Thomas L. Friedman is not so much a futurist, which he is sometimes called, as a presentist. His aim, in his new book, The World Is Flat, as in his earlier, influential Lexus and the Olive Tree, is not to give you a speculative preview of the wonders that are sure to come in your lifetime, but rather to get you caught up on the wonders that are already here. The world isn't going to be flat, it is flat, which gives Friedman's breathless narrative much of its urgency, and which also saves it from the Epcot-style polyester sheen that futurists--the optimistic ones at least--are inevitably prey to. 

What Friedman means by "flat" is "connected": the lowering of trade and political barriers and the exponential technical advances of the digital revolution have made it possible to do business, or almost anything else, instantaneously with billions of other people across the planet. This in itself should not be news to anyone. But the news that Friedman has to deliver is that just when we stopped paying attention to these developments--when the dot-com bust turned interest away from the business and technology pages and when 9/11 and the Iraq War turned all eyes toward the Middle East--is when they actually began to accelerate. Globalization 3.0, as he calls it, is driven not by major corporations or giant trade organizations like the World Bank, but by individuals: desktop freelancers and innovative startups all over the world (but especially in India and China) who can compete--and win--not just for low-wage manufacturing and information labor but, increasingly, for the highest-end research and design work as well. (He doesn't forget the "mutant supply chains" like Al-Qaeda that let the small act big in more destructive ways.) Friedman tells his eye-opening story with the catchy slogans and globe-hopping anecdotes that readers of his earlier books and his New York Times columns will know well, and also with a stern sort of optimism. He wants to tell you how exciting this new world is, but he also wants you to know you're going to be trampled if you don't keep up with it. His book is an excellent place to begin. --Tom Nissley 

Where Were You When the World Went Flat? 
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Thomas L. Friedman's reporter's curiosity and his ability to recognize the patterns behind the most complex global developments have made him one of the most entertaining and authoritative sources for information about the wider world we live in, both as the foreign affairs columnist for the New York Times and as the author of landmark books like From Beirut to Jerusalem and The Lexus and the Olive Tree. They also make him an endlessly fascinating conversation partner, and we'd happily have peppered him with questions about The World Is Flat for hours. Read our interview to learn why there's almost no one from Washington, D.C., listed in the index of a book about the global economy, and what his one-plank platform for president would be. (Hint: his bumper stickers would say, "Can You Hear Me Now?") 

A copy of "The World Is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-first Century" carried onto a cross-town bus prompted an unexpected conversation recently involving a former theology student and a homeward-bound electrician. Both were eager to share their opinions about Thomas L. Friedman's number one New York Times bestseller. Offering the organizing power of a simple metaphor, Friedman's book has captured the attention of people from every walk of life -- people who are trying to make sense out of the rapidly changing business and political environment. 

 

"Anyone who has children in high school or college is aware that this generation of college graduates will be competing for jobs against the best students from a much wider range of countries than any previous generation," says Daniel Brooks, a professor of supply chain management at the W. P. Carey School of Business. The importance of "The World is Flat," Brooks says, is that Friedman attempts to explain the complex trends that will shape the world's future.

Recipient of three Pulitzer Prizes for commentary, foreign-affairs columnist Thomas Friedman's career at the New York Times has included stints as chief economic correspondent and chief White House correspondent. Author of "From Beirut to Jerusalem" and "The Lexus and the Olive Tree," Friedman channels his skill at storytelling to describe 10 "flatteners" that have "turbocharged" globalization. "The World is Flat" has been on the New York Times bestseller list for 28 weeks.  

Knowledge@W. P. Carey asked a group of experts to share their impressions of "The World is Flat." Here are their assessments of Friedman's thesis. 

Lalit Ahuja, Managing Director, Target Technology Services India Private Limited (A Target Corporation Company), Bangalore, India
I am an ardent Friedman fan -- not because he gets it all, but because he manages to stir up debates that get us all thinking about issues all over again. In more ways than one, "The World is Flat" takes off from where Friedman left his lucid and compelling account of the economic phenomena of globalization in "The Lexus and the Olive Tree." This time around, it appears to be an attempt on Friedman's part to finish the unfinished story. 

Friedmanese has it that we are in the throes of an earth-flattening economic movement of globalization –- the impact of which will be as profound as possibly the industrial revolution. In his (usual) hard-nosed treatise of facts and figures that are accelerating the pace of globalization resulting in a flat (or flatter) world, Friedman's articulate enumeration of the art, science and engineering of globalization (complete with bells and whistles) is likely to move even the globally challenged readers. However, I am not sure if he has succeeded in demystifying the emerging world economic order, notwithstanding his abilities to simplify complex cross-border socio-political and economic issues. 

