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A while back I added a new tool to my Knowledge Workers’ Tool Room.  The tool, meant to be a device 

for facilitating discussions about the nature of the world in which we live and work, is a distillation of what 

Daniel Bell wrote about in The Coming of Post-Industrial Society (1973) and what Alvin Toffler wrote about 

in The Third Wave (1980). The tool, titled “Three Eras,” is shown below. 

 

Matt Minahan, a long-time colleague and Organization Development (OD) professional, was quite taken 

with the tool and sent me an email suggesting that Toffler’s “Third Wave” had passed and we are now in 

yet another new era.  He went on to outline what he saw as some of the changes in the categories indi-

cated on the left-hand side of the Three Eras diagram.  I suggested to Matt he should publish a paper 

laying out his thoughts, which he is going to do.  In the meantime, Matt’s email sparked my own thinking 

and I have unabashedly borrowed many of the points he made in his email to me and used them to create 

yet another diagram.  This one I have titled “A Fourth Era?” and it is shown below.  (Note the question 

mark.) 

http://www.nickols.us/toolroom.html
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It is not my aim in this column to lay out each item in great detail.  Instead, I want to use it to stimulate 

your thinking.  The following questions are intended to do that. 

• Economy.  If the economy has evolved from regional to national to global, is it now moving on to 

blends or mixtures of those three or is it morphing into something else?  How would you define 

and describe today’s economy? 

• Core Process. If the core process in society has shifted from bartering to commerce to communi-

cations, what do you see as the core process in society today?  Is it still communications, much of 

it via social media?  Or is it perhaps partnering, a consequence of no one organization or single 

person being able to do everything that is required?  What do you see as the core process in 

today’s society? 

• Work. If the nature of high-value work has evolved from extracting to manufacturing to thinking 

(i.e., knowledge work), what is it now?  If the core process is partnering, as shown above, does 

that signal that high-value work now entails integrating, organizing and unifying the efforts on the 

part of the partners?  Or is it something else?  What do you think? 
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• Outputs. Outputs, too, have shifted over time – from raw materials to finished goods to innova-

tions.  If as the diagram above indicates, the core process is now one of partnering, then the major 

outputs of interest are partnerships (whether you call them alliances or coalitions or something 

else).  Do you see something else?  What is it? 

• Key Ingredient. According to the Three Eras diagram, the key ingredient has shifted from labor to 

capital to knowledge.  If partnering, partnerships and integrating the efforts of partners are critical 

factors in our modern world, then it seems likely that trust is now the key ingredient.  Without 

trust, partnering simply can’t work.  What do you see as other key ingredients? 

• Key Person. Farmer, financier, worker (especially the knowledge worker); these are the key play-

ers in each of the three preceding eras.  Who is it now?  If partnering, partnerships and integrating 

the efforts of the partners is so critical today, is the key person now someone who, for lack of a 

better term, we can call an “Integrator,” someone who can organize and unify the partners and 

their efforts?  Or is it someone else?  If so, who? 

• Controlling Factor. The controlling factor in society, especially in agrarian times, was the climate.  

Then, as we moved into the industrial era, it became the clock.  In more recent years it has been 

the computer.  Is that still the case or are we coming full circle to where climate is once again the 

controlling factor?  No matter what else we do, we must protect (if not save) that planet on which 

we all live and work.  Or do you see something else as the controlling factor in today’s world?  

What? 

• Locus of Conflict. Finally, there is the matter of the locus of conflict.  In ancient hunting-gathering 

times and continuing through agrarian times, the locus of conflict was between the human race 

and nature.  In the industrial era, it became a conflict between man and the machine.  In the third 

era, the locus of conflict was between people.  Now, especially in light of climate issues, perhaps 

we have come full circle and the locus of conflict is once again between the human race and na-

ture.  What do you think?  Do you see something else?  What? 

This concludes my foray through the two diagrams above, the three eras written about by Bell and Toffler 

and the fourth era, triggered by Matt Minahan’s email to me. 

My primary aim in this month’s column has been to get you to do what it is knowledge workers do: think.  

I hope I have succeeded and that you think about The Three Eras and what I have tentatively called “A 

Fourth Era.”  After all, it is a world of our making and we are free to remake – or at least reshape it.   

As a final point, consider this:  None of the three earlier eras have completely disappeared; all three – and 

the fourth, whatever its composition might be – are with us still.  As performance improvement profes-

sionals, we might find ourselves in organizations that are a fit with any one or some mix of the three – and 

perhaps the fourth as well.  So, think about this: How do we adjust our philosophy and our practices to fit 

the era(s) in which we find ourselves? 
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