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Human Capital … Being human in a 
technological world … exploring the future of 
education, healthcare and work. 
 
Peter Fisk 
 

 
	
Human capital is a nation’s most valuable asset, and the key to its future growth. 
However in a world of disruptive change, we need to develop people in new ways – 
education, healthcare and work – in order to ensure a better human future. 

 “The world is endowed with a vast wealth of human talent. The ingenuity and creativity at 
our collective disposal provide us with the means not only to address the great 
challenges of our time but also, critically, to build a future that is more inclusive and 
human centric” says Klaus Schwab, founder of the World Economic Forum  

All too often however, human potential is not realised. It is held back by short-termism, 
by a blinkered focus on partial solutions, or by inequality. The World Bank’s Human 
Capital Index claims that the world has developed only 62% of its human capital, leaving 
much of the talent and dreams of people across the world unrealised. 

This matters because human capital is an investment – in all of us - our personal health, 
talent and achievement – to sustain economic growth, and to compete in a rapidly 
changing world. If we don’t invest then we decline. And in today’s world, if we don’t 
invest then we decline dramatically.  

We live in the most incredible time.  

The next 10 years will see more change than the last 250 years. From self-cleaning 
clothes and digital personal assistants, DNA profiling to automated cars, intelligent 
machines to missions to Mars. None of this is new, yet we approach it with trepidation. Do 
we need and want this change? Change is inevitably scary and disruptive.  
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Whilst the last century saw huge improvements in living standards around the world - in 
reducing poverty and unemployment, improving literacy and health - the years ahead 
will see new challenges. Challenges to the dreams to which we aspired. Challenges to 
the current models of success. What will happen to jobs, to the aging populations, to 
small businesses, to emerging countries, to local cultures? 

Today we see how digital technologies are transforming every aspect of our lives - how 
we go shop for food and clothes, how we get information and advice, how we learn and 
watch movies, how we travel or listen to music, how we connect with our families and 
friends. Amazon to Baidu, Coursera to Dalian Wanda, Kulula and Spotify, WhatsApp and 
WeChat – these new businesses, new products and services, emerge out of every corner 
of our world, to change what we can do, our expectations and aspirations.  

And at the same time, we face many new social and environmental challenges. We see 
the effects of climate change, extreme weather and rising sea levels, its threat to Pacific 
islands and low-lying cities, and its impacts on agriculture and food economics. We see 
conflict and tension, often the result of misunderstanding or intolerance, its 
consequences in war but also in diverting investment. We see increasing inequality, 
despite the new opportunities increasingly accessible to all. And in a world of chatbots 
and fake news, we struggle to know who to trust.  

The UN’s sustainability goals identify and guide us in individual and collaborative efforts 
to address these issues. These are issues that challenge life as we know it, and the 
potential of each one of us to achieve our hopes and dreams. 

Our ability as individuals to participate in this new world, as businesses to compete in 
this new world, and as nations to grow in this world requires new capabilities. Most 
fundamentally it requires the foresight to make sense of this new world, the imagination 
to understand how capabilities should evolve further, the knowledge and skills to deploy 
them practically, the vision and empathy to work together, in every aspect of our lives, 
and within our communities. 

Rethinking how we achieve progress. 

Consider, as an example of the changing approaches, the different growth journeys of 
three well known retailers – Sweden’s IKEA, America’s Walmart, and China’s Taobao 
(which is the consumer retail platform of Alibaba).  

Whilst IKEA has sought to grow traditionally, by replicating its home furnishing stores 
across almost 50 countries, Walmart has instead focused on partnering or acquiring local 
brands in different markets, including most recently India’s online retailer Flipcart – 30 
times more stores. Whilst the Swedes have rolled out their standard model, Walmart has 
learnt new cultural and relationship skills, to connect vastly different organisations, to 
understand different audiences, and to creatively embrace new business models. 

Meanwhile, China’s Taobao, has only emerged in the last decade. It was born as an 
online business, and is already twice as big as Walmart, 20 times the size of IKEA. Like 
many of today’s most disruptive innovators – think of Airbnb to Uber - it is built on a 
digital platform, connecting millions of small businesses with billions of consumers in 
over 200 countries. There are no limits to its size, helping millions of entrepreneurs find 
new markets. The Chinese company’s network-based model drives exponential growth, 
fast and accelerating, unlike anything imaginable in a more traditional business. 
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Comparing these three companies demonstrates the power of new business models, of 
digital networks to connect people in new ways, and how small companies in emerging 
markets can out-think and out-perform the traditional models of success. 

