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FOREWORD


More than 50 years ago, I founded the World Economic Forum with the conviction that leaders needed a space to look beyond the horizon, to think not just in terms of short-term profits or national interest but in terms of long-term global well-being. Over the decades, through times of tremendous upheaval and transformation, I have had the privilege to convene leaders from business, government, science, civil society, academia, and the arts. I witnessed firsthand the birth of the digital revolution, the rise of globalization, and the dawn of what I later came to call the Fourth Industrial Revolution.



When I introduced that concept, it was a way of capturing the powerful and unprecedented fusion of technologies – physical, digital, and biological – that was reshaping our world. But today, we are entering a new stage. It is not simply a continuation of the Fourth Industrial Revolution; it is a qualitative leap into a new era. I call it the Intelligent Age.


The Intelligent Age is more than the era of artificial intelligence. It is the moment when intelligence, in all its forms, whether human, machine-based, collective, or emotional, becomes the organizing principle of our societies. It is when decision-making, value creation, and even human identity are increasingly influenced, shaped, or determined by systems of intelligence we are only beginning to understand.


I outline in this book a range of technological possibilities grounded in the most recent scientific and technological research. While these developments hold significant promise, I approach them with a critical mindset, particularly when they involve life-altering technologies that may fundamentally reshape human existence. I do not necessarily endorse or welcome every innovation described. That is precisely why I stress the importance of strong ethical frameworks to ensure that technological progress serves humanity, respects human dignity, and aligns with our core societal values.

This book is the culmination of years of reflection, research, and conversations with some of the brightest minds in every domain of human endeavor. But it is also a deeply personal wake-up call. I have written this book not only to explain what is coming but to stir action. I believe we are facing a historic opportunity, and a historic responsibility.

Our economies, our institutions, our very concept of what it means to be human are all being transformed by forces of intelligence. These changes are not abstract; they are already redefining how we learn, how we work, how we govern, and how we relate to each other and to our planet.

In my previous books, I focused on transformation – economic, technological, institutional. But now the question is more fundamental: how do we ensure that the intelligence we are creating serves humanity, rather than the other way around?

This book is written for a broad audience: for leaders and for citizens, for the curious and the concerned. I have tried to illuminate complex ideas with clear examples and vivid stories. But above all, I hope this book serves as a guide – and as a call – for preparing ourselves, and our societies, for what comes next.

We must not enter the Intelligent Age sleepwalking. We must enter it with awareness, wisdom, and courage.

Klaus Schwab, Founder of the World Economic Forum Geneva, 2025


PREFACE

Writing in the Intelligent Age


The idea for this book, and the volumes that will follow in the Intelligent Age Series, was born more than two years ago, at a moment of historic technological awakening: the emergence of generative artificial intelligence (AI). When ChatGPT and similar platforms made their debut, the world experienced a tangible leap forward. It became clear to me that the Fourth Industrial Revolution, whose principles I have articulated over the last decade, was rapidly evolving into something even more profound: what I now call the Intelligent Age.



As someone who has spent a lifetime exploring the intersections of technology, economics, society, and leadership, my first instinct was to study this new era through the lens of rigorous research and structured reflection. I created the foundation for this book in the traditional way, drawing on the extensive insights of the World Economic Forum community, my many conversations with global leaders and experts, and the decades of thought leadership that have guided the Forum’s mission. Then I had a moment of self-reflection: could a traditional approach alone truly capture the dynamism of the Intelligent Age? Was I, in some sense, already being outpaced by the very revolution I sought to describe?



That realization led me to an important decision: to write the book using AI itself, specifically with the assistance of ChatGPT. My original thoughts became the foundation – a compass and structure that preserved my voice, values, and concerns. But the process of writing it with the support of AI brought something new to the work: a direct demonstration of what the Intelligent Age can enable when human intention and collective intelligence converge.


This is not a book written by AI. It is a book written with it. And that distinction matters. The thoughts are mine, shaped by a lifetime of engagement with the world. But the method reflects the very transformation I describe throughout these pages: the fusion of human creativity with machine capabilities. It is a form of collaboration that I believe will become ever more central to how we think, work, and innovate in the years ahead.


The reader will notice that some arguments and observations appear more than once in this book, in different contexts. This is intentional. In an era of interconnected challenges, ideas must be revisited and reexamined from multiple perspectives. Repetition, in this sense, is not redundancy but reinforcement: an echo that deepens understanding.

