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To John Tyler — 


A rare soul who had the courage to be curious.


John approached life with intellectual honesty, a trait that wasn't always popular but one that earned deep admiration. He never chose sides for the sake of belonging; instead, he sought truth, no matter where it led him.


His boundless curiosity brought new ideas and discoveries into the lives of everyone he touched. He was a spark—a source of insight, inspiration, and wonder that lit up the world around him.


John lived by a quiet but powerful conviction: put others before yourself. In this, and in so much more, his light continues to shine.





John's Legacy


Be courageous in your curiosity. Question boldly, explore freely, and never stop learning.


Seek truth with intellectual honesty and principled conviction. Stand for what is right, even when it's difficult.


Show empathy and care for others. Lead with your heart and lift others as you climb.


Be a source of ideas, thoughtfulness, and leadership. Inspire your community through quiet strength and genuine service.


In loving memory of a son whose brief but brilliant life reminds us how to live with purpose, integrity, and love.










  
  
Acknowledgements




This book wouldn’t have been possible without the incredible people who have shaped my journey, challenged my thinking, and supported me every step of the way. 

To Sanjay Desai, Partner and Chief Technology Officer at EisnerAmper, thank you for being a constant in my career for over 15 years. Your insight and guidance have been invaluable, helping me navigate the ever-evolving technology landscape with wisdom and clarity.

To Salesforce and my excellent colleagues, thank you for keeping me on the cutting edge of innovation and for creating an environment where bold ideas can thrive. The insights and experiences from our work together form the foundation of this book.

To my wife Vicky, my rock and my everything, thank you for your endless love, patience, and belief in me. You make everything possible.

To my daughters, Laila Rose and Lucia Rose, you are the inspiration behind everything I do. This book is ultimately for you and the world you will inherit. May you always reach for your dreams with the same joy and determination you bring to my life every day.

To my family, my brothers John and Jose, and my older sister Rosario, thank you for being constant sources of strength and for keeping me grounded. Rosario, you have been the rock of our family, and I am forever grateful for your love and support.

To my immigrant Dominican parents, Juan Anibal Peña (papa) and Ramona Mercedes Rodriguez de Peña (mami), this book exists because of your tremendous support, sacrifice, and the opportunities you created for our family. Your courage to leave everything behind and build a new life in America gave me the foundation to dream big and work hard. I’m grateful you brought us here and sent us to St. Patrick’s, a rigorous NYC parochial school that instilled discipline and values. Growing up in SoHo Manhattan in the ’70s and ’80s, around the corner from the original Def Jam offices and CBGBs, exposed me to the incredible arts and music of the time. Seeing artists like Keith Haring, Basquiat, and Vince Gallo in the neighborhood helped shape my creative perspective. Everything I am, I owe to you.

To all the great people who, over the years, have inspired me to keep doing what I do, colleagues, mentors, clients, and friends who shared their wisdom, challenged my assumptions, and believed in the power of technology to drive positive change, thank you. You’ve all contributed to the insights in these pages.

Finally, special thanks to Sarfaraz Ansari for editorial guidance and Nabeel Hasan for the cover design that brought this book to life.

Thank you for being part of this journey.








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Introduction
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part I: Echoes of the Past: The Dot-Com Boom Revisited
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The Dawn of the Digital Age
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The Anatomy of Hype
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The Bubble Inflates
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        The Pop and the Aftermath
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part II: The AI Ascendancy: Hype, Hope, and the Current Wave
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        AI's Resurgence
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        The AI Hype Machine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Hope and Real Potential
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        The Human Element
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part III: Navigating the Future: Lessons Learned and the Path Forward
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Distinguishing Signals from Noise
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Building Resilient AI Ventures
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        The Future of Human-AI Collaboration
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Déjà Boom, or a New Dawn?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Conclusion
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Appendix
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Introduction




Twenty-five years ago, I was a young systems analyst watching the world change before my eyes. The internet was transforming from an academic curiosity into the backbone of a new economy. Companies were adding ".com" to their names and watching their valuations soar. Everyone was talking about the "new economy," where traditional rules no longer applied. 

