap sensing devices is making once-opaque processes of the natural world, from weather systems to glacial flows, more and more transparent. As our ability to interpret and model the data increases, so too will our understanding of Earth.

Corporations Creating (and Exploiting) Clarity

Not surprisingly, businesses and governments everywhere are alert to the remarkable possibilities of a world of growing clarity and transparency—and they are beginning to take advantage of those possibilities. Information is the lifeblood of business; increasingly, the ability to collect, track, integrate, interpret, and utilize data is a key success factor in every industry. Companies spend vast sums on information technology each year; Gartner forecasts that global IT spending will reach $1.75 trillion in 2005. Such investment has spurred remarkable productivity gains and significant changes in business models and practices over the last few decades, and the trend will only continue. Much of the data generated and exploited by information technology relates to basics, such as inventory, logistics, competitors, and market conditions. But much of it also relates to customers, current and potential.

Businesses have been gathering, using, and even selling information about their customers for years, with or without the customers' knowledge or permission. Consumer transactions generate great volumes of data about buying habits, financial positions, and lifestyle choices. When analyzed, this data is extremely valuable, and the market for it is substantial. Corporations are accessing and exploiting more and more data through the use of sophisticated and powerful “data mining” technologies, which comb large databases for hidden and complex patterns and can help companies increase revenues by tailoring their offerings based on customers' discovered buying patterns. Though the technology that fuels modern-day data mining has only been around since the mid-1990s, the worldwide market for such tools is expected to reach $1.85 billion in 2006—a 343 percent increase over spending in 2001, according to IDC research.

One of the most effective adopters of the technologies of transparency is Wal-Mart, which was an early user of bar codes and electronic data interchange and has been so aggressive in promoting the use of RFID tags that it has already attracted the wrath of privacy groups. Wal-Mart accumulates and interprets more data about customers and products than any other retailer—and to great effect. At the beginning of the 2004 hurricane season, for example, the company mined its giant databases to help anticipate what people in storm regions would want to buy before a hurricane. The answers, based on past buying habits, were surprising—who would have guessed that strawberry Pop-Tart sales increased sevenfold during a hurricane? The results enabled Wal-Mart to stock up appropriately, increasing its profits by making sure its stores had the products that customers wanted.

Government Intelligence and Surveillance

Governments are also making effective use of transparency technologies. Many are using a combination of surveillance and data mining to learn more about their citizens, as well as citizens of other countries. Sometimes referred to as “dataveillance,” the main objective of such efforts is to enhance security and minimize risk and vulnerability. Not surprisingly, since September 11, 2001, this has become a much higher priority in many parts of the world. This coincides with an explosion in the power of the technologies that enable such scrutiny, setting the stage for a mutually reinforcing interaction of increased capacity for information gathering, analysis, and dissemination on the one hand and a growing sense of the need for such activity on the other hand.

One controversial feature of dataveillance is the growing tendency for information to be captured for one apparent purpose and then redeployed for another. Recently, in London, a “congestion tax” was levied on cars entering the city center, and video surveillance of traffic was established to enforce compliance. Hundreds of new cameras were installed to read license plates and check them against registered drivers. However, it was quickly discovered that the cameras had an additional purpose. The images they captured would be passed through military and law enforcement databases capable of deploying facial recognition technology to seek out known terrorists and criminals. In the U.S., the passing of the controversial Patriot Act, which greatly empowers the government to collect and analyze data for whatever purpose, clearly signals a trajectory for dataveillance on a wide scale.




Biometrics

Successfully passing yourself off as another person is becoming a thing of the past:

• By the end of 2005, all new U.S. passports will be “intelligent documents.” They will include a “smart chip” that contains a full-face image of the passport-bearer. EU passports are also going biometric and will feature both retinal and fingerprint recognition biometrics on their chips. Thailand is planning to issue national biometric ID cards to all of its approximately 64 million citizens.

• Caesars Palace, one of the largest hotel-casinos in Las Vegas, is building a new tower in which guests will open the doors to their suites with fingerprint biometrics, not keys.

• More than 4 million biometric fingerprint sensors are already in use in cellphones, PCs, and access control devices throughout Asia. Hand vein pattern recognition is also gaining popularity in that region, particularly among banks.

