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Introduction
Change continues to accelerate as we enter the twenty-first century. Since the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989, the Western world has gone from being in a Cold War period of democratic exhilaration (the “End of History”) and back to a period of “cold peace”. In 2001, the cost of sequencing a human genome was $100 million, today it is $1,000. During the same time Nokia went from being the over-arching dominant player in the mobile business to being a sell-off, and the possibility of having the Internet on your smartphone created the mobile economy. Seven years ago, Airbnb did not exist, today it is valued at $20 billion and operates in 34,000 cities. The list goes on… 
 
The future of today’s world is such a vast universe of infinite unknowns that merely venturing out in it can seem overwhelming. We live in an “age of distraction”, characterized by an ever more aggressive appropriation of our attention time by our smart phones, social media, invasive advertising and even more generally, choice overload and omnipresent “noise”. Information and even research have become mere commodities available in an ever-increasing quantity: the more we have, the greater the risk of confusion and “paralysis by analysis”. All these factors mean that the time we take to think has become an increasingly scarce resource. Problematic in a world evolving at a furious, unprecedented pace, everything we are accustomed to - our natural environment, the economy, our relations with others, the geopolitical landscape and technology, - is changing abruptly and simultaneously. 
 
In response to the challenge raised by these rapid changes and to the time deficit we all face I wish to propose in a succinct manner some thoughts on where the world is going. This short essay can be read in about 40 minutes - the threshold beyond which our ability to concentrate sharply diminishes. Since an adult reads between 350 and 400 words a minute, it comprises less than 16,000 words - just enough to provide a panoramic overview of today and tomorrow’s world. My aim is not to persuade my readers that mine is the only valid analytical framework, or that my convictions will prove correct (facts never win arguments), but rather to submit a few “primers” and stretch the bounds of our imaginative thought process. 
 
Don’t let the future pass you by! This brief essay is a modest attempt to help you draw a winning ticket for the twenty-first century.
 
There are different ways to travel round the world. The most obvious one is to do so geographically: looking at what’s happening in a particular continent, region, or country, and then to move on to the next. It is also possible to undertake the trip thematically, guided by the large disciplines around which we organize our thinking and taking in consideration economics, geopolitics, societal issues, technology, the environment and so on. 
 
I find neither approach wholly satisfactory: traveling geographically runs the risk of becoming sequential which can be frustrating given the increasingly globalized and interdependent world that we live in. Traveling thematically, in turn, seems conceptually inappropriate since it ignores the complexity of interactions that exist between the different elements and issues that constitute today’s world. Although our cognitive boundaries tend to structure our thought processes in a linear way, the reality that surrounds us is non-linear, adaptive, complex, fast paced, ambiguous... It is for these reasons that I’ve chosen a more personal “itinerary” for this voyage, traveling in 16 different stages each exposing diverse concepts, notions, ideas, and convictions ranging across different disciplines and different regions of the world. It may sometimes give the impression of a peripatetic mind moving too quickly from one field to the next, but this is part of the challenge. 
 
My main objective in this short essay is to stick to the point and to provide a sound analytical filter so that “priority” notions and concepts get immediate attention. I also hope to invite controversy and to spur criticism and feedback – the only way to refine one’s thinking.
 
For ease of reading, the 16 stages are structured thus:
 
	I Observations about what’s shaping the world: 
	(1) Interdependence; 

	(2) Transparency; 

	(3) Velocity; and 

	(4) Mutation.




 
	II Certainties that characterize today’s world: 
	(5) Shifting and rebalancing; 

	(6) Systemic disorder; 

	(7) Lower economic growth; 

	(8) Digital revolution disrupting everything.




 
	III Uncertainties about where the world is going: 
	(9) The ultimate impact of technological innovation; 

	(10) The convergence of developed and emerging countries may not happen; 

	(11) Democracies at risk; 

	(12) The origin of the next crisis.




 
	IV Suggestions on how to personally benefit from the 21st century's upheaval: 
	(13) Think power-laws, not bell-curve distributions; 

	(14) Be a fox, not a hedgehog; 

	(15) Don’t predict (with one exception!) but anticipate; 

	(16) Display humility.




 
Seasoned travelers know that, often, the shortest distance between two points is not a straight line, but a meander. For this reason I beg my readers’ indulgence. Even if this is a fast-paced trip, I have occasionally had to take a few side tracks, and embark on large avenues crossing each other while at all times trying to avoid dead-ends.
 
Without a modicum of shame, I’m entirely happy to recognize, as Mark Twain said when discussing the combinatorial nature of creativity, that “all good ideas are second-hand”. For ease and speed of reading, this essay doesn’t contain footnotes or a bibliography. However, every single fact, figure, quote, assertion or reference in the text is backed by solid evidence and robust research. All can be found on the website of The Monthly Barometer under the heading “Around the World”.




OBSERVATIONS about what's shaping the world
This journey starts with four observations about strong forces that are shaping today's world, regardless of our place and location in it. They are: interdependence, transparency, velocity and mutation.
1) Interdependence 
If we had to distil the very essence of the 21st century in just one word, it would have to be “interdependence”. Interdependence is the Defining Feature of this century, with a capital D and a capital F. A by-product of globalization and technological progress, it can essentially be defined as the dynamic of reciprocal dependence among the elements that compose a system. The fact that globalization and technological progress have advanced so much over the past few years has prompted some pundits to declare that the world is now “hyper-connected” - interdependence on steroids!
 
What does this interdependence mean in practice? Simply that the world is “concatenated”: linked together. Kishore Mahbubani, a global thinker from Singapore, elegantly captured this reality with a maritime metaphor: “Just a few years ago, there were 170 different boats (i.e. countries) afloat; but today, we have 193 cabins at sea on the same boat”. In his own words: “this is one of the greatest transformations ever”. 
 
An interdependent world is a world of systemic connectivity, in which all risks affect each other through a web of complex interactions. In such conditions, it is no longer possible to claim that an economic risk will be confined to the economic sphere, or that an environmental risk won’t have repercussions reverberating across risks of a different nature. We can all think of economic risks turning into political ones (the political backlash against economic austerity in Greece with the victory of Syriza, for example), or of environmental risks mutating into geopolitical ones (such as water scarcity and rising tensions in Southeast Asia). 
 
When considered in isolation, individual risks – be they of an economic, geopolitical, societal or environmental nature – give the false impression that they can be contained or mitigated; but in “real life”, systemic connectivity renders this an artificial construct. In an interdependent world, risks amplify each other, and in so doing have a cascading effect. This is why isolation or containment cannot go hand in hand with interdependence and inter-connectedness.
 
Interdependence has an important conceptual effect: it invalidates “silo thinking”. Since conflation and systemic connectivity are what ultimately matters, addressing a problem or assessing an issue or risk in isolation from the others is senseless. This “silo thinking” partly explains why so many economists failed to predict the credit crisis and why so few political scientists saw the Arab Spring coming. As most experts suffer from being segregated into increasingly narrow fields, they lack the broad, overall view necessary to connect the many different, interdependent dots. This is also true for decision-makers, not because of their own limitations, but because in a world that has become so interdependent, the risks faced by any individual, firm, country or region are subject not only to its own choices, but also to those of others. In such an environment it is increasingly difficult and challenging to manage risks and to take robust decisions.
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