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Man + Machine in Las Vegas 

The future interaction between man and machine was the theme of this year’s Consumer 
Electronics Show (CES) in Las Vegas. As machines rapidly become more intelligent, new 
opportunity spaces emerge as traditional sectors overlap, creating new opportunities, none 
more so than in the rapidly evolving world of mobility. 
 
Human and tech fusion is about convergence and augmentation, in both function and form. 
Nature itself demonstrates incredible ingenuity, as illustrated by Mercedes Benz’ new AVTR 
car, a concept more akin to the movie Avatar. Ola Källenius, the new Swedish chairman of 
Daimler, opened CES 2020 explaining how natural structures and ecosystems inspired both 
the car’s interior and exterior, and ongoing user experience. He was joined by the great movie-
maker James Cameron, who argued that sustainability is transforming cars, becoming electric 
and self-driving, but also the materials and design of its body. “I look at this beautiful car, I see 
nature and technology, fused together as progress, in a practical yet dream-like way” he said. 
 
Other highlights of CES 2020 included Uber Elevate’s new flying-car developed in partnership 
with Hyundai. The egg-shaped vehicle will take off and land vertically, hold four passengers and 
fly at up to 300 km/h with a range of 100 km. Hyundai is the first carmaker to partner with Uber, 
which is scheduled to start operating its aerial taxi service by 2022.  Meanwhile, Sony presented 
its own electric vehicle, the Sony Vision-S, although it has no plans to mass produce them. 
Sony does however seek to be a leader in mobility systems, and so developed the car to 
showcase its potential – from new entertainment concepts to dashboard-wide digital screens, 
plus multiple sensors inside and out – working with partners like Bosch.  
 
Toyota unveiled its “city of the future” now being developed at the base of Mount Fuji, 
complete with an autonomous car lab and smart homes. It seeks to create a safer, cleaner, 
more fun urban environment, with full services to support 2000 residents, a mix of Toyota 
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employees and retirees. In reality it is a large-scale smart city experiment, a concept the 
Japanese company seeks to champion. “It’s hard to learn about the future without actually 
creating a version of it” said James Kuffner, CEO of Toyota Research Institute. It calls it the 
“Woven City” after the existing village’s origins as a loom manufacturer.  
 

A better kind of capitalism 
The World Economic Forum launched a new 
“Davos Manifesto” in January, calling for 
businesses to look beyond the pursuit of 
profits, as they embrace The Fourth 
Industrial Revolution. Klaus Schwab, 
founder of WEF, called it “the funeral of 
shareholder capitalism”, but also as the bold 
and brave birth of stakeholder capitalism. 

Jim Snabe (right), chairman of Maersk and 
Siemens, called for companies to make 
changes right now, to the way they work, the 
resources they use, the taxes they pay, and 
the decisions they make. Snabe, and sports 
coach Mikael Trolle, recently published a 
new book Dreams and Details and will both 
join me as faculty for IE Business School’s 
Global AMP later this year. 

Marc Benioff, Salesforce CEO, concluded 
that “Capitalism as we know it is dead. This 
obsession with the pursuit of profits, just for 
shareholders, does not work.” Benioff is 
author of a fabulous new book Trailblazer in 
which he argues that in a world of climate crisis, social inequality and declining trust, “business 
is the best platform for change.” 

Also last month, Larry Fink, chairman of BlackRock, the world’s largest investment firm with $7 
trillion of assets under management, wrote his annual “Letter to CEOs”. He said that climate 
risk is compelling investors to reassess core assumptions about where they invest their money, 
and that his firm is preparing to place sustainable investing at the centre of its investment 
approach. He argued for “a fundamental reshaping of finance”. 

Last August, a group of leading US business leaders, the Business Roundtable (including 
Amazon’s Jeff Bezos, Apple’s Tim Cook and GM’s Mary Barra) said that “The purpose of a 
corporation is to create value for all stakeholders, not just shareholders” and that it should 
“invest in employees, protect the environment and deal fairly and ethically with suppliers.” 