One point I deliberately and consistently emphasize is the urgent need for global cooperation in shaping the Intelligent Age. The challenges and opportunities are too interconnected for any nation or actor to address alone. Only through shared responsibility and collaboration can we turn the promise of the Intelligent Age into a flourishing chapter of humanity.

The mindset that guides this book is what I call constructive optimism. It is the belief that we must face our challenges with clarity but also with confidence in our capacity to overcome them. It is a call to shape the future, not fear it. The Intelligent Age will only serve humanity if we lead it with wisdom, courage, empathy, and vision.


In that positive spirit, this foundational book will be followed by a set of additional volumes that together will form the Intelligent Age Series. Each book will explore a key domain being reshaped by this new era, including education, longevity and retirement, skills, business and entrepreneurship, geopolitics, and more. Collectively, they will offer a coherent vision of the Intelligent Age, combining reflection with practical guidance to help readers navigate this technological and societal transformation with insight and agency.


The book was made possible not only with the assistance of AI but with the dedication and support of many people. My thanks go first to the research and project teams of the World Economic Forum, especially those working in the Centre for the New Economy and Society led by Saadia Zahidi. The work of the Forum provided me with numerous insights and in many cases with the necessary background material.

I owe deep gratitude to Fabienne Stassen, whose editorial work skillfully translated my often highly scientific language into a readable and accessible book. Thanks also go to Kamal Kimaoui, who was instrumental in presenting the book in its best possible form.

This book is written for all who wish to understand and shape our changing world: leaders in government and business, educators and entrepreneurs and, above all, the next generations. It is to them, and to my grandchildren, Alexander and Melissa, that I dedicate this work.


PART I

THE INTELLIGENT AGE


CHAPTER 1

WHAT IS THE INTELLIGENT AGE?


One autumn evening not long ago, a doctor in a remote village consulted an artificial intelligence (AI) system on her smartphone to diagnose a patient’s illness. That same night, half a world away, an algorithm at a data center subtly adjusted cooling systems, saving energy on a massive scale. In an online community, thousands of volunteers collaborated with machine learning models to map plastic pollution in the ocean. These disparate scenes share a common thread: each showcases the emerging centrality of intelligence – human and machine, individual and collective – in shaping solutions to the world’s challenges. We have entered a new epoch of human development. I call it the Intelligent Age, and it represents a step beyond anything we have seen before.



In 2015, I introduced the idea of a Fourth Industrial Revolution, envisioning a world where the physical, digital, and biological realms merge.[1] I declared that we stood on the edge of a technological revolution that would fundamentally change the way we live, work, and relate to one another. That revolution, driven by advances in digital technology, biotechnology, and connectivity, is now well underway. And yet, nearly a decade later, it has become clear that we are moving beyond that paradigm. The tools of the Fourth Industrial Revolution have matured and proliferated so quickly that they are giving rise to something even more transformative. We are no longer merely in the throes of a technological revolution; we are at the dawn of an Intelligent Age, an era far beyond technology alone. In this new era, intelligence itself – artificial, human, collective, and systemic – becomes the defining feature of progress, power, and even survival.


To understand what makes the Intelligent Age distinct, it helps to see how it evolved from earlier eras of change. The First Industrial Revolution harnessed steam power to mechanize production; the Second used electricity for mass production; the Third brought electronics and computing for automation; and the Fourth built on digital networks, blurring lines between the physical and digital worlds. The Fourth Industrial Revolution gave us the Internet of Things, widespread automation, and unprecedented connectivity. But the Intelligent Age represents much more than simply another step in industrial progress.[2] It marks a fundamental shift: intelligence – the ability to learn, adapt, and make decisions – is now at the center of everything. If the Fourth Industrial Revolution was about emerging technologies becoming embedded in society, the Intelligent Age is about those technologies learning and thinking with and alongside us.



Almost a decade ago, when I coined the term Fourth Industrial Revolution, I saw the fusion of our physical, digital, and biological realities transforming society. Today, I see an even larger transformation unfolding. Rapid advancements in AI, quantum computing, and blockchain have propelled us into thisIntelligent Age. Crucially, however, this new era is not defined merely by any single technology but by the way all technologies are becoming intelligent and interconnected. Machines that can reason and learn, systems that can adapt autonomously, networks that amplify human collective intelligence: these are transforming how we live and work in real time. The Intelligent Age is a societal revolution with the power to elevate humanity to new heights of potential or, if mismanaged, to fracture it deeply. Intelligence, in its many forms, is both the driver and the shaper of this revolution.