• A 2005 survey found that 56 percent of firms in Saudi Arabia plan to introduce iris scanning and fingerprint recognition for security in their office buildings. Half expect to implement these plans within the next two years.

Sources: The Christian Science Monitor, The Register (UK), Precision Biometrics AB, silicon.com, AuthenTec, SecureIDNews, AME Info.



Meanwhile, the U.S. intelligence and defense communities have been actively exploring the potential for increased clarity and transparency in the “war on terror.” In the coming decade, we will see considerable additional focus on implementing the recommendations of the 9-11 Commission, which identified two primary intelligence challenges for the U.S. in the future: gaining access to information and knowing what sense to make of it—in other words, how to connect the dots. In response to the Commission's findings, new focus has been placed on stepping up intelligence collaboration and information sharing, as well as making highly centralized attempts to “mine” that information for the nuggets it might contain.

Now and in the future, it is not likely that such activities will escape the attention of privacy rights advocates. Consider, for example, the ill-fated Total Information Awareness (TIA) project—launched in 2002 by the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA), quickly renamed the Terrorist Information Awareness project, and then shut down in fall of 2003 in the face of heavy criticism. The scope and ambition of this project was remarkable and indicative of the potential capabilities that lie ahead of us. One task of the project was to develop the ability to more effectively identify critical bits of intelligence within the overall global flood of information by “enabling heterogeneous databases to be queried as if they were one logical 'virtually' centralized database.” In short, TIA was an unprecedented attempt to develop the capacity for incredibly sophisticated cross-referencing of public, private, and government databases that would highlight potential terrorist activity within the vast volumes of personal data trails that we all leave in our everyday lives. But the idea of the U.S. government having privileged access to vast amounts of private information about its citizens proved too controversial for the project to survive. As California Senator Dianne Feinstein put it, “This is a panoply, which isn't carefully conscribed and controlled, for a George Orwell America. And I don't think the American people are ready for that by a long shot.”

The U.S. defense community is also actively exploring the military possibilities opened up by technologies of transparency. Two examples are worth considering. The first is the development of what has been termed a “second Internet” for the exclusive use of the U.S. military. It is a system of surveillance and analysis, based on satellites, sensors, computers, and secure broadband connectivity, that will enable military planners to observe, track, and respond to movements of even very small forces and arms; observe and assess battlefields in real time; and track suspicious sites all over the world for signs of everything from terrorist training to nuclear weapons production.

On a more micro level, experiments in gaining “total awareness” of particular locales are being conducted through the use of “smart dust”—in this case, thousands of tiny microphones, cameras, and heat and vibration sensors deposited in a specific geographic zone, all wirelessly connected to one another and able to relay real-time information. While such a technological edge would be extremely helpful in conventional battlefield scenarios, it could also prove invaluable in less-conventional scenarios, including operations in populated urban areas, which seem likely to consume much military effort in the decades ahead.

Does Privacy Have a Future?

The unprecedented availability, collection, and integration of data, images, and other information is steering us toward a future in which our actions will be more readily tracked and observed. Despite outcries over privacy rights and civil liberties, surveillance of regions, civic spaces, and people will continue to expand. It seems reasonable to suspect that no one will fall outside the boundaries of such scrutiny and that information about our private behavior will be spread and assessed in ways we have not sanctioned. These developments, in both the corporate and public spheres, will no doubt pose serious ethical and privacy issues in the coming decade. For example, while companies may be free to mine data to better serve their customers—to mutual advantage—should they be allowed to sell or make that data available to others? When Google launched its free email service Gmail, it did so with a contingency: in exchange for the free service, users would be shown targeted ads based on the content of their messages, which would be “read” by a computer and then matched to appropriate advertisements. Soon after Google announced the service, 31 privacy and civil liberties organizations wrote an open letter calling for the company to terminate Gmail, saying that the act of scanning personal emails and inserting related ads was a violation of users' “implicit trust” and that the information gathered through this process could be used in other unauthorized ways.

