
10 LEARNINGS FROM THE BOOK



The Great Redesign – Frameworks for the Future – is the title of the new book 
from digital pioneer Matthias Schrader and communications expert 
Volker Martens. Times of crisis pose a radical challenge to our normality. 
After all, what has led us into a crisis will not lead us back out again. The 
lockdown and reset will therefore be followed by a redesign of our world. 
Ideas for this are gathered in the book The Great Redesign with essays 
from international thought leaders such as Azeem Azhar, Benedict Evans, 
Miriam Meckel, David Mattin, Genevieve Bell and Ramez Naam. We’ve 
summed up some key learnings from their contributions and from many 
more experts on the following pages.
 
This is only a first glimpse into the richness of ideas covered in the 236 
page book that will be out in November 2020. Would you like to learn more 
about the authors and their contributions or would you like to (pre-)order 
the book? Visit nextconf.eu/books for details.

http://nextconf.eu/books


10 learnings from the book The Great Redesign

IT’S NOT ABOUT  
THE FOURTH  
INDUSTRIAL  
REVOLUTION, OR 
INDUSTRY 4.0.
As Albert Wenger explains in his chapter, this concept is misleading, as 
it dramatically underestimates the changes and challenges of what he 
calls The Great Transition. We’re moving from the Industrial Age into the 
Knowledge Age. This will change many of our core assumptions on how our 
world operates. It will be a world where capital is abundant and attention is 
scarce. And possibly that’s already the case today.
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 WE NEED TO 
CHANGE OUR   
 APPROACH TO   
 THE ALLOCATION 
OF ATTENTION.
Currently, our Western societies are trapped in cycles of hysteria. It seems 
that we can only process one crisis at a time. But, as Thomas Müller explains 
in the book, there are four mega-crises happening simultaneously:

 — an economic crisis
 — an epidemiological crisis
 — an environmental crisis
 — and a crisis of equality

And beyond them, there’s always a grey rhinoceros, or an elephant in the 
room – a big animal we willingly choose to ignore.
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IT’S ALL ABOUT   
  SYSTEMIC RISKS   
 AND SYSTEMIC  
 APPROACHES.
That’s why we need to reallocate our attention. The year 2020 teaches us that 
as soon as one big challenge for humanity – the climate crisis – absorbs much 
of the world’s attention, another crisis emerges and eats Greta Thunberg’s 
lunch. Humanity as a whole needs to allocate attention to all crucial areas, 
threats and opportunities alike. In his chapter, Rafael Kaufmann refers to 
the systems-based approach to environmentalism proposed by Stewart 
Brand. Something to explore further.
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 WRIGHT’S LAW 
BEATS MOORE’S 
LAW
While Moore’s law is well-known, especially in the digital industries, 
Wright’s law is way more interesting. It’s also known as the learning curve, 
and it basically states that progress increases with experience. The more 
we build, the better and cheaper it becomes. Ramez Naam applies Wright’s 
law to the world of solar energy which, in the future, will be insanely cheap, 
if we follow his prediction. This gives us hope for a lot of fields where we 
are in dire need of fast, massive progress.
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ONLY PROGRESS 
WILL SAVE US.
There is no way to make the world a better place through pessimism, 
fatalism, polarisation or conflict. “Degrowth” is no solution either. There 
is no tradeoff between economic and ecological sustainability, we simply 
need both. The same is true for the current crisis: there is no tradeoff 
between health and the economy; the economy can only thrive when the 
virus that is threatening our collective health is defeated.
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WE’VE BEEN 
THERE BEFORE.
Everything that we now take for granted, like agile, design thinking, user-
centred design etc., has its roots in cybernetics. And we can trace cybernetics 
back to Norbert Wiener and the 1940s. In a tour de force, Genevieve Bell 
and Amy McLennan teach us how these early thinkers already thought in 
systems, way beyond the complexity of early computers. Wiener and his 
fellow thinkers always had the environment in which technology operates in 
mind, and the complexity of its interplay.
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 ARTIFICIAL  
INTELLIGENCE IS 
A NARROWING, 
COMPARED TO 
CYBERNETICS.
 
Another thing we learned from Genevieve and Amy is that artificial intelligence 
was conceived as a break from the heritage of cybernetics. From the very  
beginning, AI focussed on the idea that machines sooner or later would think 
like humans. In hindsight, this idea increasingly looks like a huge error. As 
Ben Sauer puts it in his chapter:

 “A human is nothing like a machine in reality.”
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DIVERSITY IS A 
NO-BRAINER.
Tijen Onaran makes the case for diversity being in the self-interest of 
companies and organisations. Diverse teams are more successful and 
innovative, for example. The products they develop appeal to larger 
groups of people, since they take more different aspects into account. 
Different people have different experiences and expectations. The list 
goes on. But there is still a gap between what corporate leaders think 
and what employees experience.
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WE NEED  
POLITICS.  
WE REALLY DO.
Democracy is always in danger. Today’s great challenge for democracy 
is technocracy. It comes in different flavours, but the core is always the 
same. People believe that we don’t need political decisions, since science, 
or the market, or almighty algorithms already know the right thing. And 
we mere humans simply need to follow this higher wisdom. But this won’t 
end well, and David Mattin explains why and what to do instead.

09



10 learnings from the book The Great Redesign

DESIGN CAN BE 
POWERFUL.
We must design our futures. Thomas Müller writes:

 “The ultimate project is to build a better, healthier, more purposeful and 
 equal future for all.”

And Rafael Kaufmann reminds us of the classic understand-plan-act cycle 
of both cybernetics and design. This cycle can take different shapes, like the 
OODA loop or the feedback loop. It is powerful because of the power of 
recursion. But the important lesson is: our futures are something we create.
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