Intelligence at the Center of Transformation


What do we mean by placing “intelligence” at the center? It means that whether we look at the economy, politics, technology, society, or the environment, the determining factor in success or failure is increasingly the intelligent use of information and resources. This goes beyond just AI in gadgets or analytics in business. It encompasses AI, human intelligence, collective intelligence, and systemic intelligence all coming together in powerful ways.


AI as a catalyst: AI is perhaps the most visible cornerstone of the Intelligent Age. AI algorithms now perform tasks that until recently were exclusive to human intelligence, and they often do so at superhuman levels of speed and accuracy. In 2016, an AI system known as AlphaGo defeated the world champion of the ancient strategy game Go, a milestone many experts thought was a decade away. By the early 2020s, AI had advanced even further into everyday life. Large language models like GPT-4 began assisting people with writing and research, and image- generation AIs created artwork and designs on demand. As Google CEO Sundar Pichai observed, “AI is probably the most important thing humanity has ever worked on. I think of it as something more profound than electricity or fire.”[3]



Such a statement may sound bold but consider what he means: just as electricity transformed every major industry a century ago, AI is now poised to transform every aspect of society. According to Andrew Ng, an AI pioneer, “AI is the new electricity.”[4]



Real-world examples abound. As I previously pointed out in a World Economic Forum article advocating global cooperation at the dawn of the Intelligent Age, AI-driven diagnostic systems in healthcare are already outperforming human doctors in certain tasks, such as identifying cancers on medical images or predicting patient complications, and they do it in a fraction of the time. During the COVID-19 pandemic, AI helped researchers analyze vast datasets of molecules to identify potential treatments in record time. In agriculture, farmers now use intelligent apps and drones to monitor crop health and optimize irrigation and fertilizer use, boosting yields with precision. Manufacturers deploy AI on the factory floor to predict equipment failures before they happen and streamline supply chains. Even finance, one of the most conservative sectors, is being upended by AI algorithms that analyze market data and execute trades faster and, increasingly, more effectively than any human trader could. These examples illustrate a key point: AI is no longer an experiment confined to research labs; it is a practical force transforming every industry in real time. And it’s doing so in ways that continuously evolve. An AI can iterate and learn from millions of interactions or observations, gaining experience that no human (or previous machine, for that matter) could accumulate in a lifetime.



Yet the rise of AI also brings new challenges and responsibilities. As AI takes on more decision-making, we must ask ourselves whether these decisions are fair, ethical, and aligned with human values. If left unchecked, AI systems can inadvertently perpetuate biases present in their training data or operate in opaque ways. Moreover, the proliferation of AI threatens to disrupt job markets; automation could displace millions of workers from routine tasks. While history shows technology creates new jobs even as it renders others obsolete, the transition can be painful and uneven. One of the stark truths of the Intelligent Age is that skills and intelligence are the new currency. The individuals, companies, and countries that leverage AI effectively will surge ahead, while others risk falling behind. Global politics today is driven by the belief that whoever masters the Intelligent Age will dominate the world.


This statement underscores a reality: a global race for AI dominance is underway, with stakes as high as economic power and national security. In this race, however, it is not just the raw power of AI that matters but how wisely and cooperatively we manage it, a theme we will return to.


Human intelligence and adaptability: In the Intelligent Age, human intelligence remains irreplaceable. Indeed, it becomes more important than ever, but in a different way. Traditional knowledge and routine skills may be supplemented or even overtaken by machines, but human creativity, emotional intelligence, ethics, and adaptability will be crucial complements to our technologies. We have entered an era where humans must continually learn and adapt alongside intelligent machines. Futurist Alvin Toffler foresaw this decades ago when he wrote, “The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and write but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn.”[5]


This insight rings even truer today. Lifelong learning is not just a slogan; it’s a survival strategy in a world where the shelf life of skills is shorter than ever.