Such debates are becoming more common, and they are often directly linked to security issues. For example, in 2003, JetBlue Airways was forced to make a public apology after word leaked out that it had shared 5 million passenger records with a defense contractor at the behest of the Department of Defense. The contractor had matched JetBlue's information with Social Security numbers, income levels, vehicle ownership, and other personal data in order to investigate the viability of developing an airline passenger profiling system, which would assign a risk level, from green to red, to every passenger and screen out suspected terrorists and felons. JetBlue endured considerable backlash for its actions.

Yet it seems unlikely that we will witness any meaningful retreat from the drive toward clarity and transparency in all areas of our lives and society. We will place some constraints on unwelcome intrusions, to be sure, but in the coming decade, our sense and expectations of privacy will inevitably be challenged and changed as technology is able to discern and track more and more of our individual actions. As a Washington Times editorial put it: “It was only for a brief period after industrialization, when masses were pushed into sprawling cities, that the experience of being literally one among millions provided a sense of privacy through anonymity. The electronic revolution is merely ending a temporary phenomenon created by industrialization.” Or, as Sun Microsystems CEO Scott McNealy has said, “You have zero privacy anyway. Get over it!”

Avoiding a “Panoptican” Society

In the late eighteenth century, the English social reformer Jeremy Bentham, alarmed by the often inhumane conditions and behaviors prevalent in penal institutions of the time, designed a novel prison. It was a circular structure several stories high; each story was a ring of cells, all open toward the center of the ring, and each cell had a window on the external wall. In the middle of the ring stood a watchtower in which guards, concealed from the prisoners, could have full view of every cell, all of them backlit by their external windows. Prisoners could never know when they were being watched, but knew they could be watched at any time. Bentham reasoned that every inmate would always assume they were being watched, and therefore would conform to prison regulations. As the French philosopher Michel Foucault described it in his 1975 work Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison, the major effect of this prison design was “to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power.”

Bentham called his design the Panoptican (“all seeing”). Today, some fear that what he envisaged for the inmates might be an appropriate way of thinking about the fate of all consumers and citizens—being seen, but unable to see back. Some evidence supports this fear. For example, in 2003, the Bush Administration protected some 14 million documents from being declassified—an increase of 39 percent since 2001. While requests to access federal material under the Freedom of Information Act tripled between 1997 and 2003 to more than 3.2 million, the federal resources to handle those requests have not increased. While we may have to recast our thinking about privacy and transparency in the decade ahead, the idea of a society based primarily on one-way, top-down surveillance and scrutiny is deeply offensive to most. It is inconsistent, surely, with the basic human desire for freedom, autonomy, dignity, and respect.

To some extent, we may be able to reduce the sense of invasion and continuous oversight through regulation and limitation of the transparency trends. For example, the European Union has strict rules for how companies can use and disseminate the information they gather, and similar regulations are cropping up in other parts of the world. But a much more promising prospect is that access to information and scrutiny of behavior will work as much from the bottom up as from the top down—in other words, that transparency will be democratized.

The Two-Way Solution

There is cause for both optimism and concern in the breadth of transparency technologies now available to the public—and our tendency to use them. A 2003 U.S. nationwide survey found that 14 percent of Americans would sign up for a service that allowed them to surveil their own homes through Internet-connected cameras. The use of “nanny cams” to check on babysitters has proliferated, and parents in many countries watch their children play at their nursery over the Internet. With GPS becoming an increasingly common feature of simple cellphones, some parents are even tracking their teenage children's movements. In Cincinnati, surveillance cameras have been installed in certain known crime areas—and it is not Big Brother who is watching them but local residents, registered as part of neighborhood anti-crime units and logged on to a special website. Amateur astronomers, using powerful yet affordable telescopes, have created a website, HeavensAbove, that shows satellite paths and sightings for your town at the click of a button. Google now offers satellite photos of buildings and neighborhoods as part of its map service; type in your address, click a button, and a bird's eye view of your house appears.

