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    This book came alive through collaboration and partnerships




    In 2019, we both started to gravitate towards the belief that true and trustful collaborations would be the engine for companies to find a new way of working. We saw the possibility and necessity of an alternative to the sky-bound curve, always hungry for growth, that has dictated business for the past century.




    As we bounced ideas back and forth and connected thoughts to form grander viewpoints, we decided to co-author this book, proving our point that collaboration results in more than either of us could have achieved alone. As writing together is also about finding ways to merge two different writing styles, we decided to find a partner to help us write this story. Annelies Desmet agreed to become our ghostwriter. But instead of just writing down our ideas, Annelies quickly became a story-board, a challenger of our thoughts and the third voice in this narrative. Annelies became a true partner, and we want to thank her (and her colleague Jill) enormously for the amazing work they’ve done, and for taking this journey with us.




    Our colleagues have been great story-partners in helping us with research, creating visuals and fine tuning the overall picture. Thanks a lot to Emily De Baets, Samuel Eggermont, Jeremy Denisty and Francesco Cilurzo. A special thanks to our business partner Jo Caudron for the reflections, thoughts and challenging conversations.




    We would also like to thank our clients Jan Dewitte (CIO Unilin) and Dirk Oosterlinck (Group Director Business Development, Marketing & Innovation at Mensura) for being early believers and for challenging our first versions of partnership strategy.




    Thanks also to Liesbeth Declercq, our publisher at die Keure, for the trust in our partnership and all the help in the creation of this new project together.




    Last but not least, we want to thank the people we interviewed for sharing their insights on partnerships and ecosystems. Thank you for your collaboration and transparency. Your stories were inspirational and helped us to structure our ideas: Jonathan Berte (Founder Robovision), Osvald Bjelland (CEO Xynteo), Chris Burggraeve (Former CMO AB InBev), Sacha Buyck (Country Manager bol.com Belgium), Marco Derksen (Digital Strategist), Fredo De Smet (Curator, writer & DJ), Olaf Hermans (Cognitive scientist, PhD Penn State University), Carla Hilhorst (EVP R&D Foods & Refreshment at Unilever), Jurgen Ingels (Founding Partner SmartFin Capital), Rudy Moenaert (Professor of Strategic Marketing – TIAS), Saher Sidhom (Founder Hackmasters), Peter Somers (CEO Emirates Post), Stijn Swijns (Former Special Forces Operator and Founder of MissionMe) & P., Jacques Vandermeiren (CEO Port of Antwerp), Ann Van Dessel (SVP and Head Global Clinical and Regulatory Operations at Johnson & Johnson).


  




  

    
A WORD
FROM THE


    AUTHORS





    By Nils van Dam




    I learned the pleasures and challenges of working together from a very tender age. In Antwerp, where I grew up, my parents were always out and about. So was I. In those days, young children followed their parents around to make and meet friends. Doing things together was just the way things went. Summers were even more about friendship. Year after year, I’d stay with my grandparents in Oude Wetering, in North Holland for two whole months. With about fifty other families, my grandparents lived in an isolated neighborhood, separated from the rest of the village by a canal and the polder. I was a city boy, but nonetheless as much a part of this small rural community as the next person. Here, everybody knew everybody, and we all worked together when the task at hand was more than one man could handle. Every August, youths would gather to harvest the hay and store it in bales, making a huge haystack – the best place ever to build a camp in. And every time our neighbor’s cows broke through the wooden gates and escaped to the surrounding fields, we’d help to get them back in their pasture.




    Fast forward a decade or two. As I started working at Unilever right after finishing my Master’s in Commercial Engineering, I recognized that same spirit of collaboration there. Here, too, I felt in my colleagues a desire to be part of society, to contribute to it. My job was to manage Becel, a margarine which provided people with cholesterol issues a healthy solution. I enjoyed long-term collaborations with the Belgian Cardiologic Liga and several cardiology professors in Brussels, Leuven and Antwerp. In September 1986, I organized the first run of the Antwerp 10 miles. It was called Becel 10 miles at that time. We counted 800 participants. A small event, nonetheless involving a lot of orchestration with city officials and the Antwerp police force. I was a big believer in connecting healthy food to a healthy lifestyle. When I moved to a new job, this experiment was stopped. Luckily for Antwerp and its joggers, it was picked up by Golazo and became the huge success we all know today.




    Many years later, I had a similar experience in my role as global vice president Family Brands, still at Unilever. Working with the World Food Program, among others, we drew up an ambitious plan to support the funding of school meals for primary schools in developing countries. After some initial successes, we struggled to embed this program in a sustainable business model. When I switched jobs – something that, on average, happens every three to four years in big corporates – the program was stopped. Luckily, it was picked up by the global Unilever Sustainable Living Plan (USLP) later on.