However, technology keeps moving forwards at ever greater pace.  

The “fourth industrial revolution” – harnessing the power of robotics and artificial 
intelligence, genetic engineering and nanotechnologies – is just beginning.  

Whilst many western countries have been relatively slow to embrace these new 
capabilities, their peers in emerging markets are demonstrating a hunger to win in this 
new world – companies like Haier and Tencent, Samsung and Xiaomi.  

In Shenzhen, blockchain-based cybercurrencies are disrupting finance. In Seoul, 
intelligent robots are shaping the factories of the future. In Hyderabad gene-editing is the 
new healthcare.  

By 2025 this new revolution will have disrupted almost every aspect of the way we live 
and work.  

The secret to future growth. To be more human. 

This story is not just one of a rapidly changing landscape, of the huge shift in power from 
east to west, the shift in structure from physical to digital, or the shift in ways of thinking 
from linear to exponential. The real point is the new mindset. 

We need to learn to make sense of disruption, to envision more positively and 
proactively how we also can be part of it, and to implement our own new ideas radically 
and rapidly. 

People need new knowledge and new skills to compete in this world, to find new ways in 
which they co-exist with these technologies This has huge implications for the types of 
jobs we will do in the future, and the capabilities we will need to do them.  

What is interesting too is that as business becomes less dependent on physical 
geography and infrastructure, then ideas and entrepreneurship can come from 
anywhere. We see the shift in production from developed to developing, but it is 
increasingly a shift of entrepreneurship and creativity too. Asia has gone from being the 
cheap imitator of western innovations to be the trend setter and champion of luxury and 
design. And whilst the Africa and South America lag somewhat behind, the shift will be 
significant there too. 

So which jobs are most under threat? The Institute for the Future (IFTF) estimates that 
around 20% of today’s jobs will have gone by 2025. There are some obvious ones, and 
some surprises: 
 

• Jobs most likely to be automated by 2025 include office administrators, shop 
assistants, construction workers, taxi drivers and even lawyers. 

• Jobs least likely to be automated by 2025 include teachers, doctors and care 
workers, entertainers and craftspeople, and politicians. 
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Of course, such a list is easy to grab headlines, but behind it is a clear message. 
Repetitive, logical and predictable, process-based roles are most likely to be automated.  
The characteristics of surviving jobs are also clear – they are human, more intuitive and 
interpretative, requiring emotion and empathy, relationships and presence. 
 
The key to our future is to be more human. 
 
These are the skills and activities which businesses will seek in their workers, and 
equally what customers will pay a premium for. These are therefore the talents which 
individuals and nations need to develop in order to drive future growth and prosperity. 
The ITFT defines them in three categories: 
 

• Foundations – literacy and numeracy, but also a greater understanding of science 
and technology, finance and cultural understanding 

• Competencies – critical thinking and problem solving, creativity and 
communication, and collaboration 

• Characters – being curious, taking initiative, adaptability, plus persistence and 
grit. 

However, people are not an alternative to automation. Machines can enhance our 
humanity – our ability to work, like the exoskeletons worn by the dockyard workers in 
South Korea. Machines enhance our ability to learn, like the millions of children taught 
online across Africa. Machines bring us new forms of social interaction, infinite access to 
the best entertainment, and to achieve more in sports. To unlock our strengths and 
talents.  

Technologies like artificial intelligence and robotics could actually make us 
“superhuman” if we harness them effectively. 

So let’s consider the three building blocks to human capital – education, health and work 
-  and how developing our human potential is the world’s best path (maybe only path) to 
a fairer and safer, healthier and wealthier society for all of us. 

1. The Future of Education 

In 2025 the majority of children will teach each other through peer to peer education, 
rather than in classrooms by teachers. Collaborative learning is more effective and 
motivating. Learning is more about how to think, how to find information when it is 
needed, rather than the old limiting world of text books and exam papers. 

Two years ago, Finland implemented a new national curriculum that promotes 
phenomenon-based learning (PBL), alongside more traditional subject-based learning 
for all 7-16 year olds. PBL is based around a more holistic understanding of ideas, for 
example the challenges of climate change, and what it means to create a “circular 
economy”. The learning is anchored in the real world, more active and collaborative, 
more complex and exploratory. There are no right or wrong answers. PBL encourages 
broader thinking, personal creativity and structured opinion. In a world where facts can 
be found online in seconds, and the skills and knowledge needed in the future are 
unknowns, then PBL develops the kind of skills children need for 21st century. PBL 
sessions, rather than lessons, are typically proposed and hosted by peers within the 
student community, exploring the themed areas together - often remotely, using 
anything from Snapchat instant messaging to a Skype video seminar. A teacher’s role 
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becomes more of a facilitator, helping students to stretch and connect ideas, but also 
helping them to recognise how they are interacting, and the new skills that they are 
learning.  
 