As citizens become more accustomed to working with the tools of transparency, they will become increasingly adept at enforcing more transparency on corporations and governments. Indeed, there is early evidence that the trend is beginning to go both ways. Companies in many parts of the world are now required to reveal more about their activities, and what is not submitted voluntarily is often uncovered by the systematic scrutiny of highly trusted nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). A growing number of independent organizations are tracking multinational corporations and governments and publicizing their behaviors for all to see. Scorecard.org, for example, offers a searchable database of local companies known to pollute, complete with zip code searches and hotlinks to send protest notes to those companies and to local politicians. Fundrace.org, a site that takes publicly available data about political donations and then codes them geographically, can identify donations by locale and even by building—revealing, for example, that New York City's top Republican donor is 85 Broad Street, home of Goldman Sachs. Some examples of transparency emerging from and contributing to “people power” are actually promoted by businesses themselves. A growing number of online retail sites are including product feedback and reviews as part of their service (Shopping.com's “epinions” network, for example), which is shifting the balance of power between corporate advertisers and consumers.

There are other obvious ways in which transparency will increasingly apply as much to institutions as to citizens. The video recording of Rodney King being beaten by police sent a very clear early message regarding the age old question “who will watch the watchmen”—the answer is, we will. WITNESS, a nonprofit championed by the musician Peter Gabriel, uses “video and technology to fight for human rights” by giving camcorders to activists around the world so that they can document human rights abuses; the organization's website now hosts an enormous archive of videos. Even the horrible images of prisoner abuse from Abu Ghraib are informative. Though the images were taken by the perpetrators themselves, the ease and speed with which they spread around the world was remarkable—and the damage they have done to the reputation and standing of the United States in many Muslim countries is incalculable.

A positive outcome of a more “bottom-up” transparency will be corporations and public bodies, knowing their actions are watched and documented, taking pains to preempt criticism through social and civic responsibility. For example, when Merck decided in the fall of 2004 to withdraw its blockbuster painkiller drug Vioxx from the market in light of growing but not yet conclusive evidence that it might increase the risks of heart disease, it was getting ahead of regulatory requirements and public pressure; it was “doing the right thing” in a world in which failing to do the right thing is becoming increasingly easy to discover and punish.

Yet it also seems inevitable that this trend toward clarity will become a matter of growing concern in the decade ahead. The signs are already here. The fact that more and more cellphones now have digital or video cameras built into them challenges our privacy in new ways. Websites dedicated to displaying salacious shots taken by camera phones have sprung up; it is not just celebrities who can be “caught” out in public and not just professional paparazzi who are behind the lens. We are on the verge of having access to amazingly cheap and tiny cameras, about the size of a postage stamp, that can be stuck anywhere and can send images wirelessly to a computer—and will surely spark another round of privacy challenges.

Looking forward, it seems unlikely that current constraints will solve the problems associated with having ubiquitous lenses on our lives. The more data and images that are captured, and the more accessible they are to others, the more we will find ourselves contending with the curious new realities of our world of crystal clarity, where we know so much more, can solve so many problems, and can seize so many new opportunities—and where our technology leaves us with nowhere to hide.

Craziness


A lie gets halfway around the world before the truth has a chance to get its coat on.

—Winston Churchill



And yet everything that creates clarity also creates the conditions for craziness—for deep and profound misinterpretation and misjudgment. In other words, our increased access to information and to new tools for gathering it will confuse as much as it will clarify.

We are, everyday and in myriad ways, bombarded with information not just from the news media but from entertainers, from advertisers, from our own experience, and from one another. “Information overload” makes it difficult to find the signal within the noise. Much of the information we consume turns out to be of little value, while what is “useful” overwhelms us by its sheer volume. This endless flow of information exposes us to more important data and issues than we can reasonably handle; as a result, we are forced to undertake a kind of “cognitive triage” to select what seems important and discard whatever remains. In this we are enabled by the emergence of “narrowcast” media, in which we as consumers can choose and select our filters and our sources with increasing precision. This in turn can present us with an equal and opposite problem from information overload—too much of the same sort of information, supporting our existing biases and prejudices.

While more data can indeed create increased clarity, it can also generate compelling evidence for very different, even opposing, perspectives. In our attempts to make sense of the world, we are forced to make more choices about meaning than ever before. No matter the quantity or the quality of data we assess, or how many tools and angles we use to understand it, ultimately we will impose meaning based on subjective factors, including our own worldview. Even the most well informed and well intentioned of us can and will make mistakes of interpretation and judgment.