Most sustainable companies 2020 
Ørsted, Denmark’s leading energy business, has just been ranked “the world’s most 
sustainable company” for 2020 in the Corporate Knights’ Global 100 Index.  

The Fredericia-based company has radically transformed itself in a decade from being a fossil 
fuel-based energy company into a world leader in green energy and sustainable practices. 10 
years ago, 85% of energy came from fossil fuels and 15% renewables. Now it is the opposite.  
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Previously known as DONG (Danish Oil and Natural Gas), the company has renamed itself after 
the Danish physicist Hans Christian Ørsted who discovered electromagnetism in 1820. 
 
Henrik Poulsen, Ørsted CEO, says “As the global leader in offshore wind, we’ve substantially 
grown our business while significantly reducing our carbon emissions. We have reduced our 

carbon emissions by 
86%, and by 2025, we’ll 
be carbon neutral in our 
energy generation and 
operations. We also 
have a target of 
achieving a carbon 
neutral footprint by 
2040.” 

 “Whilst driven by a 
sustainable purpose, it 
is also important to 
demonstrate good 
shareholder value 
creation and return on 
capital employed. Since 

Ørsted joined the stock market through the world’s second-biggest IPO of 2016, the company’s 
value has more than doubled to $40 billion. “Running the company just for profit doesn’t make 
sense, but running it just for a bigger purpose is also not sustainable in the long term. Doing 
good and doing well must go together.” 

3 Danish companies featured in the world’s top 6 most sustainable companies – the others are 
Chr. Hansen and Novozymes, both bioscience companies specialising in food and agriculture. 
Others highly ranked included Neste, the Finnish energy business, US technology business 
Cisco, 3D design software-maker Autodesk, and ING Bank from the Netherlands. 

The world’s most creative CEO 
Mark Parker retired last month as 
Nike’s CEO after 14 years in the 
role, during which time sales have 
grown from $14bn to $45bn, and 
most impressively market cap has 
grown from $16bn to $145bn. 
The average tenure of a Fortune 
500 CEO is now less than 5 years.  
John Donahoe, previously boss of 
Bain & Co, and most recently of 
ServiceNow, the cloud computing 
business, steps into the top job 
with a swoosh. 

Parker was the running geek 
who found his dream job as a 
shoe designer back in 1979, 
shortly after Nike had shifted to 
developing its own branded 
shoes, rather than importing 
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(Asics) Tiger shoes from Japan. He stepped into the top job as CEO of the world’s largest 
sportswear company in 2006, and into the rather big running shoes of founder Phil Knight.  

in 2010 Fast Company called Parker “the world’s most creative CEO” and indeed, he has 
never been a typical corporate executive, as the eclectic collection of objects in his office 
demonstrated. His love of art - from Andy Warhol to Adonna Khare – as well as sport were 
obvious. The track spikes worn by Roger Bannister to break 4 minutes for the mile, sat on his 
desk alongside sci-fi movie props from Back to the Future and Star Wars, including C3-P0.  
 
Whilst Parker was a quiet and humble type of leader, he continued to focus on design and 
innovation. In design terms, he has taken the brand into street style as well as sports 
performance, and embraced sustainable ideas, most notably with lines from Air Max to Free, Fly 
Knit and Vaporfly. He also championed digital technologies, including the Nike+ range of 
services, and a massive shift to direct selling through innovative digital platforms and stores. 
 
Most recently, the Vaporfly running shoe has come under the spotlight for its revolutionary 
carbon plate embedded inside its midsole, creating a 4-5% performance improvement for 
athletes. 85% of top finishers in all recent marathons have worn the shoe, and both men’s and 
women’s world records have been broken in them. Huge debate followed within World 
Athletics, as to what was fair and not, what constituted reasonable human progress, and what 
was excessive technological support. They concluded that what is available to buy in stores by 
anyone, is fair to wear in competition, within some limits. Brands like Adidas and Asics are now 
in a race to develop similar carbon-plated shoes before the Tokyo Olympics. 
 