It is our uniquely human capacities – creativity, empathy, judgment, entrepreneurial imagination – that will allow us to use technology wisely. Nobel-winning physicist Albert Einstein reputedly said that “imagination is more important than knowledge,” and in an age when vast libraries of knowledge are accessible to AI at a blink, it is our imagination and innovative spirit that will distinguish human contributions. Every individual, from factory worker to physician, from teacher to CEO, will need to develop what we might call intelligence about intelligence, an understanding of how to work with AI, when to trust it, and when to apply distinctly human judgment. As AI augments our abilities, our education systems must also pivot. Instead of rote learning of facts (which machines can do), education in the Intelligent Age must focus on critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, and digital fluency. Our goal should be to raise a generation that can ride the waves of intelligent technologies like skilled surfers, balancing, adapting, and using the force of the waves to propel themselves forward.



Perhaps most importantly, humans possess ethical intelligence and values. We care about purpose, meaning, and the implications of our actions. No matter how advanced our machines become, it will ultimately fall to humans to ensure that technology serves humanity and not the other way around. As we delegate more authority to algorithms, we must instill in them our best principles – fairness, transparency, accountability – and be vigilant that they do not exacerbate social divides. Maintaining human-centric intelligence at the core of this era means always asking how innovations improve human well- being. It means, for example, redesigning jobs so that AI frees up people to do more creative and meaningful work rather than simply rendering them redundant. It also means using our intelligence to govern and guide the development of technology with foresight and wisdom.


To thrive in this new era, we as individuals need to cultivate adaptability as a form of intelligence. Famed physicist Stephen Hawking once noted, “Intelligence is the ability to adapt to change.”[6]


In a world where careers, industries, and even societal norms can shift rapidly due to intelligent systems, adaptability is indeed the truest test of our intelligence. Those societies that invest in their people’s education and reskilling, that empower creativity and flexibility, will find that human talent, augmented by technology, can unlock endless opportunities. By contrast, those that do not, risk a divided society of tech “haves” and “have-nots.” This is why I often stress the need for responsive governance and education reforms in the face of technological change. The Intelligent Age is a wake-up call for all of us to nurture our most human abilities even as we embrace new tools.


Collective intelligence and collaboration: One of the most exciting aspects of the Intelligent Age is how it enables us to amplify our collective intelligence. Humans have always accomplished more together than alone. Now, digital platforms and AI are vastly extending the scale and power of collaboration. We see crowdsourced knowledge projects like Wikipedia, which has become a global encyclopedia created by millions of volunteers, proving that collective efforts can rival expert work. We see open-source software communities developing programs that run the world’s devices and internet services. And in science, international collaborations share data and insights at unprecedented speed, often aided by AI to sift through information. In short, technology is knittin  individual brains into a kind of global brain, a networked collective intelligence.


In this era, no single person or organization can master all knowledge or solve complex global problems alone. But by pooling our intelligence, and by using AI to aggregate insights, we can tackle challenges that once overwhelmed us. A vivid example came when researchers and volunteers used the online puzzle video game Foldit to collectively solve the structure of an enzyme critical to an AIDS-like virus, a problem that had stumped scientists for years. The gamers’ collective problem- solving, guided by protein-folding algorithms, cracked the puzzle in mere weeks. Such examples hint at how human crowds and AI can form a powerful team.

Businesses, too, are learning to leverage collective intelligence. Some companies use internal “idea markets” or crowdsourcing platforms to gather the best ideas from their employees or even customers. Social media platforms, for all their issues, also demonstrate the force of networked minds: setting trends, spreading information (or misinformation), and mobilizing people around causes. In governance, more voices can be heard through e-participation and civic tech tools, potentially enhancing inclusive decision-making with broader input (though this requires filtering noise from signal – removing unwanted or irrelevant information (noise) from the desired data or signal – another task for AI moderators requiring careful institutional design).


What’s crucial is that collaboration itself is being transformed. We now collaborate not just human-to-human, but human-to-AI and even AI-to-AI on our behalf. Picture an international team of climate scientists, each with an AI assistant that scans real-time satellite data, suggests hypotheses, and runs simulations. The humans focus on creative analysis and decision-making, while their AI “teammates” handle data crunching and routine analysis. This symbiotic collective could vastly outperform any purely human or purely AI team. In fact, forward-looking thinkers already talk about collaborative intelligence – combining human and artificial minds – as the next frontier of productivity.[7] According to World Economic Forum insights, treating AI as partners or teammates, rather than mere tools, can unlock trillions in value for the global economy. When AI teammates adapt and learn to achieve shared objectives with people, we enter a new realm of teamwork.