    History seemed to be repeating itself. I learned that partnering works well to create a bigger impact and that collaboration is fun, but that it depends on personal relationships.




    When Dado and I decided to write this book together, it was because we noticed most businesses grow stronger through collaboration or by being part of a larger network. My trip to China in 2019, exposed me, firsthand, to the power of ecosystems. Visiting Alibaba, Tencent, Walmart and several stores in Shanghai and Shenzhen the opportunities for companies to collaborate more became very visible.




    When we set off, our book focused on the opportunities offered by different forms of collaboration, to show others the best way to select and grow partnerships and ecosystems. We found out soon enough that we needed to focus much more on the key ingredient for building long-term partnerships, the maker or breaker: trust. Our book started evolving from an insightful technical guide on partnerships to a holistic, more philosophical manifesto on how to create sustainable systems. I became very aware that the pendulum of headcount reduction, automation and dehumanization of business into efficient processes has gone too far. The solution lies in dialing up the human factor again. Paradoxically, the comeback of the heart and soul of businesses will be made possible thanks to the development of artificial intelligence, as AI will take over meaningless jobs and give us back the time to connect with others.




    We need to do much more thinking on the human side of doing business, we’ve been neglecting this side in the past decade, almost to the point of forgetting it altogether. It’s been inspiring to discover we can flip the model of collaboration again – making it more connected, patient and empathic.




    I’ve learned that in life you want to surround yourself with partners, not winners, and so you have to be one yourself. I would like to thank my partner in life, my wife Peggy, for the support she gave me while I was writing this book. Her casual comments, her care and her empathy have influenced this book more than she realizes. I would also like to thank Dado. His positive energy is contagious and his experience in writing books indispensable in making me not get lost in the process. I would also like to thank my good friends, my family for the good conversations on several occasions and for testing some of my ideas; in many cases being unaware that they were guinea pigs for my ideas. I finally would like to thank all my coaches in my career, they were my bosses, they were my colleagues, they were my teammates and my employees. They were a constant source of ideas and of setting the example. This book is a humble extract of all the wisdom they have passed on.


  




  

    By Dado Van Peteghem




    Partnerships and collaboration have been a constant throughout my career. My very first job was to manage a project called Future Talking: an online research community with more than 1,000 Belgian citizens who were invited to exchange ideas on the future of our society. It was a multi-client study involving ten different companies, led by a partnership between InSites Consulting – the company I was working for – and One Agency, an innovative web agency led by Jo Caudron, who would later on become my compagnon de route.




    From this first experience in 2007, I learned how valuable complementary partnerships can be, and how powerful their combined networks are. Five years later, I ran into Jo again at a market research event. We picked up the conversation right where we’d left off and went on to find our current company. Then and there, serendipity and trust were already at the heart of our decisions.




    Two years into our collaboration, Jo and I wrote one of the first books on digital transformation, a story which brought me to Dubai. I was asked for a keynote speech by the Chalhoub Group, one of the leading luxury companies of the Middle East. We started a project together which ended in a partnership and a joint venture. Thanks to the Chalhoub Group and their extended family, I grew to understand how trust and respect are quintessential to success. Many of the collaborations in the Chalhoub Group have crossed three generations, illustrating the long-term mindset that is needed for true trustful partnerships.




    Later still, I teamed up with Omar Mohout to write a book on corporate venturing and how large corporations can accelerate growth by collaborating with startups. We described the power of collaboration between the big motherships and speedboats to foster innovation and agility. We used the metaphor of the connected fleet, where the mothership works with the surrounding speedboats to make their way to the same North Star.




    Working with Nils now, we started to see the potential of a ‘fleet of fleets’, one in which big players don’t just work with smaller ventures, but where giants also partner up to create much more leverage together. Not just commercially, but to work towards a shared purpose.




    It is my true belief that large-scale companies won’t be able to survive on their own in this challenging century. This fast-turning world is just too complex to navigate by yourself. Companies need to connect, to engage with the community, to immerse themselves in the rising ecosystems, to reach out for collective intelligence and innovation and – above all – to scout for ‘partners in purpose’.




    In early 2020, I was invited to speak at the University of Vilnius, a city whose people left a long-lasting impression on me. After my keynote, there was a panel conversation with, among others, Saher Sidhom, who runs an innovation business from London. “I’m not building a company,” he told me. “I’m building a network.” Moving forward, I think this should be the mindset, both for individuals and for companies. Your most valuable asset in business is your network. Invest in it so you can unleash its power when you need it the most.




    Like Steve Blank told the startup world: get out of the building! Let’s connect. After all, the future is something we’ll have to build together.


  




  

    “Be slow to fall into


    friendship; but when
 thou

    art in, continue


    firm and constant.”




