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A fundamental change is occurring in the nature of commerce, although, as yet, it has gone largely undetected and unexamined by the media. The new information in telecommunications technologies, e-commerce and globalization are making possible a new economic era as different from market capitalism as the latter is dissimilar from mercantilism.  In the new century, markets are slowly giving way to network ways of conducting business, with profound implications for the future of society.  By the mid decades of the 21st century, markets, the hallmark of conventional capitalism, will have largely disappeared, replaced by a new kind of economic system based on network relationships, 24/7 contractual arrangements, and access rights.


In markets, sellers and buyers come together to “exchange” goods and services.  In networks, by contrast, there are no sellers and buyers, but only suppliers and users and servers and clients.  Property—both physical and intellectual—still exists but is closely held by the producers and “accessed” by clients on a “just-in-time” basis. 


There are a number of reasons for this basic restructuring of commercial life.  First, the near warp speed of economic activity makes discrete market-based transactions far too slow in the coming century.  In the new era, because every product is “information intensive” and being continuously upgraded, virtually everything is treated more as a service one accesses than a good one acquires.  The notion of exchanging and holding on to fixed property becomes an anachronism in a society where everything is continually evolving.  Second, e-commerce reduces market-based transaction costs toward zero, narrowing the traditional profit margins on sales related activity.  Third, information and telecommunications technologies allow for a continuous flow of economic activity, transforming commerce from a linear sequence to a cyclical process.  In short, in markets economic activity is discrete and bounded in nature while in networks economic activity is uninterrupted and perpetual. In the future, individual market transactions give way to 24/7 commodified relationships in networks in the form of memberships, subscriptions, leases, rentals, and retainer agreements.


In a linear market-based model of commerce, it is the goods that are commodified.  In a process oriented network model, it is human time itself that becomes commodified.  Institutions and individuals increasingly pay for the use of things over time rather than pay for the things themselves.  That’s because in the old economy material resources are scarce and valuable whereas in the new economy human time is the scarce resource.  The bottom line is that in an exchange economy, products are the market while in a network economy, each individual’s lifetime of experiences is the ultimate market.


There are other profound differences between markets and network ways of doing business.  In the former, maximizing production and sales is critical to optimizing income.  In a network economy, however, minimizing production is more likely to result in an optimization of income.  In markets, profit is made by both the volume and margins of the sales transactions.  In networks, profits are made by pooling risks, sharing savings, and entering into what are called “gain sharing” agreements.


The global economy is slowly metamorphosing from a system based on the exchange of property in markets to a new system based on access to experiences in vast commercial networks.  In the new economy, virtually every kind of human experience will become a paid-for commodity as industrial production becomes increasingly secondary to cultural production.  Disney is the new archetype commercial enterprise, a company that mines the rich cultural diversity of thousands of years of human experience and transforms it into narratives, stories and experiences to be lived out in its theme parks, destination entertainment centers, planned residential communities, time-share vacations, its films, TV and internet programming.  In a Disney World paid access to every moment of one’s lived experience becomes the sin qua non of commercial relations.

The Age of Access, then, is governed by a whole new set of business assumptions that are very different from those used to manage a market era. In the new world, markets give way to networks, sellers and buyers are replaced by suppliers and users, and virtually everything is accessed.  The shift from a propertied regime based on the idea of broadly distributed ownership to an access regime based on securing short-term limited use of assets controlled by networks of suppliers changes fundamentally our notions of how economic power is to be exercised in the years ahead.  Because our political institutions and laws are steeped in market-based property relations, the shift from ownership to access also portends profound changes in the way we will govern ourselves in the new century.  Perhaps even more important, in a world where personal ownership of property has long been regarded as an extension of one's very being and the "measure of a man," its waning significance in commerce suggests a formidable change in the way future generations will perceive of human nature.  Indeed, a world structured around access relationships is likely to produce a very different kind of human being.