Udacity has a very different, but complementary approach to education. It focuses on 
education for adults in work, and the constantly changing skills required in the 
workplace. Founded by Swiss entrepreneur Sebastian Thrun, it offers “nanodegrees” in 
specialist technical skills – for example, and an intensive 12 week online program to 
become a driverless car engineer, or virtual reality game designer. The programs are 
typically co-developed and sponsored by companies who seek these new talents, whilst 
the students pay a relatively small tuition fee which is refunded if a job is not achieved 
once qualified. In the future we are less likely to focus on major qualifications at the start 
of our career but build up a portfolio of nanodegrees as we navigate an ever-changing 
world of work.  
 
The future of education is therefore about developing new skills, technical but also more 
human skills. At the heart of this new education is developing the mental agility to cope 
with this change, to let go of the old, and embrace the future - to think critically, to solve 
new problems creatively, and do it collaboratively. At a young age it is about developing 
the capacity to learn and apply this learning. However, as Udacity illustrates, learning 
will become an increasing requirement throughout life. Education is no longer about 
being taught, but giving everyone the access to learn, to learn remotely and learn 
together, to open our minds to new ideas and possibilities. The foundation of human 
capital is therefore education, continually building and extending the capacity of each 
person to achieve more individually and together.  

2. The Future of Healthcare 

In 2025 the majority of health treatments will be delivered through a mobile phone, 
predictive to the needs of individuals before they ever become ill. The constant online 
tracking of the body enables the proactive treatment that reduces illness and reduces the 
costs of expensive hospital care and more expensive medicines. 

Over the last 10 years we have witnessed a huge take-up of mobile phones, with more 
handsets than human beings in many markets. The effects have been dramatic - both in 
terms of our own personal attachments to our precious devices, but also in the shift of 
business and public services to mobile platforms. Across Africa, users have creatively 
developed many applications for their phones - most famously a mobile payment system, 
M-Pesa that was launched by Safaricom in 2007 - initially in Kenya and then extended 
across much of the continent, and now into many other emerging markets. M-Pesa allows 
people to buy and sell, to transfer and share money like they could never do before due 
to the lack of physical infrastructure. M-Pesa was a huge success, now the largest 
financial service brand in Africa, and quickly acquired many more uses. M-Tiba is a 
mobile healthcare service now being rolled out in the same way as M-Pesa through 
mobile phones. It enables realtime health tracking, fast access and remote diagnosis by 
doctors, and locally-supported treatments guided by video-calling experts. When the UN 
estimates that 50% of the world’s population still do not have ready access to healthcare, 
such innovations can create step-change solutions.  
 
Over the coming years, other new technologies such as body sensors, DNA profiling and 
machine learning will enhance these remote platforms. 23andMe is a great example of 
the rapid changes technology is making to healthcare. Established by Anne Wojicki 5 
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years ago, at a time when profiling the DNA of the human body cost around $9000, the 
company set about dramatically reducing the costs. Falling technology costs, and 
simplification of the process for “consumer” use, meant that within 2 years 23andMe was 
able to launch a self-testing kit for only $99, one hundredth of the old figure. Spit into a 
tube, post it to 23andMe, and within a few weeks you have a report of where you come 
from ethnically, but more scarily what you are likely to die from. The detailed analysis of 
the individual’s propensity to develop diseases in the future, means that they can act now 
to avoid or reduce the likelihood. By 2025, 23andMe predicts that such analysis will be 
available non-invasively, maybe tracked by wearable devices or body implants, and 
analysed for only a few cents. 
 
The future of healthcare is personal, predictive and positive – being able to treat each 
individual in distinctive and relevant ways, being able to identify signs of poor health 
before they become significant, and therefore to sustain more positive wellbeing. In this 
way we can improve quality of life for everyone, hugely reduce the costs of medicines 
and care, and sustain health in a more equal and global ways. Human capital through 
healthcare ensures that the initial capacity for us to achieve more, developed through 
education, is matched by our fitness and vitality - ready and able to achieve more.  

3. The Future of Work 

In 2025 the majority of workers will be freelance individuals working around the world, 
independent of distance or background. They will apply their human, emotional, and 
creative skills to solve ever-more complex problems. They have the hunger to keep 
learning throughout their lives, the agility to keep adapting and updating their skills, and 
the open-mindedness to see things differently. 

