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O P P O R T U N I T I E S
•   As with the military, market advantage goes to 
companies that align themselves effectively with 
contemporary realities ahead of competitors. 

•   Services that can help companies identify  
vulnerabilities, see misalignments and complete an 
appropriate restructuring could become more highly 
valued as the Great Restructuring plays out. 

•   Developing ideas that can drive experimentation 
will have value as the second stage (i.e., crisis and 
experimentation) of the Great Restructuring expands. 

•   As new structures emerge in education, media, 
publishing, retail, advertising and brand management, 
companies that can provide products and services 
that fit a restructured institution (e.g., online 
education programs, green technology to the military, 
advertising/marketing algorithms) will be increasingly 
in demand. 

•  Computer security spending will continue to increase.

R I S K S
• Denial. 

•   Products that fit the old mindset (i.e., the Ptolemaic 
Response) will have less and less value. 

•   Media distributors clinging to the old delivery 
paradigm will be at risk. 

•   Retail real estate will become riskier as an 
investment. 

•   Products and services dependent on the historical 
brand-equity model to retain high margins will see 
that advantage lessen.

 C O N T E X T  &  D Y N A M I C S

The military as leading edge – that 
would be a change of perspective since 
the era that yielded the joke about 
“military intelligence” being an oxymoron.  
Yet that is what we see happening, 
as the military has started to rethink 
assumptions and restructure operations, 
even ahead of some otherwise successful 
industries.  The military and other 
institutions that are participating in what 
we are calling the Great Restructuring are 
following a three-stage process for change 
identified by physicist Thomas S. Kuhn 50 
years ago: normalcy, an era of accepted 
wisdom; crisis and experimentation, an 
era in which too many anomalies make 
accepted wisdom no longer effective and 
in which new ideas and methods start 
circulating; and then, a new effective 
structure emerges.  We see this process 
starting in education, media, publishing 
retail, advertising, brand marketing and 
management around shareholder value.  
The Great Restructuring complements the 
search for a New Grand Narrative.

THE GREAT 
RESTRUCTURING:
SOCIETY MOVES AHEAD IN THE PROCESS 
OF RETHINKING EVERYTHING

For a scientist, being somewhere 
where there is a great deal of ignorance

is the best place to be.                  

–William Phillips, 
Nobel Prize-winning physicist
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Structure for the Restructuring
 Fifty years ago, a little-known physicist named 
Thomas S. Kuhn wrote a book, The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions (1962), which sold a paltry 919 copies in 
hardback that year and a weak 4,825 in paperback 
the next year. By the end of the century, however, his 
book had landed on lists of the most important books 
of the twentieth century, putting Kuhn at the forefront 
of thought about structural change in general, not just 
in science. (New Scientist, 10/20/12)
 Kuhn’s essential “structure” involved three 
stages to revolutions in scientific thought. The first 
stage, labeled the era of “normal science,” has 
routines of research following an accepted “disciplinary 
matrix,” which Kuhn shortened to simply “paradigm” 
(or “exemplar,” as he wrote elsewhere). Because 
that paradigm is widely accepted as valid, challenges 
are cast aside and inconsistencies with the accepted 
paradigm (what he called “anomalies”) are explained 
away.  However, the anomalies continue to surface and 
eventually become too plentiful and too critical to be 
explained away by the old paradigm, and the second 
stage of the revolution begins, a period of crisis.  The 
crisis period is characterized by “a proliferation of 
compelling articulations, the willingness to try anything, 
the expression of explicit discontent, the recourse to 
philosophy and to debate over fundamentals” – that is, 
an era of experimentation in search of a better paradigm 
or explanatory context.  Eventually, this period of crisis 
leads to the third stage in which a new paradigm 
that accommodates the anomalies and known facts 
and places them in a new context emerges, leaving 
the defective paradigm to fade from use. (Guardian 
Weekly, 9/14/12)