Moreover, as more “evidence” is generated for and from many perspectives, it will be subjected to a variety of interpretations in support of multiple agendas and belief systems. In our multifaceted world, there is no single “truth,” no one interpretation. Ask a poor citizen of South Africa what a weapon of mass destruction is and she might say it's the patents that protect the intellectual property of pharmaceutical firms. “Bioterror” to a South Pacific Islander may soon come to mean the death of species due to global climate change. In much of Colombia, the drug trade is “valid commerce” and the leading edge of the global economy. In the twenty-first century, the spinning of alternative versions of reality in support of very different perspectives will be endless, dizzying, and powerful—and increasingly well “informed” by supporting “proof.”

Conspiracy Theories Everywhere

G.K. Chesterton once said, “When people stop believing in God, they don't believe in nothing. They believe in anything.” Indeed, a growing climate of distrust can paradoxically lead to ever-greater credulity. So too can a global environment in which events seem to occur with little rhyme or reason. Conspiracy theories can, ironically, provide an ordered framework with which to understand chaotic and random events. Within that context, the very availability and flow of data and ideas that enable new transparency and clarity will therefore also empower alternative—and often quite crazy—interpretations of reality. This is being fueled especially by the connectivity and access offered by the Internet. Philip Plait, an astronomer at California State University at Sonoma, is a leading debunker of moon landing conspiracy theories. In an interview with the Houston Chronicle, he explained why such speculation continues to run rampant. “I've known about this moon hoax stuff for years, but it was such a ridiculous, tiny thing that I didn't worry about it. But conspiracy theories fester on the Web, and for this particular conspiracy theory, which relies very heavily on the misinterpretation of pictures, the Web is a Petri dish.”

His analysis certainly appears to be correct—and not just for lunar conspiracy theories. For example, layer upon layer of theory and counter-theory are still being developed about September 11, and most are “supported” by multimedia data—documents, photographs, video, and audiotapes. Most of these theories implicate the U.S. and/or the Israeli government for either executing the attack or knowingly failing to prevent it. Some claim there were no planes involved at all and that the images seen around the world by billions of people were sophisticated holograms. Others claim that the planes were not scheduled flights but special aircraft with “pods” fitted and filled with explosives and guided by remote control. Others claim that explosive devices deep in the foundations of the Twin Towers and other fallen buildings were responsible for their collapse. Still others claim that all these theories are preposterous and unbelievable disinformation spread by government agents to discredit those trying to raise awareness of the “true” story—that the U.S. government enabled or allowed the attacks in order to align public opinion around a radical interventionist policy agenda in the Middle East to secure future oil supplies. These might sound like ridiculous theories that would garner little support, but each have vociferous advocates. So do numerous other conspiracy theories about September 11. In a Gallup poll taken months after the attacks, 86 percent of Pakistanis, 74 percent of Indonesians, and 43 percent of Turks said they did not believe Arabs were responsible for the attacks.

Even natural disasters can provoke an almost immediate outbreak of conspiracy theories. Many speculated that the Indian Ocean tsunami in December 2004 was triggered by U.S. underwater nuclear testing—a theory that gained ground on numerous websites and blogs. Others raised pointed questions about the fact that the tsunami failed to damage the U.S. military base on the island of Diego Garcia; the matter was even raised as a talking point by the BBC on its website.

Another conspiracy theory gathering some speed involves RFID tags—a technology of transparency. Taking their cue from the Book of Revelations, some theorists claim that RFID tags are part of a sinister plot to barcode or otherwise mark people on their right hand or their forehead in fulfillment of the prophecy that Satan would so identify all those entitled to “buy or sell” in his kingdom with “the mark of the beast.” The theory might be farfetched, but companies involved in the manufacture of RFID technology have had to respond to these allegations. Businesses will have to become increasingly aware of the power of rumor to become socialized as truth—to harden into urban legend. Conspiracy theories and rumors can be devastating and difficult to stamp out.




Top Six Urban Legends

Snopes.com, a website dedicated to tracking and substantiating or debunking urban legends, posts a running list of the “25 hottest urban legends,” updated regularly and ranked according to the frequency of their circulation over email, on the Web, and by the media. Snopes defines an urban legend as a tale that “circulates widely, is told and re-told with differing details (or exists in multiple versions), and is said to be true. Whether or not the events described in the tale ever actually occurred is completely irrelevant to its classification as an urban legend.”