    SOCRATES




    I want to thank Nils for being a great partner in creating this story together. His ability to quickly absorb, make things concrete and to redefine the perspective are inspirational. While writing a book you need someone who pushes the envelope.




    Thanks also to my friends and family for being great partners on my journey, especially during the challenging start of this new decade both personally and professionally. A special mention to my kids Milou and Noah, who inspire me every day in their partnership through childhood. Connection with other people is ultimately what gives you the strength to persist.


  




  

    Writing this book during the COVID-19 crisis




    At the time of writing, the corona pandemic suddenly threw all of us smack into a worldwide crisis. We spent weeks in quarantine and applied social distancing to flatten the curve and minimize the chance of spreading infection. The virus unleashed chaos in our lives and businesses alike. All those companies with their beautiful and ambitious PowerPoint full of plans for the future, found themselves facing an unforeseen blow. The economic impact created by the Coronavirus will amount to something we probably haven’t seen since the early 1900s.




    Collectively cornered, we started looking for new paths to follow. As with any other crisis, though, it turned out that this pandemic had some positive effects too. The silver lining of the COVID-19 pandemic has been the spontaneous and global rise of partnerships guided by solidarity and a common purpose.




    Digital transformation was adopted across organizations, almost overnight. Suddenly, companies needed to speed up their teleworking capabilities to facilitate employees working from home. Everybody stepped up their e-commerce game, doubling their home delivery efforts, reinventing their communication formats, using live streams, webinars and virtual workshop environments to their full potential, often for the first time. This digital shift was a sudden one, and it counts as a giant leap forward.




    Corona initiated one of the biggest periods of standstill companies and people have ever experienced. Our mindset evolved, and our actions followed suit. This freed up space for more creativity, but also prompted moments of reflection on how we value time and organize our lives. People changed their schedules as well as their consumption patterns. The debate on ‘local and small’ versus ‘constantly bigger and more global’ was revived and reviewed, now interpreted from a whole new perspective.




    During this crisis, it has been fascinating to see organizations large and small team up to find and deliver solutions. Scientists around the world started working together on a scale never seen before. SMEs gathered in networks to give back to the community. Large corporations, even the die-hard competitors, formed alliances to offer help. Retailers worked together to deliver food to healthcare workers, luxury companies collaborated to manufacture hand sanitizers, media publishers collectively removed their paywalls, and tech companies collaborated to help children learn from home. And countries worked together across the globe to provide medical supplies, money and support to one another.




    COVID-19 taught us that with a shared enemy, we are able to form partnerships that transcend purely economic drives. While we prefer a common goal instead of a shared enemy, we did show that we are perfectly capable of setting up partnerships that organically fold into networks composed of unusual nodes, that go beyond profit. Yes, we can.




    “There is immense


    power when a group


    of people with similar


    interests gets together


    to work toward the


    same goals.”




    IDOWU KOYENIKAN


  




  

    
FOREWORD
MARCUS


    FREEMAN





    Dear Reader




    This innovative book on Partnerships will challenge you to think again about how businesses interact. It will show you that what we think of as business partnerships are generally very shallow and that, therefore, they are not very effective or even value accretive. In other words, today we have a suboptimal situation for your business, for other businesses and society as a whole. Dado and Nils will help you to explore how your company is structured, to reflect on what its purpose should be, and even what ‘value’ actually is. You will see that if you think ‘value’ is just about profit, then you’ve really missed the point. The authors convey the optimistic message that if we go beyond the walls of our own metaphysical walled business gardens, we will all benefit.




    This book is full of striking cultural references: from Socrates to the Simpsons, from Daft Punk to Descartes. If you know where to look there are even hidden Spotify playlists, I kid you not…




    And yet, a couple of key figures are not referred to, even if their ghosts loom large. They are Adam Smith and Karl Marx. Smith is seen as the theoretical father of modern capitalism where self-interest, even self-love, lead to the unintended consequence of economic growth for the good of society, through the profit motive. In “The Wealth of Nations”, Smith says that man can have but few friends and yet needs the cooperation of multitudes, so economic man is tricked into cooperation through seeking his own benefit and appealing to that of others.




    Even as a capitalist myself, I’ve always thought that a resolutely depressing view of human nature…




    Marx on the other hand, starts from the fact that man is a “social animal” as he puts it in “Capital”. He writes that when a human “co-operates systematically with others, he strips off the fetters of his individuality, and develops the capabilities of his species”. Further, Marx writes in his “Theses on Feuerbach”: “The human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its reality it is the ensemble of social relations.”




    Spoiler alert: this book is Marxist!




    Dado and Nils will show you that we should collaborate, not for the profit motive but for a greater purpose because as humans together we realize our potential as “species-beings”, as Marx put it, through wide collaboration. The good news, though, for those who baulk at reading a “Marxist” business book is that profit for our businesses will ensue. We will “grow the pie” together through the Metasystems that Dado and Nils describe, the profit we create together will be equitably distributed, and we will also benefit our wider communities.