WeWork is a familiar brand to young workers across much of Europe and America. 
Founded in 2010, it offers workspaces for start-ups, small businesses and corporates who 
need to stay flexible. Modern and high-tech working environments are enhanced by a 
community feeling with shared facilities and resources. Many of the workers are not even 
employed by the companies, instead they are happier to remain freelance "gig-workers” 
working on projects that require specialist inputs. New ideas, new skills, new innovations 
and new opportunities swirl around in the creative atmosphere, and new partnerships 
often emerge out of the fusion. This is the new world of work. No jobs for life. Few 
permanent roles. Fluid job descriptions. And companies working together. In 2018 
WeWork are a global network, but with their largest growth in Asia - workspaces in 
Shanghai to Singapore, Bangkok to Jakarta have grown at an incredible pace. Perhaps it 
is no coincidence that these 4 cities were recently ranked the world’s most vibrant start-
up hubs. 
 
Syngenta, the agrichemical business, addresses some of the huge social and 
environmental challenges of today – how to feed a global population of 9 billion, growing 
by 200,000 people every day; and at a time when deserts replace farmland, biodiversity 
declines and we continue to use the Earth’s resources 50% faster than we replace them. 
The company’s “Good Growth Plan” commits by 2025 to make crops more efficient, 
increasing crop productivity by 20% without using more resources. Syngenta seeks to do 
this in two ways - firstly through genetically-modified seeds that can survive in harsh 
environments, resistant to disease and weather damage; and secondly by helping local 
farmers to farm better. The plan seeks to improve the fertility and biodiversity of 25 
million hectares, most of it in hot and barren lands, where populations are poor and often 
malnourished. Syngenta works with farmers to adopt new growth techniques and 



 
 

 
 

 
peterfisk@peterfisk.com 

theGeniusWorks.com 
 

 

distribution models – improving yields, reducing waste and reaching new markets – 
improving productivity and incomes, as well as health and livelihoods. 
 
The future of work will be driven by a new relationship with technology. Whilst the 
industrial revolution automated basic manual activities, today’s technologies will not only 
automate more human activities but enhance them too. It will improve productivity, but 
also enable radical innovation in every walk of life – from agriculture to transport, retail 
to entertainment. Human capital – in terms of being able to solve new problems, make 
new connections, build relationships and engage customers, will be crucial. Companies 
will pay a premium for these talents, and customers will pay a premium for what they 
deliver.  

Developing Human Capital 

Whilst efficiency might be achieved through automation, progress is achieved through 
people. People with the creative talents, the emotional engagement, and intelligent 
judgements to move the world forwards. At the same time the technologies enhance our 
capability, to be faster and smarter, to achieve more.  

Human capital is the investment to achieve a better future. For every one of us as 
individuals, but even more importantly, for us collectively. It is the investment that allows 
us to unlock the potential of these new technologies, to solve the big problems of a 
fragile world, and to resolve the tensions of fragmenting societies. 

Developing human capital – through new forms of education, through approaches to 
healthcare, and new ways of working – offers us the stepping stones to achieve more in 
an incredible world of change and opportunity.  

New ways of learning are a starting point, but not enough. We need to ensure that the 
investment is deployed effectively, from potential to profit.  When we connect these 
forms of human capital we get a multiplying effect. When we do it together, we can 
amplify the benefits even further. 

Talent, vitality and achievement – this is our pathway to progress.  

We see the benefits all around us, every day. New ideas. Growing businesses. 
Architectural beauty. Sporting achievements. Healthy bodies. Smiling faces. 

Developing human capital is the way to develop a more creative and thoughtful, more 
equal and accessible world. The way in which people live together with more freedom 
and tolerance, and the way in which nations sustain growth and economic wellbeing. 

Human capital moves the world forwards, it accelerates the progress of humanity.  

Building a better, brighter future. 
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Peter Fisk is a global thought leader on growth, innovation and leadership. He is founder of 
GeniusWorks, a business innovation company, based in London; Professor of strategy, 
innovation and marketing at IE Business School in Madrid; and Thinkers50 Global Director.  
 
From nuclear physics to managing the Concorde brand, he has 25 years of practical 
business experience, working with business leaders in over 300 companies and 55 
countries. He is author of 7 bestselling books, including the most recent, “Gamechangers: 
Are you ready to change your world?”.  
 
More at www.theGeniusWorks.com 

 