The Military, an Early Example
 What triggers Kuhn’s second stage – that is, 
crisis and experimentation – is the recognition among 
participants and practitioners that the existing way of 
doing things, and the theory or belief undergirding it, 
is deficient in its ability to understand or come to grips 
with new kinds of problems or new data. To take one 
historical example, the Ptolemaic astronomical table 
(named after its creator, the ancient Greco-Roman 
mathematician Claudius Ptolemy), which claimed the 
sun and solar system rotated around the earth, could 
not explain new observations that stronger telescopes 
were yielding. Eventually, Nicolaus Copernicus, 
the sixteenth-century Polish polymath, proffered 
a heliocentric model – that is, with the sun at the 
center of the universe -- that accommodated the new 
observations comfortably. But those whose identity 
depended on the Ptolemaic explanation of the universe 
refused to acknowledge the better theory and executed 
highly complicated mathematical gymnastics to make 
their model seem relevant.

“In order to be free I had to make 
certain adjustments.”
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(a.k.a. drones), suicide bombers and improvised 
explosive devices, among other recent inventions of 
so-called asymmetrical warfare, have made massing 
military might not only ineffective but riskier because 
such an aggregated force makes a more convenient 
target for asymmetrical tactics, a reality that is currently 
playing out in Afghanistan at various training sites.

 Experimentation – The Pentagon’s Defense 
Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) has been 
at the forefront of innovation for decades, including 
creation of what became the Internet and the country’s 
global positioning system (GPS).  One recent focus of 
DARPA has been Clean Slate, which seeks to rethink 
what a computer is and how it works.  The project is 
working on designing a computer anew, rethinking its 
way of operating, its components, its added software 
and its system connections.  The increasing complexity 
of computers and computer systems, made even 
more complex by inefficiently written software and 
increasingly complicated hardware, has made military 
and commercial systems too vulnerable. DARPA wants 
to develop a computer and a system that has security in 
the way the device operates and not, as it does now, by 
adding security software. (New York Times, 10/30/12)

 In contemporary times, new realities, new 
perspectives and new technologies are producing new 
pressures, new attitudes and new information, more and 
more of which 
c o n t r a d i c t s 
a c c e p t e d 
wisdom about 
how economies 
behave, how 
c o n s u m e r s 
operate and 
what leaders 
can do.  Even 
though many 
choose to 
deny the need 
for structural 
change and cling to their equivalent of the Ptolemaic 
Response, changes are coming. As a way deeper into 
the structural revolution taking place today, we can 
take an expanded look at one arena where leaders 
have acknowledged the need for structural change and 
have started and pushed forward the process:  the U.S. 
military.
 The military has a direct way to determine 
the fit of perspectives and practices with current 
realities:  consistent effectiveness in fields of battle and 
systems/network security and integrity. Rapid changes 
in battlefield realities have forced the military into the 
crisis/experimental stage, and its work in that stage has 
led to new structures and new ways of operating (see 
“Rethinking Defense:  Austerity and Necessity Force a 
Turning Point,” IF 3119, 10/21/10).  
 Precisely because of imminent risks arising from 
operating with a dated or anachronistic model, the 
military in the recent past has been among the first 
institutions to adopt new capabilities and restructure 
operations. 

 Accepted Wisdom Challenged – The 
conventional idea that military conflicts happen at 
specific times in specific places between specific 
adversaries seems less and less accurate.  Small bands 
of dedicated guerrillas or terrorists, whether attached to 
an existing state or not, can plan and execute extremely 
deadly events almost anywhere they see vulnerability, 
and that makes stationing large numbers of troops in 
one place less effective.  Or to take another example 
of old-model concepts:  Amassing military strength, 
or “boots on the ground,” is the best deterrent against 
aggression. Electronics, unmanned aerial vehicles 

Precisely because of 
imminent risks arising 
from operating with a 
dated or anachronistic 

model, the military 
in the recent past has 
been among the first 
institutions to adopt 
new capabilities and 