    That’s quite a project, and much more interesting than most dry business books…




    I first met Dado Van Peteghem in 2017. My group, the Chalhoub Group which is a luxury retail group headquartered in the Middle East, had booked Dado as keynote speaker to talk to our strategy committee about “Digital Transformation” which was already the buzzword at the time.




    I must say I was not very impressed with our choice: what could a young Belgian guy in his mid-thirties from an unknown consulting firm based in Ghent (where is that?) tell “US” about Digital Transformation. I was thinking to myself that we probably chose him because McKinsey was too expensive…




    Anyway, Dado made his presentation, and what I liked immediately was that instead of spouting platitudes and generalities as you find in so many op-ed pieces, Dado set out a framework allowing our group (and any other) to measure its digital readiness and the skill-gaps. I was impressed. We asked Dado and Nils’s consulting firm, now known as Scopernia, to pitch against the usual consulting suspects to accompany our project of Digital Transformation. They won.




    The reason they won was one of the reasons this book is so valuable. Many consulting firms explain to you what you are doing wrong, they then sell you further projects to put it right. Their own interest is both to help you (good for their credentials to get other clients), but also to make you dependent (to get repeat business). I am for my sins an ex-consultant, so I do sympathize that they are not evil, it’s just their business model…




    Scopernia as a very small consulting firm had no pretension to “do” our digital transformation for us. Quite simply, they couldn’t: they didn’t have the bandwidth. What they could do was teach us how to do it ourselves. The image that I always use is that instead of feeding us fish, they would teach us to fish.




    The framework Dado taught us to use was based on seven metaphors by which we could assess our capabilities and our gaps (if you want to know more about this, you can buy Dado and his colleague, Jo Caudron’s, book, “Digital Transformation”).




    Over a period of three months, we worked closely with Dado and his colleagues across the whole organization to put in place our own internal program called “SHIFT” with 7 Guiding Principles which we instilled throughout the organization, to become part of our DNA. They were, just as a reference for the Chalhoub Group:




    1)The customer is at the heart.




    2)We empower employees: let them be bold and make it happen.




    3)We start small, we fail fast or scale fast.




    4)Failure and success are sharing moments.




    5)We think hybrid and global from the start.




    6)Startups are our allies.




    7)We play on the offence. We are going to be chefs, not cooks.




    You will notice that the word “partnership” is not explicitly mentioned anywhere in our 7 Guiding Principles. This is because “partnership” was already part of Chalhoub’s DNA as we have operated for 65 years in a volatile part of the world and our business is based on partnerships with luxury brands, including many joint ventures, and also with local partnerships in each market. Often in our markets we are suppliers, customers, competitors and equity partners with the same companies… and yet this complex reflexive ecosystem is part of our long-term success.




    Getting back to Chalhoub’s 7 Guiding Principles, the nuance and additional element of partnerships for Chalhoub is contained in the principle “Startups are our allies”. Digital disruption even in 2017 had made traditional groups vulnerable to “upstart startups”. Dado and his colleagues taught us not to regard them as the Vandals at the gates of Rome, but as people we could learn from, and they from us.




    Consequently, as part of our SHIFT program we invited relevant startups, for example, retail tech, to come to work with us. We call it the Greenhouse. We gave them access to our retail network of 700 stores and told them: “That’s your playground. Go and play.” And the results have been very encouraging. We have learnt, so have they and we have started several partnerships as a consequence.




    At Chalhoub we hope that one day, we too will get to stage 5 of the Hierarchy of Partnerships: The Wild Garden. We are probably between stage 3 and 4.




    A word about the world of COVID-19, as Yuval Harari put it in a Financial Times article on 21 March 2020, such world-historical events “fast forward historical processes”. The rise of digitalization has accelerated, just as the traditional ecosystem of traditional businesses has been starved of the oxygen of trade. However, there is another phenomenon, the acceleration of human collaboration through all the virtual meetings we seem to be in from morning until night. Truly man is a “social animal”, and perhaps this is also part of the Wild Garden that will allow humankind to realize its full potential.




    Finally, this book talks a lot about trust which is the bedrock of all human relationships and partnerships. At Chalhoub, the consulting engagement with Scopernia led to trust. Dado is now a key member of Chalhoub’s strategy committee. We also created a joint venture partnership for the Middle East between Chalhoub and Scopernia when we realized that Scopernia could help other companies in the Middle East to learn to fish through the murky waters of digital disruption.




    Trust leads to partnership. Partnership leads to friendship.