Sound familiar?

Today, as a CIO Advisor at Salesforce with over two decades of experience in digital transformation, I'm witnessing something remarkably similar. Replace ".com" with "AI-powered," swap "eyeballs" for "training data," and substitute "information superhighway" with "artificial general intelligence." The players have changed, but the script feels eerily familiar.

This book isn't about predicting another crash or dismissing AI's potential. It's about recognizing patterns, learning from history, and navigating the current wave of technological disruption with wisdom earned from experience. Having lived through multiple technology cycles, from the dot-com boom and bust to the rise of cloud computing, mobile, and social media, I've learned that the most profound innovations often emerge from the ashes of their hype.

The parallels between the late 1990s and the present day are striking. Both eras feature revolutionary technologies with transformative potential. Both have attracted massive capital investment and spawned countless startups promising to "disrupt everything." Both have generated breathless media coverage and bold predictions of work, society, and human interaction.

But here's what I've learned: the technology usually delivers on its promise, not in the way or timeframe everyone expects. The internet revolutionized commerce, communication, and information access, but it took years longer than predicted, cost more than anticipated, and evolved in ways few had imagined.

I believe AI will follow a similar path. The question isn't whether AI will transform our world; it has already done so. The question is how we navigate the hype, harness the hope, and preserve what makes us uniquely human in the process.

This book is my attempt to answer that question by drawing on lessons from the past to illuminate the path forward. Whether you're an investor trying to separate signal from noise, an entrepreneur building the next generation of AI tools, or a professional wondering how to thrive in an AI-augmented world, these pages offer hard-won insights from someone who's been there before.

The future is being written now. Let's make sure we get the story right this time.
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Chapter 1

The Dawn of the Digital Age


1990s Overview





Iremember the exact moment the internet changed my life. It was 1995, and I was sitting in a cramped cubicle at a mid-sized consulting firm, waiting for a webpage to load over our 56k dial-up connection. The page was taking forever, typical for those days, but when it finally appeared, showing real-time stock quotes that were only minutes old instead of hours, I knew everything was about to change. 

That moment captures the essence of the 1990s digital revolution: the breathtaking realization that information, commerce, and human connection were about to be fundamentally transformed by something called the World Wide Web.

The Internet's Awakening

The internet didn't emerge overnight. Its roots stretched back to ARPANET in the 1960s, and by the early 1990s, it was already connecting universities and research institutions. But it was the development of the World Wide Web, Tim Berners-Lee's elegant system of hyperlinked documents, that made the internet accessible to regular people like me.

Marc Andreessen's Netscape browser, launched in 1994, was the breakthrough that brought the web to mainstream audiences. Suddenly, navigating the internet didn't require memorizing complex commands or understanding technical protocols. You could point and click your way through a universe of information.

I witnessed this transformation firsthand in corporate America. In 1993, most businesses had barely begun to understand what email was. By 1997, every company was scrambling to establish a "web presence." The speed of adoption was unlike anything I'd seen in technology before or since.

Early Optimism and the Vision

The early internet evangelists weren't wrong about the technology's potential; they were just wildly optimistic about the timeline and underestimated the complexity of execution. I attended numerous conferences in those days, where speakers painted visions of frictionless commerce, unlimited access to information, and global communities connected in real-time.

The most compelling vision was democratization. The internet would level playing fields, giving small businesses access to global markets and individuals access to the same information as large corporations. This wasn't just marketing speak; it was genuinely revolutionary thinking that attracted some of the brightest minds in the technology industry.

Jeff Bezos saw it early. When he left his hedge fund job in 1994 to start Amazon, he wasn't just building an online bookstore; he was also laying the groundwork for a new era of commerce. He was betting on the fundamental transformation of commerce. His famous "regret minimization framework" wasn't about books; it was about not missing the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to build something during a paradigm shift.