The top six urban legends of the week of April 22, 2005:

	You must sign up with the national Do Not Call list to prevent telemarketers from calling your cellphone. (false)

	Boycotting gasoline produced by companies that import oil from the Middle East will cut off the funding of terrorists. (false)

	A woman evaded a rapist posing as a policeman by calling #77 (or *677) on her cellphone. (rape tale—undetermined; #77 dialing—true in some states)

	Bill Gates, Microsoft, and AOL are giving away cash and merchandise to those who forward an email message. (false)

	Parking lot thieves are rendering their victims unconscious with ether-laced perfume. (false)

	Starbucks refused to send free coffee to G.I.s serving in Iraq. (false)


Source: http://www.snopes.com/info/top25uls.asp.



Big global brands are conspiracy's most common targets. For example, the Colombian trade union has accused Coca-Cola and its bottling partners of supporting right-wing death squads that harassed and attacked union members. Coke quickly dismissed the accusation as “outrageous.” And yet the rumor became a heated topic at Coke's annual shareholders meeting, resulting in the ejection of one shareholder from the room. Even small, and therefore more vulnerable, businesses can find themselves at risk. Consider, for example, the story of Caribou Coffee. At the time of writing, if you do a Google search on “Caribou Coffee,” among the top-listed sites are several addressing the rumor that the coffee chain is funding Islamic terrorists. The spread of this conspiracy theory has caused Caribou's business in communities with significant Jewish populations to fall sharply. The problem is that, as with most effective rumors, there is the sliver of a single and rather meaningless fact around which the falsehood is fabricated. Caribou is 88-percent owned by Atlanta-based Crescent Capital, the investment arm of the First Islamic Bank of Bahrain. That makes the story all the more difficult to challenge and, as company CEO Michael Coles has found, “Things on the Internet don't go away.”

Disinformation in the Business of Politics and the Politics of Business

Some conspiracy theorists are sincere—if badly misguided or even deluded—in their beliefs. But others are engaged in deliberate manipulation of the beliefs and perceptions of others to their advantage. In the field of political advertising, sophisticated techniques for influencing opinion in an age of information overload are being honed to a very fine edge. Regular polling surveys find that people dislike negative advertising and, given the choice, would prefer positive messages and communication. The same preference is revealed in focus groups; when shown a positive advertisement for a political candidate and a negative attack ad, they overwhelmingly prefer the positive one. But four days later, when asked what they can remember, they have much greater recall of the negative ad. Abundant research confirms that negative images and messages are easier to recall—in other words, they stick.




The Social Role of Conspiracy Theories

Marcus LiBrizzi, an assistant professor of English at the University of Maine, explained in The Christian Science Monitor why he encourages his students to discuss conspiracy theories: “Even far-out conspiracy theories reveal how people make sense of the world. These theories have social functions; they reflect responses to alienation, the feeling of being disconnected. With conspiracies there are no accidents—everything is linked together. The individual who can figure things out also feels empowered. 'They may have gotten to the rest of you,' this individual reasons, 'but at least I know the truth.'”

Source: Marcus LiBrizzi, “Students Are Highly Motivated in Class? It Must Be a Conspiracy,” The Christian Science Monitor, April 9, 2002. Reprinted by kind permission of the author.



It is not just in political campaigns that governments and their agencies walk a thin line. Consider the story of the dramatic rescue of Private Jessica Lynch during the Iraq war. The original story, accompanied by dramatic nighttime footage of a daring raid, was that she had been captured after engaging in a firefight, assaulted by her captors, and rescued from a heavily guarded hospital. Later, it appeared that the story had been substantially elaborated and stage-managed by the U.S. Army and the media. Lynch had been injured and knocked unconscious when her vehicle crashed; she had not participated in a firefight. She had, by her own account, been well treated. The “raid” was on a hospital that had been long abandoned by enemy soldiers. NBC showed a two-hour film version of her story—with glaring inaccuracies. Lynch herself wrote a book recounting a rather different version of her story, but nonetheless timed to capitalize on the publicity generated by the NBC film. While the truth about the incident remains murky, it is clear that aspects of her experience were deliberately manipulated and distorted.