    I now count Dado amongst my best friends. I’ve even visited Ghent. It’s very pretty…




    Marcus Freeman




    Deputy Group CEO, Chalhoub Group


  




  

    
ONCE UPON
A TIME…





    In all things written, there is the eternal division between fiction and non-fiction. Fiction is stories, figments of an author’s imagination. Words with a capacity to take you to fairy-tale worlds and travel alongside imaginary characters. Non-fiction is facts, preferably of the kind that reveal truths unknown to you. Wrapped in how-to titles and lathered with numbers and arguments, their aim is to instruct, to teach you something. Yet fictional worlds are just as laden with lessons as their more factual counterparts. While less didactical or not as obvious, their teachings are just as valuable.




    We’ve had a hard time categorizing this book in either one of these boxes. Obviously, this is no romantic fairytale. But it isn’t lab-made scientific research either. It surely isn’t futuristic sci-fi, yet depicts a world that doesn’t quite exist – yet.




    This book finds itself tightrope walking the dividing line between fiction and non-fiction, reality and make-believe. In part, it is a book about how we see, experience and read the world today. A description of our reality. In part, it is wishful thinking, an attempt to predict a future reality, and with this prediction, to increase the odds that our predictions may materialize. This is a prophecy we hope to be of the self-fulfilling kind.




    The story is meant for those who want to challenge the status quo, wherever you sit in the company. Metasystem thinking is a mindset, it’s not bound to a role or a job description. Neither is it linked to big or small companies, traditional or tech players. It’s for those who want to make impact, together.




    This book wants you to start moving. It encourages you to start wishing out loud, together, and by doing so, making that future more probable. So maybe today, our book is still filed away as fiction. But with every person who reads it, we get closer to the non-fiction section.




    “Everybody must have


    a fantasy”




    ANDY WARHOL


  




  PART I. THE PARADIGM SHIFT
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    The book is about partnerships and ecosystems but actually it is about much more than that. It is about metasystems. Before we take you through the how and what of partnerships, it is important to zoom in on the meta part. “Meta” takes partnerships to another level. The kind of level that is needed to succeed in this challenging world. So, let us first discover together this world of untapped potential and how the metaparadigm can make the difference.


  




  

    CHAPTER 1 THE STATE THE WORLD IS IN (SPOILER: IT’S A MESS)




    Anybody who’d have interviewed Russell Ackoff when he was still alive would certainly have stumbled into a depression afterwards. Ackoff was a celebrated systems thinker, scientist, architect and an American organizational theorist and Professor Emeritus of Management Science at the Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania.




    Had you asked him what state the world is in today, he’d have treated you to his standard reply: “It’s a total mess!” Exclamation point included. Today, thirty years further down the line, the consensus is exactly the same – except maybe Ackoff used to be all alone in thinking the world was a mess but he has now been joined by a lengthening parade of colleagues nodding in agreement.




    The world is a mess. But the point of stating so in the very beginning of this book isn’t to lure you into a depression. Au contraire. Looking at the world around us, we see things that are a mess: yes. We also see that many things have improved. But mostly, we see how things could be even better. Much better. We see potential.




    What would depress us, is to see all this potential forever untapped. However, unleashing the potential requires us to first understand the mess we’re in. Allow us to untangle the mess’ many tentacles and define what ‘better’ looks like before we begin to look at possible answers.




    Tech-no-logic




    Since 1995, every decade has come with a wave of change infused by new technological developments, kick-started by the global breakthrough of the internet. We found ourselves trying to navigate the digitization decade when Facebook, Twitter and the like made us rethink communication altogether. Next, the transformation wave had companies question their value proposition and invent entirely new business models. Technology changed how we dress, move, communicate, eat, sleep, get sick, get better or get old. Talk about a driver of change!




    The tricky thing with technology is, for every solution we create, we get a handful of new problems back in return, unwanted side-effects so to say. Take the car. A genius solution to the question of mobility: it’s faster than horses, allows you to travel without getting wet and definitely produces less manure. None of the engineers could, of course, predict CO2 emissions, traffic jams, car accidents and sad coffee poured in gas stations around the world.




    The problem doesn’t lie in the intention, which was to create a better means of transport. The problem hides, quietly, in the result that only appears once the solution becomes a success. So, while technology allows us to leap forward and advance at a faster pace than ever before, these kinds of unwanted side-effects are precisely what adds to the world being a mess.




    Back when social media was still shiny and new, it made us feel enthusiastic about the possibilities it opened up. Today more and more questions arise about the omnipresence of social media and the perverse effects it might have. A decade has passed now and while apps have made our lives easier in a wide range of departments, many aspects of new technologies feel complex and hard to grasp. Artificial intelligence, robotics, cloud and quantum computing are all forces which drive up the speed of change. Part of their appeal and their speed is in their DNA, which is programmed to join forces and grow exponentially.




