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About the Authors 

Erik Brynjolfsson is the director of the Massachusett’s Institute of Technology’s Center for Digital 

Business, while Andrew McAfee is it’s principal research scientist. 

 

Summary 

We’re approaching a future that is unparalleled in history. Previous economic revolutions saw job loss 

and disruption, but there always seemed to be more job creation than job destruction. With machine 

learning and artificial intelligence, this pattern seems to halt, and instead usher in extreme inequality 

and destruction for those not ready.  

These lessons will lay out the situation, as well as who is in the right position for this coming future.  

 

My Takeaway 

If I could go back to freshman year of college, I would double major in computer science and something 

in the humanities. Why? Because the future will be a time when being “human” is essential and the 

ability to mesh human and code will be the game changer.  

Unfortunately, most of us have been trained to be robots, and for the past one hundred years this led to 

great middle class success. But unfortunately for us robot middle classers, the real robots are here and 

don’t have the emotion to feel sorry as they take our job.  

So what do we do? We learn, we learn, and we learn some more until we become creative experts that 

control the robots.  
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The first step is learning about this future, which you’ll learn in these lessons. The second step is taking 

the lesson on a solution, and going out and acting on it.  

 

 

Phase 1: What is it? 

 

Lesson 1: Human Progress &Technological Development  

It is no secret we are living in the most advanced stage of history, but what brought us here? According 

to the authors, the progress of society is the result of technological development.  

 

Lesson 2: The Second Machine Age  

The first technological development with machines – the First Machine Age - was a result of the steam 

engine. The steam engine allowed machines to do what once was strictly human labor, and with this 

advancement came a boom in production, as well as a loss in jobs. Who lost their jobs? Not all the 

population in this category, but those who were strictly physical laborers.  

Today, we’re facing a Second Machine Age, and instead of the steam engine we’re advancing intellect 

using algorithms and robots.  

 

Phase 2: How is it different? 

 

Lesson 1: Exponential Growth 

Technology today is moving at an exponential pace.  

The story they used to describe this is through the founder of Chess. Legend has it that a man in India 

invented the game of chess, and the King was so thrilled that he asked the man to name his reward. The 

man made a simple request, he said he wanted rice on each chess square. On the first square he wanted 

one grain, on the second square he wanted two grains, on the third square he wanted four grains, and 

so on until the last square.  

The King was overwhelmed at his humility….that is until the twentieth square when the King owed the 

man over 1,000,000 grains of rice and was unable to pay. The sad part is that this was only half the 

board, when all was said done the king would owe the man 18,000,000,000,000,000,000 grains of rice, 

equal to about 210 billion tons.  

What the man understood was the power of exponential growth, the same growth technology is 

witnessing.  
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According to the authors, technology is now on the second half of the chessboard.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

      

Within technology, this is called Moore’s Law, which states that a computer chip will double roughly 

every one to two years.  

 

Lesson 2: Data, Data, Data 

The Second Machine Age will produce massive amounts of data, and with this data society opens up the 

opportunity for analysis.  

The authors use the example of Google digitizing over 20 million books and the accompanying insights. 

Scientists learned that between 1950 and 2000, the number of English words increased by more than 

70%.  

Where the machine age allowed efficiency for physical work, data proves efficiency for every type of 

work. 

 

Phase 3: Implications 

 

Lesson 1: Bye Bye GDP 

The Second Machine age makes us rethink if GDP is a good metric of productivity. The reason is that 

GDP focuses solely on monetary value, whereas free assets and sources such as Wikipedia provide great 

productivity for broad applications but aren’t included in GDP. For example, an employee saves an 

average of 15 minutes when they use Google instead of an encyclopedia to find an answer. Add this 

over the course of a year, and that saves $500 a year per employee.  

Technology is now here  
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Lesson 2: Increased Inequality 

One of the scary possibilities with the new machine age is increased inequality at an unseen level.  

The authors point first to wages, and how the average wage in America has dropped by ten percent. But 

wages are just the start, listening to a recent podcast I heard the consulting firm Accenture plans to be 

70% automated in the next 20 years. This means 7 out of 10 people losing their jobs, and this in a field 

that is highly valued.  

 

Lesson 3: Winner Takes All 

Due to exponential growth, as well as the network effect, which states that the value for one user 

increases exponentially as more users join, the environment is now a winner takes all with inherent 

monopolies.  

The author points to individuals as well, stating that since it’s a global economy and there’s visibility 

unseen before, the top performers in each category benefit immensely while previously local value is 

soaked up by the top performers.  

 

Phase 4: Next Steps 

 

Lesson 1: Who’s In Danger? 

The biggest losers are those with routine jobs. Not just manual labor, but anything repeatable as 

algorithms are simply the formal documentation of a procedure.  

 

Lesson 2: Creativity  

The “safe” route in the future will be those leveraging creativity, those who can connect seemingly 

unrelated knowledge together. Typically we look at these tasks for artists, writers, but I believe the 

differentiator in every category will be the ability to come up with creative solutions. Machines will 

outperform us in many areas such as analyzing data sets, but they struggle and will struggle at ideation. 

In the book summary on How to Create a Mind, Ray Kurzwell discusses how we will mesh our biological 

brains with digital brains to outsource logic and use our creativity. This affirms the importance and 

positioning of humans to be in the ideation phase.   

“There’s never been a better time to be a worker with special skills or the right 

education…However, there has never been a worse time to be a worker with ordinary 

skills and abilities.”  
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Lesson 3: Recombination 

Piggybacking creativity, according to the authors, creativity comes from the recombination of 

technologies. The example they use is autonomous vehicles. Cars are nothing new, but the technology 

of sensors to analyze data and learn in real time have allowed the opportunity for autonomous vehicles.  
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