The Power of False Facts

“What we remember depends on what we believe…. 'People build mental models,' explains Stephan Lewandowsky, a psychology professor at the University of Western Australia, Crawley. 'By the time they receive a retraction, the original misinformation has already become an integral part of that mental model, or worldview, and disregarding it would leave the worldview a shambles.' Therefore, he and his colleagues conclude in their paper, 'People continue to rely on misinformation even if they demonstrably remember and understand a subsequent retraction.'…. Even many of those who remembered a retraction still rated the original claim as true.”

Source: Sharon Begley, “People Believe a 'Fact' That Fits Their Views Even if It's Clearly False,” The Wall Street Journal, February 4, 2005. Reprinted by permission of The Wall Street Journal. Copyright © 2005 Dow Jones & Co., Inc.



Corporations sometimes knowingly help to legitimize the spread of misinformation. Recognizing the power of viral marketing, some corporate marketing departments and lobby groups orchestrate “astroturf” campaigns that revolve around a fictitious grassroots organization, coalition, or event, invented by the corporation or public relations firm to further a specific agenda. These efforts frequently involve letter writing from the nonexistent groups to politicians, postings on do-it-yourself websites, and the creation of shell organizations with no real members. Astroturf campaigns are now estimated to be a $1 billion a year industry. They often originate as “guerilla marketing” attempts to counter the comments by unhappy (or mischievous) customers but can spiral into attempts to shut down public criticism, no matter how legitimate.

NGOs are also learning how to control and package information in order to shape opinions, taking cues from the once “hidden persuaders” in the world of politics and business. For example, campaign groups have learned how to subvert the “official” version of events with their own interpretation. In 2003, Citigroup ran a global advertising campaign on the theme “This Is Citigroup,” which featured pictures of smiling people around the world. The Rainforest Action Network, an environmental group, countered with its own campaign, aping the original but with photos of projects (funded by Citigroup) that it claims are damaging the ecosystem.

Today, many people and organizations are falling afoul of a much more sinister trend: the exploitation of our inability to distinguish authentic communication from sophisticated fraud. Again, the Internet has proved a potent breeding ground for con-artistry in this area. “Phishing,” the use of spoof emails and official-looking websites to fool people into handing over personal financial data, is on the rise; in a recent study by the International Data Group, 96 percent of the 459 corporate IT security officers surveyed agreed that phishing scams will only proliferate. Indeed, they are difficult to stop. Banks have been especially targeted, with official-looking emails directing customers to highly convincing fake websites and compelling them to enter their account details for some spurious administrative purpose. Users of the popular auction site eBay have also been misled by hoax emails into revealing their account details, passwords, and other private information. This new category of “identity theft” is on the rise: 7 million adults in the U.S. fell victim to it during the 12 months leading up to June 2003, according to Gartner—a rise of 79 percent from the previous year.

The Imperative of Trust

In the coming decade, we will without a doubt witness a radical increase in suspicion, misinformation, disinformation, misinterpretation, conspiracy theories, and fraud. A critical consequence of this will be the growing importance of reputation and trust—for people, organizations, and governments.

One of the most extraordinary achievements of eBay is that it has created a sophisticated way for strangers separated by continents to trust one another by aggregating feedback from those they have already done business with. Increasingly, all companies will have to pay much greater attention to the issue of trust. For most, this will mean ensuring that customers continue to have confidence in them. The concept of “brand” is becoming a proxy for reputation and integrity, and that trend will surely continue in the decade ahead.

Governments will face similar pressures—even the democratic process in the U.S. is coming under increased scrutiny—and we should expect this to continue as well. The 2000 presidential election results spawned a host of conspiracy theories, as well as a new research industry that examines the mechanics of voter registration, paper trails (or the lack of them), and electronic voting machines. The 2004 presidential election sparked even more conspiracy theories, some of them the identical twins of theories that had circulated four years earlier, others brand new. As Paul Krugman predicted, with some accuracy, in The New York Times three months before the 2004 presidential election: “When I say that the result will be suspect, I don't mean that the election will, in fact, have been stolen. (We may never know.) I mean that there will be sufficient uncertainty about the honesty of the vote count that much of the world and many Americans will have serious doubts.”

Trust has never been more critical than it is right now—and it has never been more threatened. Treating reputations and truth as strategic resources to be protected and grown will no doubt become an increasing collective obsession.