    Timing is everything




    If time were a currency, we’d all be bankrupt. It is not and we are not, but that shouldn’t make us underestimate the immense impact of time on every fiber of society and business. We are in a constant race against time. Technological possibilities, developed and rolled out at a crazy pace by disruptive, tech-first companies, are nearly impossible to keep up with for most traditional businesses. Adopting new technologies is no longer a one-man job, if it ever was. The clock speed of companies today is slower than the market and will further slow down.




    On the one hand, there is a gap between the possibilities offered by technology and the actual readiness of companies to adapt and adopt. On the other hand, there is a gap between the solutions created and our ability to prevent their unwanted side-effects. Both need to be bridged, as they too add to our feeling of temporal bankruptcy. When, from the solutions we create, bigger problems arise than those we originally wanted to solve, we are officially wasting our time. And we didn’t have that much left anyway.




    We want it all and we want it now




    The old ways of big companies dictating the market pace and consumer needs like a drill sergeant addresses his platoon are over. Along with smart technologies, the smart consumer has arisen. While we’re startled by the speed at which new technologies enter our lives, we cannot live without them anymore. And we don’t want to either. Why would we accept disruption, unwanted side-effects and radical change if we can’t benefit from the initial solutions first? Instant gratification and seamless experiences are the minimum conditions we want met.




    We don’t want a car, we want to get from A to B, fast. We don’t need a light-bulb, just give us light. Because we know it’s technologically possible, we won’t settle for less. Mobility, travel, payment… We expect solutions in the shape of a package deal, not a single product from a single company. We seek unburdening, ultra-convenience. And frankly, we don’t care which company services us.




    THE SMART CONSUMER WANTS




    [image: ]




    No man is an island




    If you’d zoom out a little, you will see another challenge coming at us today that is infused by technology. The threat of disruptive tech in the shape of a few small and young companies and many big all-in solution providers comes at us from both the West and the East. Europe is squeezed in between forces that drive up the pace, make up the rules of the game and have found ways to better service the new consumer.




    Today, the European continent is much too scattered to play along with the big guys. Every industry today, be it food, pharma or automotive, is under pressure from the likes of Amazon, Airbnb, Uber, Facebook, Google or Ali-baba.




    Since writing this book in quarantine during the global COVID-19 pandemic, it has become pointedly clear that health is no longer a subject to be ignored. Being as interconnected as we are today, we cannot unsee the fact that the world is one system. If your body isn’t in the best shape it can easily be blown away by a flu. Other systems, too, have a level of immunity. Take a company for example, if it’s up to par, it will absorb change and take any setback. But a system whose resilience is feeble will be shaken to the core by global or local challenges. We have experienced the effects of living in an unhealthy system first-hand with the corona crisis. It could only hit us this hard because the systemic immunity of our world was at a low point.




    As humans, we feel a natural resentment towards complexity or complex systems. (Even systems in general, since their complexity is what makes them a system.) The sheer immensity of their scope and impact causes a cognitive closure in those of us who can’t keep up. This reflex acts much like a defense mechanism: if the problem at hand is too big to handle, we shrug, turn away in denial, and fool ourselves into thinking we can opt-out. This is an unfortunate paradox. There is no opt-out and our inability to take action will only slow us down more. We don’t even want to go into the scenario where we slow down so much that technology actually passes us by. Nor do we want to think about our inability to react as the global system we are. It will cause our vitals to shut down one by one.




    Wicked




    Analyzing the world today requires boldness and a sharp mind, especially when facing ‘wicked problems’; problems that span countries, industries and stakeholders and don’t have a clear root cause, nor a clear solution. The type of problems that make up this mess we’ve been on about. Take climate change. It is a global issue that impacts households, companies and institutions alike. We already have a lot of scientific data pointing us to the root cause of this phenomenon’s damage, yet there is still controversy about the exact drivers, their impact and how to turn the tide.




    Identifying problems is necessary, but tends to isolate them, extricate them from the complex system that is the world, in which problems are interconnected. Some solutions even conflict with each other, or – and this is typical for a wicked problem – have a negative impact on other challenges, like social inequality or unemployment. Despite these intricacies, we’ve made progress in compartmentalizing problems, allowing us to clearly distinguish their drivers, effects, solutions and actors. This has uncovered another distinguishing feature of systems: they are man-made. From pollution to the financial system, we have built the monster ourselves. The good news is that if we built it, we can manage it.




    However, individuals cannot manage wicked, all-encompassing problems all by themselves. We are powerless on our own, as wicked problems are far-stretching, collective problems in need of collective solutions. You can’t fix climate change by becoming a vegetarian, especially not if you’re the only one. You can’t cure cancer through a fundraiser if you’re the only one donating money. And you can’t fix the question of privacy in the digital age by simply not using any social media, while all the others still do. If you look at it from a metaperspective, the fact that small and traditional players in Europe are competing with each other, is pure madness. We are much too small and slow to operate as silos, throwing hurdles at one another.