The world may not be flat yet but semantics, rhetoric, metaphors and Friedman aside, the view from the not-yet-flat world does point towards the inevitability of a desirable and unstoppable economic trend of globalization. The developing world has undergone a virtual metamorphosis in recent years. Driven by all-pervasive and ubiquitous communication networks, entrepreneurial innovations, "leveled" access to technology and infrastructural improvements, the shortest distance between any points in the world is bound to become shorter. A plethora of disparate yet interrelated drivers and enablers will keep globalization going. While the trend of evolving globalization is likely to continue in the same direction, the factors creating momentum will vary with times and circumstances. End of the day, the domineering human and business spirit to compete, excel and innovate will triumph over Columbus and Friedman.

Ruth Bolton, W. P. Carey Chair in Marketing, W. P. Carey School of Business
Friedman suggests some rules for how companies can cope in a flat world, but I believe that companies will need more than coping strategies to succeed. Organizations must seize the opportunity to grow revenues, profits and shareholder value through targeted activities directed toward developing, maintaining and enhancing successful relationships with stakeholders, especially customers and network partners. 

A flat world implies enhanced opportunities to use data and information technology to understand customers and network partners and co-create value with them. This approach can move a company away from low-margin products and services (which can be outsourced and are subject to global competition) to customized, high-margin products and services. It entails a two-pronged strategy. First, organizations must innovate –- not only in traditional domains of science and technology that lead to new products –- but they must innovate in how business processes are performed and value is created for and with customers. Second, organizations must develop new capabilities by through the cross-functional integration of processes, people, operations and marketing capabilities. 

Recent research suggests that organizations that can capture, integrate, share and use information will be able to exploit these new opportunities and succeed.

Daniel Brooks, Director of the W. P. Carey MBA – Executive and Global Programs and Professor of Supply Chain Management, W. P. Carey School of Business
The importance of Friedman's book is, as many reviewers have pointed out, that he is explaining trends that will shape the world's future. Hindsight is not the same thing as foresight, however. History gives us facts; "trends" are the work of human reasoning building causal links between these events. And formal studies conducted by psychologists and decision researchers have shown that humans are adept at making sense out of anything they believe has occurred, no matter how unlikely it might have been beforehand.

"Hindsight bias" affects those who interpret historical events where they know how things turned out. This knowledge routinely alters their assessment of the likelihood of the outcomes that actually occurred. Knowing an event occurred increases the interpreter's "postdicted" likelihood of that event occurring and, in addition, changes the perceived relevance of descriptive data related to the event. As a result, judges of history overestimate how well they would have forecasted outcomes, how accurate their explanation of history is, and how good a guide it is for the future. Worse, they are unaware of this bias. Looking back, what happened starts to look like what almost had to happen. It all makes sense.

Hindsight bias is not deliberate, but is, as reported by the psychologists and decision analysts doing the research, induced by "creeping determinism," a process propelled by subconscious desires on the part of the interpreter to appear "knowledgeable, intelligent and unambiguous."

That is a pretty succinct description of almost all authors interpreting historical events (and finding "trends" there): They are knowledgeable, intelligent and unambiguous. And if you read only one of these books, you can come away feeling the same way. That's a problem with this bias: It's contagious. 

To illustrate the fact that interpreters of the past can be knowledgeable, intelligent, unambiguous and also in serious disagreement, consider the first of Friedman's 10 flatteners, the marker of a new era in globalization: the collapse of the Berlin Wall. While there were many causes, his interpretation is that the "one factor" that was "first among equals" in causing the wall to fall was the fact that "too much information started [slipping] through the Iron Curtain, thanks to the spread of fax machines, telephones, and other modern tools of communication." Technology brought the wall down, he says metaphorically, and replaced it with Windows (the operating system).

Not surprisingly, the collapse of the wall has attracted the attention of other knowledgeable interpreters of history. Viewed from the perspective of many sociologists, it is seen not as a signal of globalization at all, but rather something closer to its opposite: the end of the "modern" era and its hopes for a global village, and the beginning of the "post-modern era" in global relations.

Although specific events are never totally accurate in defining a historical period, many social historians identify the modern era and its focus on the autonomous individual thinker as the basic unit of society as starting in 1789 with the fall of the Bastille, which housed the monarchy's enemies. Modernism was characterized by the belief that reason transcended the particulars of culture, language and historical divisions and that science, as the expression of reason, ensured the reshaping of society from primitive tribalism into a global utopia of individuals rather than competing cultures.

The collapse of the Berlin wall, according to this view, marked the end of the last great human experiment in the collective living of equal individuals. Science, a great source of gadgets, is not a sufficient resource for societal advancement: Reason, science, and technology failed to bring in a golden global era. Post-modernism returned society to the values of tribalism (in the form of renewed emphasis on multiculturalism), science balanced by mysticism and the supernatural, objectivity balanced by subjectivity, pandemic secularism giving way to new emphasis on "spirituality," and the rejection of "big truths" for relativism. Reviewers of the work of these sociologists have praised it as knowledgeable, intelligent and unambiguous.