restructure operations.
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 Cybersecurity is a growing military 
concern, not only in terms of the Pentagon’s 
own data but among partners and allies 
worldwide.  This past August, representatives 
from 22 countries, including military and 
non-military personnel, met in Singapore 
to discuss cybersecurity.  Among other 
activities, some attendees participated in 
Cyber Endeavor, an all-out “live fire” cyberwar 
exercise, to see if shared resources could 
be easily compromised or destroyed.  The 
whole enterprise complemented DARPA’s 
ongoing National Security Range, which 
seeks to create secure, self-contained 
networks for testing cybersecurity across 
operations. (Ars Technica, 10/20/12)
 The U.S. military has other concerns, 
such as energy consumption. If it were 
an independent country, the U.S. military 
would be the thirty-fifth-largest consumer 
of oil, burning more oil, for instance, than the entire 
country of Sweden.  “Energy,” explains Colonel Bob 
Charette of the U.S. Marine Corps Expeditionary Energy 
Office, “is our soft underbelly.” With lengthening supply 
lines stretching across oceans and on land into remote 
areas and with a seemingly increasing numbers of 
small-unit adversaries popping up in more and more 
places, the cost of extended energy-supply systems 
and the greater exposure of those systems along the 
way create a major military liability, one that can undo 
any amassed military force. (New Scientist, 11/3/12)
 In one response, the 
Pentagon is focusing on finding 
viable supplies of alternative 
energy, including solar and biofuel 
applications.  In July of this year, 
the Great Green Fleet set to 
sea from Hawaii, accompanying 
the nuclear-powered aircraft-
carrier USS Nimitz.  The carrier’s 
accompanying fleet – a cruiser, 
two destroyers and a fuel tanker as 
well as the on-deck fighter planes, 
Hawkeyes and Seahawk helicopters 
– was powered by a fifty-fifty mix of petroleum and 
biofuel derived from cooking oil and algae.  The Navy 
seeks to have one half of its energy mix come from 
alternative fuels by 2020.  According to Navy Secretary 
Ray Mabus, “We’re not doing it for any other reason 
except it takes care of a military vulnerability.” (New 
Scientist, 11/3/12; Forbes, 9/24/12) 

 New Structures – America’s top military 
officer, General Martin Dempsey, Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, has set about restructuring the 
military in alignment with the Pentagon’s analysis of 
current conditions.  “My instinct tells me,” he recently 
observed, “that the twenty-first century will be a period 
where we will be asked to apply our military instrument 
decentralized, distributed and disaggregated” without 
losing “the ability to aggregate it when necessary.” 
(Jane’s Defence Weekly, 9/26/12)
 As part of this strategy, the U.S. military has 
stationed smaller and more-agile Special Forces units 

in more than 75 countries worldwide, 
and the number of countries with 
these small attack units continues 
to increase. From this approach, 
several developments are in process 
to support such a decentralized, 
distributed and disaggregated 
military force. (Washington  Post, 
6/4/10)  
 To support the new structure, 
the military has developed mobile 
laboratories. These labs, which cost 
about $2.8 million each, can be 
dropped in remote locations where 

small fighting units operate.  Each lab contains items 
such as plasma cutters, jigsaws and 3D printers that 
can “print” in plastic and metal.  At the first use of such 
a lab, this past July in a remote location in Afghanistan, 
the band of soldiers “printed” themselves a defensive 
shield to protect their battery-operated, ground-

As part of this strategy, 
the U.S. military has 
stationed smaller and 

more-agile Special 
Forces units in more 

than 75 countries 
worldwide.
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penetrating radar 
system from adverse 
weather conditions. 
It worked so well 
that the unit emailed 
the plans back to the 
U.S., where mass 
production made 
the device available 
to all remote 
units.  Soldiers have 
also used the 3D 
printers to create 
other unique devices to help them in their operations, 
including special hooks to disarm improvised explosive 
devices (IEDs).  In short, the labs give remote, small 
units greater autonomy and make those units less 
dependent on risky resupply systems. (New Scientist, 
10/20/12)
 The military is also developing microgrids, self-
contained energy generation and distribution systems 
that operate independent of a main power grid, thereby 
supporting a disaggregated, distributed fighting 
force.  Additionally, the military has contracted for so-
called GREENS, 300-watt solar-panel systems as well 
as personal solar-power packs that individual soldiers 
can carry to power their electronic gear.  Six hundred 
such units are in place in remotely stationed units in 
Afghanistan and elsewhere. (New Scientist, 11/3/12) 
 While fielding and supplying more dispersed 
and independent soldiery, the military is also putting 
together “hybrid” combat units that integrate and 
combine manned and unmanned vehicles. Robotics 
have become a critical component for the distributed 
forces, as machines search and remotely detonate 
underwater mines in the Persian Gulf, identify buried 
IEDs in Afghanistan and venture into several different 
high-risk areas, sending back video and even firing 
armaments.  Also, drone robots are being integrated 
into human-based systems more deeply through the 
creation of hybrid-force units, which the Army already 
has and the Air Force is putting together.  The so-
called Manned-Unmanned Teaming (MUM-T) structure 
calls for those in manned aircraft to control unmanned 
vehicles and their payloads in battle arenas. This 
force multiplier brings humans into the field of battle 
but surrounds them with “decoy” planes, which, while 
carrying explosive capabilities, do not put additional 
pilots in harm’s way. (Jane’s Defence Weekly, 9/26/12; 
New York Times, 11/15/12)