    The same goes for our approach to wicked problems. Climate change, inequality or health care can’t be contained within national borders or continents. A man in China makes the wrong choice in eating a bat sandwich and the entire world goes into lock-down as a result. The connectedness of all nations and the people living in them is a fact of life. To ignore this and play solo can endanger the existence of our species. This means that it is beneficial for both companies and governments to collaborate on a global scale if they want to be part of a future worth fighting for.
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    CHAPTER 2 THE TRUTH? YOU CAN’T HANDLE THE TRUTH




    We’ve tried to give you an idea of the state the world is in. Covering every aspect would be impossible, but you get the gist of it: the world is complex and connected. Now that we more or less understand what makes it so, we can take a look at our reaction to this complexity, which is a rather panicky one.




    To make our surroundings easier to grasp, our brains tend to simplify. We categorize, structure and reduce complexity so that we can keep on moving. Our mental capacity isn’t conceived to question everything and keep every exception in scope at all times, it is simply too much to process. As a solution to this shortcoming, we make up rules, agree on what is true and what is not. We divide and simplify. On the one hand, there is what we see as normal or acceptable, on the other what we define as an exception or an aberration. This segmentation is necessary to make the world a place where we can move and make decisions. In a word: live.




    Together, these rules, truths and axioms form a paradigm; something that encompasses both a world view and the tools needed to navigate it. In the history of mankind, a lot of paradigms have come and gone. They work somewhat like religions, explaining to us how the world works, how we should inhabit it, what our role in it is and how we should play it. Just like religions, paradigms are pressured once they are faced with too many questions they lack the answers to. They become outdated as people outsmart them and become critical, curious and unwilling to passively digest every explanation served – especially when the answer clearly doesn’t weigh up to the question. Paradigms fade when people lose their faith.




    The Earth used to be flat




    We’ve spent a lot of time walking around on this Earth thinking it’s flat. For centuries, it’s what everybody knew to be true. Enter some critical thinkers. Adventurous, creative people with a curious and fearless mind, who challenged the dominant paradigm of their time. They pointed out a few anomalies in the flat Earth theory, the exceptions to the rule. As these non-believers delved into the topic, they found more anomalies, more questions that couldn’t be answered. At first, these critical voices were seen as exotic. Soon, they were perceived as merely annoying. Next, those who challenged the flat Earth truth out loud were being sentenced in an effort to shut them up. Eventually, though, the unanswered questions piled up too high for them to be ignored.




    In time, a new paradigm provided answers to those questions and offered new rules which would clear up all those exceptions. The Earth, from then on, was round. Just like the paradigm shifted from geocentrism to heliocentrism, it shifted again some centuries later when Darwin showed us we were not a unique and special God-sent creature. Really, we were not much different from monkeys. No longer were we kings of the realm, the new truth taught us it was mostly coincidence that we had made it that far up the food chain.




    A few decades forward and in comes Freud, teaching us free will is an illusion and man has no knowledge over his own emotions whatsoever. According to the psychiatrist, we are needy, hysterical creatures, badgered by intentions and urges unbeknownst to us. The reasons for our actions are hidden not only to our fellow humans, but even to ourselves. At a time when we were still recovering from the discovery that we didn’t master the universe, Freud told us that we aren’t even masters of our own bodies, nor our own minds.




    It was a startling realization, but we were consoled by the fact that we were still the most intelligent creature walking the face of this earth. For a while, at least. Then came Big Blue from IBM, a computer that kicked our behinds playing chess. We may have lost the intelligence game to a bunch of ones and zeroes, or maybe just our dominance over technology: the jury is still out on that one. But we definitely lost something. With every one of these shifts, we’ve been propelled out of the center of our universe, losing our religion, re-arranging our truths and expectations. But we’ve always soldiered on.




    The tragedy of being ahead




    Truth be told, there were a lot of thinkers before Copernicus and Darwin who made the same statements in an attempt to pivot the paradigm. Timing got the better of them: people were not ready and so these novel theories didn’t resonate. Or maybe the alternative they presented wasn’t clear enough.




    A tipping point is the critical moment in a situation where an unstoppable change will occur, often with catastrophic consequences. Influenced by myriad variables, actors and unknowns, tipping points are hard to pin down. Looking at climate change, 2020 has been dubbed as an important year to achieve key milestones. By that year, we had to achieve a stabilization of global CO2 emissions to stay on track. Failing to do so, an acceleration effect would take off, setting in motion irreversible changes to our natural environment. Beyond the tipping point, all our efforts would become pointless. In the end, though, it doesn’t matter whether or not we got the timing estimate right. Regardless of our calculations, a system reaches a point where it can no longer contain the effects it produces. Where we can no longer contain the effects of what we produced.