They, like Friedman, can point to the evidence: Web browsers (the second of Friedman's flatteners), aren't a flattener by themselves; it is how people use them that defines their impact. While Friedman believes those with the browsers will shape the future, others believe it is the disparity between those with browsers and those without that will shape the future. Friedman sees technology turbocharging the winners –- others see it turbocharging the conflict between winners and losers. 

A thorough study of the past reveals to these sociologists that technology is a tool; it is people who determine the behavioral use of the tool and not the other way around. In contrast, Friedman is equally clear: "I am a technological determinist! Guilty as charged." (The italics are Friedman's.)

The authors could read each other's books, but it may not help much. Decision analysis research shows that once a person spots a trend, the evaluation of new evidence is biased toward spotting that which is confirmatory. This isn't deliberate:  it is a built-in filter that enables people to interpret new information in terms of a scheme we already understand. Accepting new points of view is difficult in part because they are difficult to see, let alone believe. 

For those who wish to make good decisions about the future, decision-making research puts a book like "The World is Flat" in context: It is valuable to read Friedman's book because it provides a knowledgeable, intelligent, unambiguous interpretation of the past. It is also important to read competing points of view. Like getting different medical opinions, the decision maker must resolve intelligent and unambiguous interpretations that not only don't agree with each other but are sometimes diametrically opposed. This is a more uncomfortable state for decision makers, but it is also more realistic. History has shown it is much easier to interpret the past than it is to forecast the future. Remembering that is a partial antidote for the hindsight bias.

Thomas Duening, Director of Entrepreneurial Programs, Ira A. Fulton School of Engineering, Author of "Business Process Outsourcing: The Competitive Advantage" (Wiley, 2004); and "The Essentials of Business Process Outsourcing" (Wiley, 2005)
Friedman's book plays a valuable role in chronicling the inevitability of global outsourcing. As Friedman aptly points out, the outsourcing monster that many in the United States have vilified is of our own creation. The incessant demand for quarterly profits, the elimination of global trade barriers, and the quest for ever-better global electronic connectivity lie at the heart of outsourcing as a strategy to remain cost effective and competitive. These are decidedly our values—and these values are the fundamental drivers of the outsourcing phenomenon. 

While Friedman's book plays the valuable role of describing the "flat" world, the book also is overly long, occasionally repetitive, and distractingly trite. As a reporter for the New York Times Friedman is a great storyteller, and he tells many that are very interesting. Unfortunately, he also tells many that make the same point over and over again. 

Friedman is novel in using the term "flat" to refer to the global effect of outsourcing, but he then directly asserts that the world is, in fact, "not flat." The use of the "flat" metaphor is likely a publisher or editor suggestion, but it is characteristic of the cavalier use of metaphors throughout the book. Metaphors matter, however, and it matters greatly to understand whether the world is "flat" or if it is merely flattening." 

Of course, as a chronicler of "what is," Friedman is not interested in prescribing "what to do." And that, ultimately, is the major fault of this book. While Friedman does help us understand the changed nature of global economics, he doesn't much help us decide what to do about it.

Dennis Hoffman, Associate Dean for Research and Professor of Economics, W. P. Carey School of Business
There is nothing "new" in Tom Friedman's "The World is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-first Century," and at the same time it is very revealing about everything that is "new." That is, I found no surprises and yet I came away better informed. 

Friedman paints a picture of a world transformed by the "triple convergence" of the ubiquitous Web, a business environment, attitude and direction that is enabled by the Web, and the addition of approximately 3 billion new workers and consumers who have been unleashed by technology and the unfettering of political constraints. The book should stand as a call to action, a realization that former fringe players are now viable competitors. Millions of people who hunger for wealth and prosperity that many Americans have taken for granted now have opportunities unthinkable only a few decades ago. 

The anecdote from the CEO of a small Indian company stays with me. He relates an India teeming with underdogs, a nation that aspires "to be a superpower" and to "rule." When pressed he describes "ruling" this way: "[it's] about efficiency, it's about collaboration and it is about competitiveness and it is about being a player. It is about staying sharp and being in the game…. If you are not good enough, you're going to be sitting and watching the game. That's all."

So I came away asking myself questions. Are the businesses and labor force in the U.S. prepared for this global challenge? Can the hunger and drive in Asia be matched by aspirations here at home? Are individuals taking advantage of their opportunities and are they acquiring the education and skills necessary to compete in this arena?  I have my concerns. So, I suspect, will many of Friedman's readers.

Atul Vashistha, Chief Executive Officer, neoIT
Tom Friedman is a globalizer. From his observations on the Middle East to his insights into globalization, he is first and foremost a shining example of American values of freedom and free trade. When I was interviewed by Tom for this book, what amazed me was his ability to take disparate events and see the underlying connections and muse on future directions.

"The World is Flat" presents his personal discovery of how the world is becoming an even playing field. He presents this as a series of events that have shaped this flattening in his fun to read book. This book is a must read for anyone that cares about our world and the direction in which it is heading. This book is not just about global trade, it is about our lives and how a flattened world impacts it. 