Xenobots and Space Jumps 
 
Get ready for more change in the 
next 10 years than we have seen in 
the last 250 years. If that sounds 
like more sci-fi hyperbole, here are 
the sci-facts. 
 
Each of these innovations are 
currently well advanced in their 
development, ready to scale up 
over the next few years, changing 
markets and our lives: 
 

1. Xenobots … Tiny hybrid robots made using stem cells from frog embryos will swim 
around human bodies to specific areas requiring medicine, or to gather microplastic in 
the oceans. Joshua Bongard, a computer scientist at the University of Vermont, co-
developed the millimetre-wide bots, known as xenobots. “They’re neither a traditional 
robot nor a known species of animal. It’s a new class of artefact: a living, programmable 
organism. 

2. Global wifi … We can’t live without it, but around half the world’s population is still 
unconnected. Google has tried to solve this with a network of helium balloons projecting 
the internet to inaccessible places. Dutch start-up Hiber, whose founders were also 
behind Booking and JustEat, is taking a more radical approach, launching a network of 
shoebox-sized microsatellites into low orbit, potentially giving 90% global coverage. 

3. Living concrete … University of Colorado scientists have developed self-healing, 
environmentally-friendly concrete by using sand, gel and bacteria. Buildings that are 
damaged by earthquakes, roads that develop cracks and potholes will “heal their own 
cracks, suck up dangerous toxins from the air, and  even glow on command”.  Concrete 
is the second most-consumed material on Earth after water.   
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4. Fast cars …  Fast charging is key to electric car adoption, so motorists can stop at a 
service station and fully charge their car in the time it takes to get a coffee. However 
rapid charging of lithium-ion batteries can degrade them unless done at high 
temperatures. Penn State scientists have found a way to heat then cool the battery 
rapidly, enabling a full charge in 10 minutes.  

5. Fighting fire with music …  Sound exists in the form of pressure waves, so it can be 
used to disrupt the air surrounding a fire, cutting off the supply of oxygen to the fuel. 
Sonic extinguishers mounted on drones could be in use very soon, to direct loud noise 
at the burning trees below. Bass notes are most effective at snubbing out the fire, so 
expect more heavy rock music coming from Australia!  

6. Artificial neurons on chips … University of Bath scientists have found a way to attach 
artificial neurons onto silicon chips, mimicking our nervous system and their electrical 
properties. Neurons only need 140 nanowatts of power, one billionth of the power 
required by a microprocessor. It could enable medical implants to be developed to treat 
conditions such as heart failure and Alzheimer’s disease. 

7. Cancer-busting needles … A “smart needle” can speed up cancer detection and 
diagnosis times. It uses Raman spectroscopy to shine a low-power laser into the body 
which measures the molecular changes associated with specific diseases in tissues and 
cells, and spot issues within seconds. Current techniques requires samples for biopsy, 
which are taken to specialist labs, resulting of significant delays in treatment. 

8. Floating farms … The next 30 years will see an additional 2 billion more people on our 
planet, creating a demand for 70% more food. By 2050 around 80% of us will live in 
cities, requiring nearby production (Dubai currently imports 11000 tonnes of fresh food 
every day). Barcelona-based architect Javier Ponce has designed a triple-layered 
vertical farm with solar panels. Vegetables, fed by nutrients in liquid would grow on 
upper layers, which would then feed fish on lower layers. 

9. Tattoo removals … It might seem trivial comparatively, but tattoos can be something 
you live to regret. Instead of expensive laser treatment that leaves scars, there is now a 
much gentler, cheaper solution by harnessing a property of the body’s own immune 
system. A cream containing “macrophages” delivers drugs to white blood cells causing 
them to release their ink in a similar way to antibiotics. 

