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Working in 2040

Commentary on competition predicting work in future

BY DAVE CRISP,
IAN HENDRY
AND EDMOND MELLINA

t seems just yesterday we were
told computers would ensure a
four-day workweek or less. In
1977, the president, chairman and
founder of Digital Equipment, then a
giant of mainframe computers, argued
against the personal computer, claim-
ing “there is no reason anyone would
want a computer in their home.”

Even the legendary Bill Gates,
founder of Microsoft, insisted “we will
never make a 32-bit operating system”
and later said the Internet wouldn’t
become important. We all learn.

One insightful quip came from bril-
liant Danish physicist Niels Bohr, who
observed “prediction is very difficult,
especially about the future.”

Projecting the future is no easy
task. With enormous strides continu-
ing in technology and management
approaches, what lies in store for or-
ganizations and employees 30 years
from now?

The Strategic Capability Network
and DeGroote School of Business at
McMaster University in Hamilton
teamed up for Focus 2040 to pose that
very question to business students
across the country.

Nine finalists (Canada’s future
business leaders of 2040), chosen from
numerous written submissions, were
brought together to present their
ideas of what the workforce and or-
ganizations may look like three
decades from now in the first of a new
annual competition.

The nine presentations were all
unique, with some themes common to
all. Both the unique and common ele-
ments are worth noting since actual
developments are likely to combine
some of each.

Two distinctly diverging future
scenarios emerged — just as one
would hope in true scenario planning
— one more positive, one more nega-
tive, but both within the realms of
possibility. The great benefit of sce-
nario planning is it prepares our
minds to recognize and deal with ele-
ments of both as they begin to
emerge.

What the winner said

The winner of the competition,
Sandeep Achar from Bangalore, In-
dia, who is finishing his MBA at
Queen’s University in Kingston, Ont.,
suggested there will be three under-
lying forces of change — technology,
unpredictability and sustainability.
He predicted an interesting diver-
gence between and within world soci-
eties and, therefore, within work en-
vironments in which a major division
will grow even more obvious between
“haves” and “have-nots.”

Underlying this at the organiza-
tional level, there seemed to be a com-
mon consensus among all the presen-
ters that individualism will be
paramount and the “ego” worker of
tomorrow will be driven by personal
choice and aspirations for career and
personal life goals.

Combining an increased need for
autonomy with the emergence of so-
phisticated technological interac-

tions, some students even suggested
supervision will no longer be neces-
sary and leaders would become “su-
per-connectors,” linking qualified re-
sources together around the world.

Powerfully emerging in the minds
of the students was the “rise of net-
works,” as Achar described it. Imag-
ine a team of highly intelligent indi-
viduals, with a wide array of deep
expertise, coming together and hired
by organizations around the world to
solve problems on short-term con-
tracts. These “teams of mercenaries,”
or SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, op-
portunities and threats) teams, would
be recruited on “talent exchanges”
somewhat akin to the way large con-
sulting firms staff projects today.

The individuals would collectively
own and operate these teams. They’d
live in different parts of the world and
are the best of the best. This might be
acceptable to the bio-bots (a combi-
nation of humans and robots) but
imagine the human resentment at the
fresh fruit cooler (water might be too
rare a commodity by then).

At a more macro level, some pre-
senters, including second-place win-
ner Vanya Grover and third-place
winner Viva Nsair, both from the
MBA program at DeGroote, tended to
share a more positive belief that dis-
eases and poverty could be virtually
eliminated, whether through
nanomedical technologies or massive
productivity increases powered by
better management and as-yet-undis-
covered or unexplored sources of en-
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But such problems may not be
solved unless the second most uni-
versal prediction takes place, which is
a major shift to pervasive collabora-
tion — teams, companies and even
nations collaborating with competi-
tors and the like.

Some presenters clearly predicted
this would supersede the more com-
mon, present-day style of competi-
tion, driven by newer leadership ap-
proaches. The audience was more
skeptical about this shift.