The tension between growing clarity and transparency in the world and spreading craziness and disinformation is strongly related to the interplay between reason and belief, between information and conviction. This interplay is powerfully mirrored in the next dynamic tension—between the competing perspectives of the secular and the sacred.
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Annual Consumption and Use of Key Resources and Consumer
Products in the U.S. and China

Commodicy China us.
Grain (million tons, in 2004) 382 278
Meat (million tons, in 2004) 63 37

Ol (million barrels per day, in 2004) 7 20

Coal (million tons of oil equivalent, in 2003) 800 574
Steel (million tons, in 2003) 258 104
Ferdlizer (million tons, 2003) 40 20

Cellphones (million in use, 2003) 269 159
TVs (million in use, 2000) 374 243
Personal computers (millon in use, 2002) 36 190
Cars (million in use, 2003) 2% 226

Source: Leter R. Brown, “China Replacing the United States 3s Worlds Leading Consumer,™
Earth Polcy Insiute, February 16, 2005. Reprinted by permission of the Earth Polcy
(wwwearth-policyorg)
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Migrants (Millions) by Region of Destination: 1960-2000

Region 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000
World 759 815 99.8 1540 1749
Afiica 9.0 99 14.1 162 163
Asia 293 28.1 323 41.8 438
Europe 140 18.7 222 263 328
USSR (former) 29 3.1 33 30.3 295
Latin America & Caribbean 6.0 5.8 6.1 7.0 5.9
Northern America 125 13.0 18.1 27.6 40.8
Oceania 21 30 38 48 5.8

Source:Joseph Chamie, “Intermational Migraion: The Redisrbution of Humanicy.” Global Busincss Neowork,

May 26, 2005, Original data from the United Nations Popultion Di
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Economic Growth Through Deep Time

Year Population® GDP per Capitat
-5000 5 $130
-1000 50 $160
1 170 $135
1000 265 $165
1500 5 $175
1800 900 $250
1900 1625 $850
1950 2515 52,030
1975 4080 $4,640
2000 6,120 $8.175
* Miions

I e 2000 inrnsion! ol

Source: Bradfond Del g, Macconamis (New York: McGraw-Hill 2004). Data Fom Del g’ esimates and
from Jocl Coben, Hoto Many Peple G te Earh Suppos? (New York: Norton, 1995). Reprinted by permision
of bradford Delong,
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Outside Africa

Rank Country

1 Haidi

2 ‘Trinidad and Tobago
3 Bahamas

4 Cambodia

5 Guyana

6 Belize

7 Honduras

8 Dominican Repul
8 Suriname

10 Thailand

10 Barbados

12 Ukraine

13 Myanmar

14 Jam:

15 Estonia

Percent of Population

5.6
32
30
26
25
24
18
17
17
15
1.
14
12
12
L1

Source: 2004 World Popultion Dta Sheet, Populaton Reference Burcau. Reprintcd by permission.
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Top 15 HIV/AIDS Prevalence Countries (end 2003)

Africa
Rank Country

1 Swaziland

2 Botswana

3 Lesotho

4 Zimbabwe

5 South Aftica

6 Namibia

7 Zambia

8

9 Central Affican Rep.
10 Mozambique

1 Tanzania

12 Gabon

13 Céte d'Ivoire

14 Cameroon

15 Kenya

Percent of Population
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215
213
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88
81
70
69
67
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Reproductive Versus Therapeutic Cloning: Views from Europe

Tell me if you The reproducive cloning, The therapeutic cloning,

agree or disagree  meaning the identical meaning the identical

with... repodcron of bunan beings eptodion ofhuraa
Agree (%) Disagree (%) Agree

Germany 6 94 5

Spain 7 7 7

France 4 9% 57

Treland 4 95 37

Taly 4 95 65

Austria 3 94 3

Porwugal 10 85 7

Sweden 4 91 51

United Kingdom 7 92 47

Hungary 2 95 59 37

Romania n 85 49 a7

Slovakia 18 81 51 4“9

Tarkey 17 73 36 54

SourceThe Europesn OrbusSurvey, EOS Gallo Eropecary 2003, Repened by i perision o EOS Gl Ercpe.