10. Space jumps … Whilst Branson and Bezos are racing to launch their space tourism 
rockets, it could be a lot cheaper to take a balloon. World View Enterprises, based in 
Arizona USA, will soon send tourists in hot air balloons into the stratosphere, 32km 
above Earth, high enough to witness the curvature of the Earth, and even enable space 
jumps like Red Bull’s Felix Baumgartner.  Tickets cost $75,000, compared to $250,000 
for a Virgin Galactic space flight, or $35 for a more down to earth bungee jump. 

Quantum mechanics of Chinese business 
Zhang Ruimin is Chairman and CEO of 
Haier, the world’s leading white goods 
business. In November I got to interview him 
for my new book Business Recoded which is 
coming soon. 

From its base in Qingdao, Haier has 
revolutionised the world of refrigerators, 
washing machines, air conditioning, and 
many other home appliances. Not just in 
China, but increasingly as a global brand. 
Zhang has become a world-renowned 
entrepreneur, creating a unique, innovative, 
evolving business model that fuses 
management philosophies of east and west. 
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In 1984, Zhang became director of the Qingdao Refrigerator Factory. Over the last 30 years he 
turned a small, collectively-owned factory with a 1.47 million yuan loss, into Haier, a global 
enterprise, with a turnover of 188.7 billion yuan (2015). In 2016, he demonstrated his global 
ambitions with a $5.4 billion deal with GE to buy GE Appliances. 

 

Zhang has developed his own management ideology which he calls rendanheyi. By dividing a 
company up into micro-enterprises on an open platform, he dismantled the traditional 
hierarchical system of management (eliminating 10,000 middle managers), and creating small 
teams with a “zero distance” between employee and the needs of the customer. Each small 
business acts largely independently, encouraging innovation, flexibility and risk-taking. 

We share a background, having both studied nuclear physics. “When I first studied physics I 
was amazed by the perpetual motion of sub atomic particles. Electrons and protons coexist in a 
dynamic equilibrium, created by their equal and opposite charges. This sustains a continual 
existence, it enables atoms to come together in many different formats as molecules, each with 
their own unique properties, and within these atomic structures is huge amounts of energy”. 

“Applying this idea from physics to business, small teams of people with different 
backgrounds, skills, and ideas, can co-exist incredibly effectively. It is the ability to create small 
diverse teams where ideas and actions are equally dynamic, that enables a business to sustain 
over time. They become self-organising and mutually enabling. Ideas, innovation and 
implementation are continuous. And they can easily link with other teams, like atoms coming 
together as molecules, for collaborative projects and to create new solutions.” 

As a result, he challenges the old supremacy of shareholders in the value equation, putting a 
premium on employees, and the value created by them and for them. However at the same 
time, he recognises the need to empower employees to be more customer intimate. As a 
result the rate of growth has risen from 8% to 30% in recent years. 

Whilst Haier in the 1990’s was focused on the Chinese market, improving quality to international 
standards, the 2000’s was about reaching across the world, but with localisation and 
customisation. The 2010’s have been all about digitalisation, embracing the power of 
automation and data, to the point where Haier is now one of the world’s leading producers of 
“smart” products, embedded with IOT, and connected intelligently. 

However the implications are profound. Today it is no longer about standardisation, and 
creating the best product. Haier’s brand purpose is all about making people’s lives better. 
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Therefore Haier is looking beyond products to services, and how it can do more to help people 
live in their everyday lives, with a focus on the intelligent home. 

“In a digital world of globalization, connectivity and personalization, there is no such thing as a 
perfect product. People will buy scenarios, or concepts, where the products might be free and 
just enablers of services. Haier’s products embrace the internet of things to ensure that they 
connect with other devices, with other partners in our ecosystems, and with people and their 
homes. In the future, maybe the product will be free, and people will pay for services – from 
food delivery, to home entertainment, security or maintenance.” 