We must remember that diverse groups tend to be smarter and more creative than homogenous ones. In the Intelligent Age, diversity of thought (across different people and even different AI systems) is a strength we should harness. As management expert Ken Blanchard famously said, “None of us is as smart as all of us.”[8]


That simple proverb carries profound truth in our time. Our collective intelligence, which now can include contributions from billions of connected humans and countless AI agents, far outstrips what any elite group or single supercomputer can do in isolation. This collective approach is not without challenges: we have to manage issues of coordination, quality control, and the risk of herd mentalities. But if managed well, it means that solutions to problems like pandemics or global warming might emerge from a globally distributed network of minds and machines working in concert.


It also means power could be more distributed. Instead of knowledge and expertise residing only in certain institutions or ivory towers, the Intelligent Age empowers anyone, anywhere, to contribute. A teenager with a smartphone in a rural village today has access to more information than a world leader had just a few decades ago and, via online platforms, they might help solve a local or global problem by contributing their insight. This democratization of intelligence is a hopeful trend. However, it means ensuring open access and digital inclusion, so that the benefits of collective intelligence aren’t limited to wealthy or connected populations. The global playing field of intelligence must be leveled, or else collective intelligence will reflect and possibly amplify existing inequities.


Systemic intelligence – seeing the big picture: The Intelligent Age also requires us to develop what might be called systemic intelligence, the capacity to understand and manage complex interconnected systems. Our world’s greatest opportunities but also challenges – global warming, biodiversity loss, pandemics, financial crises, geopolitical conflicts – are systemic in nature. They span borders, industries, and domains of expertise. In previous eras, we often addressed issues piecemeal or in silos. Now, thanks to greater data and analytical tools, we can, and must, approach problems with a holistic, systems-thinking mindset. This is intelligence at the level of whole societies and even the planet.



Consider climate, energy and the environment. We need intelligence across multiple fronts: scientific intelligence to model the climate and project future scenarios; technological intelligence to create low-carbon innovations; and environmental intelligence to monitor the planet’s vital signs in real time. We are starting to deploy just such a systemic approach. For example, advanced climate models, powered by AI and run on supercomputers, are improving our ability to predict extreme weather events, giving communities more time to prepare. In sustainable energy, AI optimizes the flow of electricity in smart grids, balancing supply and demand even when renewable sources fluctuate. In one U.S. city, Chattanooga, the implementation of an AI-enabled smart grid dramatically reduced power outages and saved millions of dollars by automatically rerouting power around problems.[9] And at Google’s data centers, an AI developed by DeepMind[10] learned to manage cooling systems, cutting energy usage for cooling by up to 40% and reducing overall energy consumption by 15%,[11] a striking example of systemic efficiency, considering data centers globally consume as much energy as some countries.


Systemic intelligence also applies to geopolitics and global risk management. In the security domain, analysts use AI to sift through vast amounts of data, from social media chatter to satellite imagery, to detect early signs of conflict or humanitarian crises. This could enable preventive actions that save lives. However, intelligent systems can also be weaponized; we see an arms race for AI-driven cyber weapons and autonomous drones. This makes global cooperation and geopolitical intelligence essential. Nations must understand that deploying AI in warfare or allowing unchecked cyberattacks could lead to destabilizing consequences. We need new international frameworks – just as past generations forged treaties for nuclear arms – now addressing AI in military and strategic contexts. Geopolitical intelligence in the Intelligent Age means appreciating how technology shifts the balance of power and how collaboration, not just competition, is necessary to manage shared threats.


In economics, systemic intelligence might mean using big data[12] and AI to foresee and dampen financial crises by spotting unsustainable trends across the global economy.






It could also mean modeling the impacts of automation on employment sectors and proactively developing policies to address job transitions before unemployment spikes occur. In the Fourth Industrial Revolution, many emphasize “systems thinking” because the changes cut across entire systems of production and governance. In the Intelligent Age, that need is amplified. We have more tools to map and simulate complex systems but also more complexity as those systems become tightly interwoven. Managing a modern city, for instance, now involves understanding transportation networks, electrical grids, communications, public health, education, and more as an integrated whole, often managed by layers of intelligent infrastructure. Cities are becoming “smart cities” with sensors and AI managing traffic flow, energy use, and even crime prevention. These urban systems can vastly improve efficiency and livability. A smart traffic system can reduce congestion and emissions by adapting in real time to traffic conditions. Smart buildings can cut energy waste. But such integration also creates new dependencies; a cyber failure or a flaw in one part of the system can cascade into others. Thus, systemic intelligence also means resilience, designing systems that can adapt or fail safely without catastrophic breakdowns.