Achar’s vision may be more likely.
If two levels of societies emerge in
many countries, haves and have-nots
may have to be kept separated by
some mechanical or automated barri-
er system of walls or even robot police
forces, preventing the have-nots from
over-running and destroying ad-
vances made by the haves. Nations
might indeed face this sort of science
fiction scenario if water, oil and food
shortages continue to create diverg-
ing social levels and the generally
predicted movement toward “green”
solutions falls short.

The rise of technology:
‘Etherspace’ and ‘bio-bots’

The most common theme among
all presentations was the continuing
evolution of technology. Achar, like a
number of presenters, saw much
more virtual work and study, includ-
ing distance education via video and
study sessions across what some are
calling “etherspace.” The etherspace
would be created by combining many
current meeting technologies, includ-
ing advanced versions of video con-
ferencing so real that participants are
in the room together via holographs.
Or there might be “telepresence”
video rooms where people seem to be
sitting together, but are literally con-
tinents apart.

Also common to several presenta-
tions was the comprehensive use of

artificial intelligence — the idea of
bio-bots or humans enhanced with
implanted biomechanical aids and
computer chips. The students noted
biomechanical hands, arms, legs and
other parts are already in use today,
though in a much more rudimentary

form than 2040.

Whether implanted or not, com-
puters would continue to aid (and
even collaborate if they emerged as
fully “intelligent” machines) with hu-
man ingenuity to fully or partially
solve many of these challenges. Just
imagine the possibilities:

A central datastore of all company
information accessible through a
computer chip implanted in a per-
son’s brain.

* A person’s thoughts being automati-
cally downloaded to a computer to
eliminate the need for typing.

*The ability to read emotions in con-
versations to separate what people
say versus what they really think or
feel.

How these advancements are inte-
grated into organizations would be-
come the challenge.

Power of human intellect

So, will technology supersede the
human intellect? Who can be sure
but, in 2004, a worldwide chess com-
petition over the Internet allowed
free-form entries by individuals or
teams that could include huge com-
puters, chess masters, amateurs and
laptop programs working alone or to-
gether. The overall winner was not
one of the monster computers, nor an
individual or team of chess masters
with or without computers, but a cou-
ple of fairly good amateurs using
three laptops.

Neither expert human strategists
nor raw computing power were able
to beat amateurs who used a novel,
strategic approach backed by basic
computer power that helped avoid
common mistakes — living proof of
the concept human ingenuity togeth-
er with computers are what will keep

us moving forward best.

On reflection, it certainly appears
the most challenging vision for the fu-
ture is not technical wizardry nor re-
source shortages, but the concept of
collaboration to solve ever more com-
plex problems involving ever more
stakeholders.

Whether realistic, sci-fi or not,
looking 30 years into the future has to
be crystal-ball gazing. Even 20 years
ago, few people could have predicted
how widespread the use of the Inter-
net would become.

We are still learning to crawl com-
pared to what technology may do for
us in future. The key value of any ef-
fort to visualize what could be is to
keep us on our toes for whatever re-
ally begins to emerge.

American general (later United
States president) Dwight Eisenhower,
entrusted with planning and leading
a complicated drive to win the Second
World War in Europe, had the chal-
lenging task of co-ordinating the col-
laborative efforts of armies from di-
verse countries and cultures. One of
his deepest insights was, “Plans are
useless but planning is indispensi-
ble.”

We cannot create an exact plan for
the next 30 years, neither for work
nor for societies, but we can look at
what might be and continually take
our best steps now to make those pos-
sibilities work better. With all their
submissions, the business students
who participated in the Focus 2040
competition have greatly fuelled this
critical process.

The authors are members of the
leadership team of the Strategic
Capability Network: David Crisp is
lead commentator on leadership in
action; Ian Hendry is national
president; and Edmond Mellina is
chair of media relations. They can be
reached respectively at
derisp@crispstrategies.com,
ian.hendry@karian.ca and
emellina@orchango.com.

© Copyright Thomson Reuters Canada Ltd., May 3, 2010, Toronto, Ontario, (800) 387-5164. Web site: www.hrreporter.com




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [1200 1200]
  /PageSize [792.000 1098.000]
>> setpagedevice