This ecosystem model is now core to Haier’s future. Zhang believes that Haier is the first true 
ecosystem brand. “We want to create a rainforest of perpetual life” he says. 

The disruption of Clayton Christensen 
Clay Christensen (1952 – 2020) transformed 
our approach to innovation. The 6ft 8in 
Harvard professor was a giant of business 
thinking, best known for his theory of 
“disruptive innovation”, which he first 
introduced in his ground-breaking 1997 book 
The Innovator’s Dilemma.  

In 2015 I was privileged to be there when he 
was recognised as the world’s #1 business 
guru by Thinkers50. His acceptance speech 
was as always quiet and humble, slow and 
thoughtful, and incredibly moving. He quoted 
from his recent book How Will You Measure 
Your Life? saying “Don’t worry about the 
level of individual prominence you have 
achieved; worry about the individuals you 
have helped become better people.” 

One of the best tributes to him came from 
my friend Bill Fischer, IMD’s innovation 
professor.  

He said in Forbes magazine “Clayton 
Christensen moved innovation from workshops to boardrooms. Before Christensen, 
innovation was almost exclusively the province of techies; an occasional, and often risky, bet 
that some new device or ingredient could change the character of competition in an existing 
rivalry.” 

Christensen’s gift to us was an approach to innovation that was an industry, not merely a firm, 
phenomenon. Industries see continuous dynamic change, punctuated occasionally by large-
scale technical, competitive and organizational disruption predicated by the incumbent market 
leaders not being sufficiently responsive to changing customer desires. 

Christensen gave us a reliable concept of innovation-driven change, where the prospect of 
continuous change was at center of strategic decision-making, and where it was possible to 
foresee, if not predict, the likelihood of disruption in the offing. All of which, finally, making 
innovation a worthy topic of strategic discussion at the very top of a firm.” 
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Reasons to be cheerful in 2020 
The world is getting better every day, 
according to the Cato Institute’s Johan 
Norberg. Whilst economic uncertainty, 
climate crisis, political extremism, and health 
pandemics might occupy your mind, data 
shows the past decade has been a story of 
human flourishing and progress.  

Here are 8 facts about human progress 
between 2010 and 2019, that give us reason 
to be optimistic for the new decade ahead: 

• 28% of all the wealth mankind has 
every created, measured as GDP per 
capita, was created in the last 10 
years, according to the World Bank. 
 

• Life expectancy increased from 69.5 
to 72.6 years, which means that every 
day over the last decade, our average 
lifespan increased by almost 8 hours, 
says the UN.           
 

• Extreme poverty, defined as living on less than $1.90 per day, has halved in the last 
decade, from 18.2% to 8.6%, equivalent to 158,000 less poor people per day.  
 

• Child mortality has reduced by a third, as education and healthcare standards improve 
in developing countries, with 2.1 million children’s deaths prevented each year. 
 

• Democracy might seem fragile, but is growing. The share of people living in “not free” 
countries has declined from 34 to 26%, according to Freedom House. 
 

• Countries in which the law actively seeks to protect women from violent partners has 
increased from 53% to 78%, says the World Bank. 
 

• Despite global warming, extreme weather and uncontrollable wildfires, deaths from 
climate-related disasters has declined by a third, to 0.35 per 100,000 people. 
 

• Many rich countries have reached “peak stuff”, according to a US Geological Survey, 
which shows that consumption of 66 out of 72 tracked resources is declining. 
 

Get ready to recode! 
My new book comes out later this year, built on extensive research into the leaders and companies 
who are shaping the world, right now. From Addis Ababa to Zurich, Brewdog and DBS Bank, Katrina 
Lake to Jessica Tan, Emily Weiss and Zhang Xin … how do they make sense of the megatrends 
shaping our world, embrace a purpose beyond profit, unlock the power of intelligent technologies, 
reinvent their organisations, engage new demanding consumers, and rise up to lead the future?   
 
All the best 
Peter 