In summary, the Intelligent Age places intelligence, the ability to learn, adapt, reason, and solve problems, at the heart of human progress. It’s not just about smarter machines but smarter ways of doing things in every arena. It’s about augmenting human intelligence with technology, and vice versa, to achieve things that neither could alone. It’s about collective and connected intelligence that spans the globe, and deep intelligence about the complex systems we have created. This convergence is what makes our moment in history so powerful and so precarious. We have never had such tools at our disposal, nor faced such complexity in wielding them.

A New Era of Transformation and Challenge

What makes the Intelligent Age so captivating, and at times unsettling, is the speed and scope of change it signifies. During previous industrial revolutions, decades or generations passed before society fully absorbed the effects of steam power or electricity. In the Intelligent Age, transformations can occur in a matter of years or even months. Just a few years ago, the concept of a machine accurately conversing in natural language or creating realistic images from text prompts seemed like science fiction. Now, millions of people use such AI-powered tools daily. As of the mid-2020s, an AI can draft business reports, compose music, or diagnose diseases with a competence that catches even experts off guard. Society is rushing to catch up: ethical guidelines, laws, and norms struggle to evolve at the same frantic pace as the algorithms.

The implications reverberate through every sector:


Social and cultural: The way we communicate and consume information has been fundamentally altered. Social media algorithms, rudimentary AIs in a sense, already influence what news or opinions we see, sometimes creating filter bubbles or spreading misinformation. As AI becomes more sophisticated in curating and even generating content, society faces a double- edged sword. On one side is the promise of personalized education and entertainment tailored to individual needs, and even AI that can bridge language barriers instantly, enabling anyone to talk to anyone else in the world without a human translator. On the other is the risk of an erosion of shared reality if each person lives in a hyper-personalized information sphere, or if fake news and AI-generated propaganda flood the infosphere. Social intelligence in this era means cultivating digital literacy and critical thinking in the population, so people can navigate a world of information abundance while discerning truth from falsehood. It also means deliberately using technology to connect people rather than isolate them. We’ve seen how during the pandemic lockdowns, videoconferencing and online communities became lifelines for maintaining human connection. In the Intelligent Age, virtual and augmented reality may further blur the line between digital and physical interaction. We must ensure these technologies enhance human relationships and understanding across cultures rather than become substitutes for a real community or tools of manipulation.


A cultural transformation is also underway. Our notions of privacy, identity, and even creativity are being challenged. When an AI can generate a painting or a poem, what does it mean to be an “artist”? When your online avatar or digital assistant can interact on your behalf, how do we define one’s identity or agency? We are being pushed to expand our definitions and adapt norms. Culturally, we may see an AI-influenced renaissance – new forms of art, design, and expression – if we embrace these tools. But we must do so without losing the human stories, values, and diversity that enrich our global tapestry.



Economy and business: The intelligent economy is emerging. In this new economy, knowledge and data are the new oil, and analytical capability, which is the intelligence to extract insight from data, is the new engine. Businesses in every industry are reinventing themselves around AI and data-driven decision- making. In the Intelligent Age, sectors start to converge: a car manufacturer becomes a software and AI company (as electric vehicles rely on smart software more than mechanical parts); a healthcare provider becomes an information company analyzing wellness data; and banks become AI-driven platforms managing risk and personalization. We can expect productivity to surge in organizations that effectively integrate AI, resulting in new prosperity and efficiency. A study by Accenture, for instance, estimated AI could improve labor productivity and boost business revenues by 38% in some economies, simply by augmenting how humans work.[13]


At the same time, we must confront economic disruption. As mentioned, job displacement is a serious concern. Automation will eliminate certain kinds of jobs even as it creates new ones in AI development, data science, and entirely new fields we can barely imagine. Historically, technological revolutions have eventually led to net job growth and higher living standards, but the transition can be traumatic if mishandled. It is a strategic imperative for businesses and governments to invest in retraining programs, social safety nets, and perhaps new concepts like universal basic income, to ensure the benefits of the Intelligent Age are widely shared. If the gains concentrate only in the hands of those who own the AI or the data, inequality could worsen, fueling social unrest. The economic challenge, then, is to harness the immense wealth-creating potential of intelligence while distributing its fruits justly.