The Key Players Emerge

The companies that defined the dot-com era each represented different aspects of the internet's promise:

Netscape embodied the browser wars and the race to control how people accessed the web. Their IPO in August 1995, where shares doubled on the first day despite the company having minimal revenue, essentially launched the dot-com investment frenzy.

Yahoo! represented the challenge of organizing the vast information on the Internet. Jerry Yang and David Filo's directory service seemed quaint even then, but it addressed a fundamental problem: how do you find anything in this digital wilderness?

Amazon focused on commerce, betting that people would eventually become comfortable buying things online. In 1997, this seemed like a risky proposition. Today, it seems inevitable.

eBay created new forms of commerce, allowing individuals to buy and sell with strangers around the world. The trust mechanisms they built, feedback systems and escrow services, seem apparent now, but were revolutionary concepts at the time.

Then there were the cautionary tales, companies whose names still make investors wince:

Pets.com spent $300 million in eighteen months selling pet supplies online, including $2.2 million on a single Super Bowl ad. Their sock puppet mascot became more famous than the company itself, which collapsed in November 2000.

Webvan raised $800 million to build an online grocery delivery service with massive automated warehouses. The idea wasn't wrong, Amazon Fresh and Instacart proved that years later, but the execution and timing were disastrous.

The “. Com" Phenomenon

Perhaps nothing captured the era's optimism and eventual absurdity more than companies adding ".com" to their names and watching their valuations soar. Computer Literacy, a bookstore chain, became Fatbrain.com, and its stock price jumped 33% on the announcement. Consulting firm Cambridge Technology Partners became Cambridge Technology Partners.

This wasn't entirely irrational. These companies were signaling their transformation from traditional businesses to internet-enabled enterprises. The problem was that many made superficial changes while leaving their fundamental business models unchanged.

I consulted with several "traditional" companies during this transition. I saw the same pattern repeatedly: executives who didn't understand the internet making massive investments in web initiatives, often without clear strategies or success metrics. The ".com" suffix became a magic talisman, supposedly transforming any business into a high-growth technology company.

The Infrastructure Challenge

What struck me most during those early years was the gap between the vision and the infrastructure. We were trying to build a new economy on a foundation barely adequate for basic web browsing.

Bandwidth was the constant constraint. A single high-resolution image could take minutes to download. Video was practically impossible. E-commerce sites regularly crashed under modest traffic loads. The internet felt simultaneously revolutionary and frustratingly primitive.

Yet entrepreneurs and investors were betting billions on businesses that required massive improvements in infrastructure, user behavior, and technology. In retrospect, many of these bets were placed too early. The vision was sound, but the supporting ecosystem wasn't ready.

Government's Role

Unlike today’s AI boom, which faces increasing regulatory scrutiny, the early internet benefited from relatively hands-off government policies. The Telecommunications Act of 1996 deregulated many aspects of internet infrastructure, spurring competition and investment. The Clinton administration’s "Framework for Global Electronic Commerce" explicitly endorsed a market-driven approach to internet governance.

This regulatory environment encouraged experimentation and rapid growth, but it also meant fewer guardrails as speculation intensified. The government was learning alongside everyone else, trying to understand the implications of this new technology.

Setting the Stage

By 1999, the stage was set for the boom’s final act. The infrastructure was improving rapidly. Consumer behavior was shifting toward online activities. Venture capital was flooding into internet startups. Public markets were rewarding companies with credible internet strategies.

But beneath the excitement, warning signs were accumulating. Many companies had vague business models, unsustainable burn rates, and valuations that were disconnected from traditional metrics. The euphoria was masking fundamental questions about which internet businesses would generate profits.

Looking back now, I realize we were witnessing the classic pattern of transformative technology adoption: initial skepticism, followed by growing excitement, building to irrational exuberance, culminating in a crash that clears away the excess and allows the real value to emerge.

The internet’s story was beginning. So was ours.
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