 The U.S. military has acknowledged that its 
accepted wisdom no longer works well, that it needs to 
try new ways of thinking and operating and that more 
effective processes and perspectives will be put into 
use.  The process started by recognizing the anomalies 
to accepted wisdom, something that requires leadership 
to see and acknowledge, and then quickly moved to 
operational efficiency to execute in a timely manner. 
Are other industries so effective? 

Challenges Everywhere
 For many developed countries, challenges 
to accepted wisdom around economics, markets, 
operations, growth and wealth have been surfacing 
for some time, with financial bubbles and engulfing 
debt driving most of whatever growth the economy 
could generate, followed by rampaging efficiencies, 
which have led to stagnating salaries and contracting 
standards of living, all perpetuated by spreading denial 
(i.e.,  the Ptolemaic Response), which has resulted in 
political gridlock, waves of nostalgia and a growing 
dependence on large economies abroad for stability. 

The process started 
by recognizing 

the anomalies to 
accepted wisdom, 

something that 
requires leadership 

to see and 
acknowledge.
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 Despite widespread denial, evidence is getting 
clearer that something is challenging the economic and 
institutional structures of many developed countries. 
In 2011, for instance, the United States’ output was 
a third lower than it would have been had the average 
growth rate between 1950 and 1972 continued. In all 
the recoveries since World War II, employment has 
returned to prerecession levels in less than 16 months 
– except the last two.  It took 23 months after the 2001 
recession and 33 months (and counting) for the current 
recovery to return employment to its prerecession 
levels. This is economic entropy, and it is forcing society 
to rethink its expectations and values and rework its 
institutions’ structures and purposes. (Financial Times, 
10/3/12; Business Insider, 11/3/12)
 As a result, several of the societies in 
advanced industrial countries are being forced 
(kicking and screaming, perhaps) into Kuhn’s crisis-
and-experimentation stage, a phase of “Rethinking 
Everything,” in our language (see “Rethinking 
Everything,” Parts I and II, IF 3024 and 3025, 
11/4/09).
 Richard A. Clarke, former head of U.S. 
counterintelligence, recently noted that problems in 
network security were endemic.  “Fundamentally, all 
of the stuff we’re doing to secure networks today is 
putting bandages on and putting our finger in the dike, 
and the dike springs a leak somewhere else.” (New York 
Times, 10/30/12)
 What Clarke was describing was the condition 
of national security in the area of network and grid 
security, but his perspective is relevant to many different 
areas. Structural problems across much of society are 
being addressed with bandages and thumbs in the 
dike – cut expenses here; buy another company there; 
open another store, product or service over there; and 
change ad agencies or try a new social media event 
here. 

 As the military example above suggests, when 
the contradictions become sufficient, experimentation 
must begin and an alternative and more effective model 
must be found.  We have seen such contradictions 
mounting in several areas, which face their own era of 
crisis and experimentation:

 Education – Dave 
Mendell, a fourth-
grade teacher in 
Wallingford (PA), 
recently admitted, 
“The more I stand 
in front of class, 
the easier it is to 
lose them.” He 
was acknowledging 
that the ways of 
the past no longer 

work in the classroom and that his students are 
different in temperament and mental training (because 
of digital technology) from the ones he taught in the 
past.  Despite multi-year efforts to “reform” education, 
student performance on Scholastic Aptitude Tests 
(SATs) is declining, with this past year’s average reading 
score being 34 points below the 1972 average. Where 
does classroom work lead when technology engaged 
extensively outside the classroom teaches students to 
move from one activity or thought to another quicker 
and quicker but when teachers want students to 
slow down and think for longer periods of time about 
one concept or activity? (New  York  Times, 11/1/12; 
see “Retooling the Education Factory:  A Preview of 
America’s Next Education Model,” IF 3305, 3/19/12)
 Media – Fill the airwaves (and cable networks) 

with content that targets desirable mass 
markets, and advertisers will come, or so it 
has been for decades.  Yet distributed and 
pervasive computing enables extremely 
precisely targeted ads, making the large, 
fill-the-airwaves (or cable channels) 
model comparatively less effective. What 
happens to traditional media structures 
when they must deliver or make available 
all content at all times, to all devices in 
all places, or when anyone, anytime and 
anywhere can make and distribute his or 
her own productions? (see “Connecting 
with User Mindsets and Short-Message 
Brains: Parameters for Communicating in 
New Media,” IF 3011, 5/14/09).

Despite widespread 
denial, evidence 
is getting clearer 
that something 
is challenging 
the economic 

and institutional 
structures of many 

developed countries.

“Funny - all the king’s horses don’t seem to be helping at all.”
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 Publishing – If an author wants his or her book 
published, he or she needs a publisher, or at least that 
was true in the past. The Schuler Books and Music 
store in Michigan uses its Espresso Book Machine, an 
on-demand printing system, to print self-published 
books by local and regional authors. The store  places 
nearly 75 percent of these self-published books on its 
shelves to sell, thereby displacing books distributed by 
established publishers. At Village Books in Bellingham 
(WA), a local author of books about hiking trails in the 
area sold more than 4,500 copies.  Ninety-five percent 
of the books Village Books prints are self-published and 
go on sale at the shop. What happens to the publishing 
industry, per se, when self-published books outnumber 
and outsell industry-published books?  What does it 
say about distribution when on-
demand book printing of local 
writers becomes a significant 
part of the sales at independent 
bookstores, or even online 
outlets (see “Rethinking 
‘Publishing,’ ‘Books,’ and 
‘Reading’: Digital Technology 
Cuts Through the Publishing 
Industry,” IF3223, 12/9/11)?
 Retail – Concepts such 
as “sale” and “loss leader” lose 
their value when a customer 
standing in one store that is 
offering an item at a sale price 
receives a coupon on his or her 
smartphone offering the same item at a better price 
than the sale item. In this case, the loss leader is only 
part of its original purpose; it becomes a loss and leads 
to nothing else. Digital technology makes inventory 
easier, but it undermines pricing mechanisms because 
comparative shopping sites eliminate real-world 
shopping and help customers go straight to the best 
price.  This Christmas, Target, which has sizable real-
estate overhead across the country, has announced 
its intention to match prices with Amazon, which has 
relatively small real-estate overhead. Is that sustainable, 
or does the physical retail model face another round of 
agonizing reappraisal to find a model for viability (see 
“Retailers Deal with an Efficient Market:  Consumers 
in Control and the Disrupted Marketplace,” IF 3310, 
5/8/12)? 
 u Advertising – Getting the greatest number 
of eyeballs to look at a product has been the accepted 
purpose of advertising for some time (and getting those 
eyeballs to convert to purchases of the advertised 

products). Yet now, consumers have displaced ad 
agency work, creating their own ad messages (both 
positive and negative) and distributing their own 
statements of value and pricing. Technology has 
flipped capabilities from media-heavy agencies to 
consumers.  What happens to ad messaging when 
customers as peers exchange product information and 
share personal experiences with the company’s products 
(see “Pervasive Computing and the Apps Revolution: A 
Step-Function Change with Rapidly Spreading Effects,” 
IF 3108, 5/6/10)?
 Brands – The pervasive power of brands ensures 
market loyalty and success, or at least, that is the 
perspective that worked for marketers in the post-World 
War II era. Companies just needed to focus their energy 