Another economic aspect is the shift in what confers competitive advantage. In the past, owning natural resources or heavy machinery or large factories was key. Now, competitive advantage stems from intangible assets: algorithms, customer data, brand trust, and the skill sets of employees. Intellectual property regimes may need updating when AI can churn out inventions or designs on its own. If an AI designs a superior product, we might ask who owns the patent: the company, the programmer, or the AI itself (and by extension its owner)? These are uncharted waters for our legal and economic systems. Companies are already grappling with how to integrate AI ethically to ensure, for instance, that their AI-driven hiring tools don’t inadvertently discriminate, or that their customer service chatbots handle users with empathy. The businesses that succeed will be those that combine technological intelligence with emotional and ethical intelligence, building trust with consumers and stakeholders.


Political and geopolitical: Political power in the Intelligent Age is deeply tied to technological prowess. Nations are pouring resources into AI research and quantum computing, understanding that leadership in these areas could translate to economic might and military superiority. We are witnessing the early stages of what some call a global AI arms race, not just for weapons but for talent and technology. The United States, China, Europe, and others have launched ambitious national AI strategies. Talent in AI – researchers, engineers, data scientists – is highly sought, sometimes likened to the race for nuclear scientists in the 20th century. This competition can spur rapid progress but it also carries risks: if nations develop powerful AI systems in isolation without common principles, misunderstandings or accidents could have serious consequences. For example, if an AI system for managing critical infrastructure misidentifies a cyber intrusion or military action, it could escalate conflicts inadvertently.


Thus, a crucial part of political leadership in the Intelligent Age is developing governance for AI and emerging tech. This includes international cooperation to set standards and agreements on issues like autonomous weapons (many global figures have called for a ban on “killer robots,” AI that can make life-and-death decisions without human oversight). It also includes domestic policies to handle AI’s impact on jobs, privacy, and security. Policymakers must become more technologically literate and agile. They will need to collaborate closely with scientists, ethicists, and industry leaders, in a model of governance that is more inclusive of expert input. Encouragingly, we see early efforts: the European Union has been proactive in drafting AI regulations focused on human rights and safety. The United Nations has hosted dialogues on AI ethics.


At the World Economic Forum Annual Meeting in Davos, global leaders have explicitly called for “renewed global cooperation in the Intelligent Age” to ensure these technologies benefit humanity as a whole.[14] Issues like cybersecurity or climate migration are increasingly recognized as global challenges that no single nation can solve but that intelligent systems could help address if we coordinate responses.


Politically, there is also an information component. We now contend with the phenomenon of AI-generated misinformation and the manipulation of public opinion through intelligent microtargeting (as seen in some election interference cases). Protecting integrity will require using intelligence to bolster the truth, including AI that can detect deepfake videos or uncover disinformation networks. It’s a cat-and-mouse game: the same tools can be used to spread falsehoods or to counter them. The outcome will depend on the resolve and wisdom of political institutions and civil society.


Environmental and planetary: Perhaps the most profound application of our new era’s intelligence will be to secure the sustainability of our planet. We face a triad of crises – global warming, biodiversity loss, and pollution – that threaten the very foundations of life and civilization. The window to address these issues is narrow, but the Intelligent Age provides a tool kit that could be a game-changer. For the first time in history, we have the capability to monitor Earth’s vital systems comprehensively and in real time: millions of sensors in the air, on land, in oceans, and in space are feeding data to AI models that can detect subtle changes in climate patterns, forest cover, ocean chemistry, and more. This gives us an unprecedented early warning system for environmental problems.






More importantly, intelligence helps us devise solutions. AI is aiding the development of cleaner energy by optimizing designs for solar panels and wind turbines, and is even researching novel materials for energy storage. It’s helping agriculture become more sustainable through precision farming that uses exactly the resources needed and no more. Machine learning models are discovering new chemical compounds for efficient batteries or carbon capture. In one inspiring example, researchers have used AI to identify molecules that can efficiently absorb CO₂ from the atmosphere, accelerating the hunt for carbon-removal technologies. Additionally, AI can greatly enhance conservation efforts by, for instance, analyzing audio recordings from rainforests to determine the health of wildlife populations, or by guiding drones that plant trees in deforested areas with precision reforestation techniques.
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