    Another such tipping point is the 30 % rule. It states that if 30 % of the people – or the companies – believe the same thing or make a move in the same direction, there is a high chance of that idea being accepted and implemented, or a boundary being permanently pushed. Once an idea reaches the 30 % threshold, it stands a fighting chance to be widely adopted. 30 % is the point where the pioneers are rewarded for having stood on the forefront.




    This makes sense. While even the most historical of revolutions can originate with just one person, in order to see real change and to harvest the benefits of your efforts to counter challenges, you need enough critical mass. One person cannot change the paradigm.




    Nobody likes change




    We can handle change, provided the pace is slow. Paradigms have always shifted, and it is in our nature to gradually move from one to the next. This movement happens incrementally and organically, provided we don’t fear the change. Had people feared change, feared the loss of truth and the transformation into a new paradigm, we would still think we were sent to a flat Earth in the middle of the universe by a God almighty.




    We see the translations of paradigms all around us. On a societal level, we’ve installed law. We’ve structured our cities with everything from garbage pickup schedules to traffic rules. Even at the micro level, there are rules and we act accordingly. But not all the rules we live by are official. On a daily basis we ascribe certain stereotypes to people as a way to demystify the complexity of our interactions. This is how we cope with uncertainty, unpredictability and chaos in relations. That’s a good thing. Just imagine how slowly we would walk through our lives if we had to infinitely ponder every dilemma, nuance and question mark. However, this dynamic of rules and snap decisions can become destructive when it ignores the fundamental differences between people, denying moral dilemmas and eliminating any room for change. When rigid, it becomes oppressing. Ignoring reality might seem an attractive way out, but it means we stop evolving. And if we wish to impact reality, we have to at least understand it, and not just a watered-down version of it.




    The unfortunate paradox




    The world is a mess, and our old answers can’t save us anymore. When we feel pressured, be it by the speed of time, change, technological advances, societal movements or global emergencies, our world view and the image we have of ourselves tends to become binary, more reductionist. This is an unfortunate paradox, but we feel we need more order to face the chaos when the chaos increases.




    A side effect of this need for simplification is that it nourishes polarization and makes us divide the world into opponents. Good versus bad, closed versus open, disruptive versus traditional, technology versus nature, man versus woman, us versus them. It feels more graspable that way. But in our minds, these ‘opponents’ become fundamentally incompatible. We can only look at the world through either/or goggles.




    This serves us well to overcome the short-term downsides of complexity. In fact, it’s great if you want to move fast and thrive on your own. But a world constructed out of entities who are each other’s opponents is like a world in a constant state of war. A battlefield where everything is binary, and nothing is compatible. Such a world view is a source of conflict, misunderstanding and competition. Ignoring the variety, incongruencies and novelty our world holds is by no means fruitful. It is reductionist and frankly, it is sad.




    Binary thinking has the advantage of making complex systems easier to grasp in the short term, but in the long run, it reduces them to unrealistic proportions, alienates us from reality and makes it impossible to interact with our surroundings in a humane way. When we divide our world into categories, we automatically assign some of them to ourselves. Man, Western, liberal, straight, catholic… Likewise, there are a lot of categories we don’t attribute to ourselves. They feel alien, different, opaque. Everything we are not becomes a source of uncertainty. And that’s a lot of uncertainty being added to an already pretty complex world.




    As a species, we have long thrived on binary thinking. It’s been the crux of math, science, computing, law. Regardless, the black-and-white view is even losing grip in each of these domains. Take quantum physics, a domain of rapid progress that has introduced uncertainty and probability in scientific thinking. It shrugs off causality, linearity and binary thinking, happily adding some more uncertainty about nature than we already have. Quantum physics even challenges our concept of time, an idea on which we have based our entire societal and economic model. Quantum physics has shown us the binary model’s strengths are no longer outweighing its weaknesses. In other words: the model is up for review.




    It’s time to shift the paradigm, just like we did with the help of Copernicus, Darwin and the rest. Right now, we see anomalies pop up in various sectors and layers of society. Traditional businesses are challenged like never before, our natural habitat is fighting not to collapse under the pressure we’ve put on it, and the symptoms of unease are felt in democracies around the world.




    We were never meant to stay in one paradigm forever. We use the current one until we outgrow it, until we become cleverer than our books, strong enough to face uncertainty and move up a level. The gradual movement from one truth into the next is what maturing is made of. It demands confidence, creativity and self-relativity to let go of what you thought to be true, to educate yourself and move beyond. That is real progress.




    You understand the world is increasingly complex. We won’t answer that complexity with the thinking of yesterday. So, let’s build bridges.
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