and resources on developing 
and preserving something called 
brand awareness.  Yet now 
consumers have too many ways 
to determine and find good 
quality products as well as the 
appropriate price for that level 
of quality without resorting to, 
or even hearing, brand-based 
messaging.  Because consumers 
can access peer reviews and 
other third-party resources, 
marketers can no longer depend 
on popular brand imagery alone to 
connect with the digitally enabled 
consumer.  How does brand 

awareness, which is essentially imagery developed 
around a proprietary product, overcome consumer 
awareness, which is essentially decision-making based 
on an independent process of peer-centered search 
and sharing (see “Marketing’s Makeover: The Curious 
Integration of Customer and Company,” IF 3306, 
3/23/12)?
 Shareholder Value – Focus on shareholder 
value, and everything else will take care of itself, 
according to accepted wisdom.  Yet as many financial 
institutions have learned in the past few years, 
maximizing shareholder value can lead to enterprise 
risk. If profits drive everything and economies contract, 
what is to stand in the way of those who can elevate 
risks for higher returns from overstepping reason and 
setting a course for disaster, especially when their 
compensation structure encourages such excesses?  Or 
to take another example, how long can shareholder 
value drive efficiencies for the purpose of preserving 
profits when those efficiencies eventually lead to 

How does brand awareness, 
which is essentially 

imagery developed around 
a proprietary product, 
overcome consumer 
awareness, which is 

essentially decision-making 
based on an independent 
process of peer-centered 

search and sharing?
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get more assertive, the reality of a structural revolution 
in processes, operations and thought is steadily 
expanding. The increasing number of companies and 
industries entering the crisis/experiment stage of 
Kuhn’s structural revolution is creating what we are 
calling the Great Restructuring.

The Next Grand Narrative
 We have raised the issue of the 
diminishing power of the post-World War 
II Grand Narrative, as its focus on more 
growth and spreading wealth as well as its 
supporting a “Bigger-Is-Better” mindset 
proves incompatible with reality.  The 
next Grand Narrative, which is just now 
taking shape, will provide an expansive 
vision of what society seeks and wants.  At 
present, we have observed this new 
context, including values such as Restraint, 
Simplicity, Connectivity and Experience, all 
part of what consumers are doing to align 
themselves with new realities (see “The 
Search Is On: Aggressiveness, Perseverance 
and a New Grand Narrative,” IF 3303, 
2/22/12 and “A New Values Hierarchy 
Emerges: Consumers’ Behavior Reveals a 

Reset of Priorities,” IF 3315, 7/13/12).
 The Great Restructuring is a complement to 
society’s search for the next Grand Narrative.  The 

narrative encompasses society’s 
ideas, beliefs and values (i.e.,  its 
vision), while the Great Restructuring 
will eventually align institutions, 
products, operations and services 
with the same kinds of realities that 
are forcing individuals and society 
to rethink their vision.  Together, the 
New Grand Narrative and the Great 
Restructuring give society an overall 
context for vision and operations 
through the larger project we have 
called Rethinking Everything, which 

is bringing developed countries into the twenty-first 
century.

shrinking customer satisfaction and declining sales 
(see “Unaddressed Consequences: Decisions, Mindsets 
and Risks in a Complex Network of Systems,” IF 3214, 
7/11/11)?
(Bloomberg  Business  Week, 9/30/12; Aviation  Week 
&  Space  Technology, 10/8/12; Publishers  Weekly, 
10/29/12; Financial Times, 10/8/12; New York Times, 
11/1/12; Wall Street Journal, 9/25/12)

 These industry specifics are hardly surprises to 
those involved, because many have been experiencing 
the contradictions of the accepted wisdom and have 
started to move to the second 
stage of the structural revolution: 
crisis and experimentation.  They 
are hoping to find new models that 
fit comfortably with new realities. 
 We have seen other 
examples of the contradictions 
being met with a greater and 
stronger defense of less effective 
accepted wisdom (i.e.,  the 
Ptolemaic Response), such as 
the use of austerity to the point 
of collapse in several European 
countries.  Even as those fighting the last battle in the 
context of a weakening paradigm or theory or ideology 

The increasing number 
of companies and 

industries entering the 
crisis/experiment stage 

of Kuhn’s structural 
revolution is creating 

what we are calling the 
Great Restructuring.


