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Old Labour Virtues for Shaping the Working World of Tomorrow (LV4WW) 

The project “Old Labour Virtues for Shaping the Working World of Tomorrow” pursues 
the overarching goals of reviving traditional work ethics, bringing about comprehensive 
organisational development in SMEs, preparing for the world of work of the future, and 
enhancing motivation, a sense of purpose, and enjoyment at work. These workplace 
innovations are intended to make a significant contribution to overcoming the shortage 
of skilled workers, while also promoting the innovative capacity, productivity, and com-
petitiveness of SMEs in a sustainable way. 

A key prerequisite for the implementation of the project is a thorough and comprehen-
sive analysis of the trends, challenges, and potential of the working world of tomorrow, 
as a foundation for all subsequent activities. 

As part of the LV4WW project, Scenarios of Tomorrow’s Working World will be devel-
oped. After extensive consultation with the various target groups, these will form Result 
2.1: Scenarios of the Working World of Tomorrow. An initial draft, with visualisations of 
the future working world, is outlined below. 
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Introduction 

It must be recognised that individual technical and organisational innovations - im-
portant though they may be - are not sufficient to solve the current economic and social 
problems. The global economy has for several years now entered an entirely new era, 
one that, in terms of scale and need for change, is roughly comparable to the historical 
shift from an agrarian to an industrial society. The old pattern of solving problems with 
ever more sophisticated technical solutions is no longer adequate to address todays 
and tomorrow’s challenges. What is lacking is a fundamental renewal of entire systems 
in order to enable technical or organisational innovations to become truly effective. 

• Improvements in ecological and energy efficiency are no longer enough. What 

is needed is innovation at the level of production systems, aimed at establishing 
a genuine circular economy. And there are promising conditions for realising 
such system innovations: environmental concerns are a top priority among the 
population. Increasing numbers of companies are achieving economic success 
through ecological responsibility. Inexhaustible solar energy is being harnessed 
and produces hydrogen. Nuclear fusion is generating energy without leaving 
behind radioactive waste. Thousands of Cradle-to-Cradle products are already 
on the market. Instead of costly subsidies for CO₂ reduction, financial resources 
can be redirected towards preparing for the consequences of climate change. 

• Social systems can no longer be secured through even greater redistribution 
and tax-funded investments. What is needed are far-reaching system innova-
tions that relieve pressure on labour, draw on all sources of income for funding, 
promote social justice, and strengthen personal responsibility. And there are 
promising conditions for implementing such system innovations: social peace 
and a high level of prosperity prevail. Poverty has been continuously reduced. 
In Switzerland-a country by no means socialist-all types of income are used to 
finance the pension system, which is based on a three-pillar model that places 
less of a burden on the labour factor. 

• Innovations in health efficiency and the acquisition of new capital to finance sky-

rocketing healthcare costs may at best provide a temporary reprieve. What is 
truly needed is a renewal of the healthcare system-one that addresses the root 
causes of illness, holistically incorporates all healing methods, strengthens 
transparency and personal responsibility, and allows all stakeholders to operate 
on equal footing. There are good conditions in place for implementing system 
innovations: major diseases and epidemics have been defeated. Child mortality 
has been significantly reduced. People are living longer than ever before. Med-
ical progress is still in its early stages. People are becoming more health con-
scious. With the help of digitalisation, a holistic approach can once again be 
established in medicine. In Finland, companies bear the costs of workplace-
related illness to keep their employees as healthy and productive for as long as 
possible. 

• Improvements to the humanisation of working life and innovations in rationali-

sation are increasingly reaching their limits. What is urgently needed are inno-

vations in the system of work itself-bringing about quality improvements and 

genuine productivity gains through wholeness and cooperation. There are fa-

vourable conditions for implementing system innovations: Generation Z is lead-

ing the way, and more and more people are seeking purpose and meaning in 
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their work. A great number of people possess a strong sense of responsibility. 

Increasingly, companies are developing successful models that help individuals 

realise their personal life goals within the working environment. In Hamburg, 

construction teams build houses with significant cost savings, high quality, ab-

solute punctuality, and exceptional enjoyment in their work. 

• The bottleneck in information processing and problem-solving capacity cannot 

be resolved solely through further innovations in information and communication 

technologies. What is needed instead are system innovations that involve all 

minds, and in doing so, expand capacities through qualification and engage-

ment. 

There are favourable conditions for implementing system innovations: digital 

technologies and AI have arrived just in time to act as problem-solvers. Women 

are increasingly taking on leadership roles and implementing cooperative mod-

els. Scandinavian countries are achieving the highest levels of productivity 

through employee involvement. 

• The crisis in education cannot be overcome through minor individual improve-

ments, partial reforms, or increased funding alone-it requires fundamental re-

newal of the entire education system. 

And the conditions for such system innovations are promising in the Nether-

lands, general education schools are developing pioneering pedagogical ap-

proaches. The dual system of vocational training is a global success story. Vo-

cational schools in Hamburg are successfully applying a pedagogy of independ-

ent learning. The Hanseatic Parliament is achieving resounding success with its 

Centres of Vocational Excellence in EU countries, integrating new forms of vo-

cational and higher education. 

• Improvements to the global economy and appeals to ethics quickly reach their 

limits. What is needed are innovations to the economic system that reward ra-

tional behaviour only when it does not harm the community. There are favoura-

ble conditions for implementing such system innovations: trades and crafts form 

the backbone and heart of the economy. A powerful SME sector generates the 

strongest innovations, thinks in terms of generations, and acts sustainably. 

Small and medium-sized enterprises employ the majority of the workforce, cre-

ate new jobs, and support Europe. 

• Peace cannot be secured through violence and weapons. No person or nation 

has the right to dictate how others must live. Every individual and every nation 

has the right to its own unique path - as long and as far as this does not infringe 

upon or disturb others. The devaluation of other people and nations, and the 

destruction of their sense of self-worth, must come to an end as they represent 

deep-rooted causes of violent conflict and war. There are positive conditions for 

implementing system innovations: the vast majority of humanity longs for peace. 

Every human being possesses a fundamental nature of absolute goodness. 

When a person or a nation is repeatedly humiliated, reprimanded, and patron-

ised by others, this erodes their self-worth, leading to conflict and ultimately vi-

olence. More and more people are recognising this and are willing to share their 

innate goodness with the world around them. With the “America First” policy, a 
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strong and independent EU can emerge one that cooperates with both East and 

West and helps to balance these two former power blocs. 

System innovations are currently a fundamental prerequisite for solving problems and 

for enabling other innovations in technology, organisation, society, etc. to bear fruit. 

However, system innovations require intellectual renewal. Blueprints, strategic con-

cepts, and individual measures for system renewal already exist and are even being 

applied in some cases. However, they have (as yet) not gained momentum. They are 

not even openly discussed because they do not fit into current patterns of thinking; 

they are not even allowed to be thought. The old mindset that carried us through dec-

ades and brought us prosperity has become depleted, worn out. Economy and society 

have become a void of spirit. What must now come first is a renewal of the mind. 

Faced with the current sweeping transformation processes, a paralysing fear is spread-

ing. People want to hold on to what they have today, but the more tightly they cling to 

it, the more likely they are to lose it. The media stokes these fears, primarily broadcast-

ing messages of doom despite the fact that there has never been a level of prosperity 

like today, and that there are many positive developments amidst all the challenges. 

The leaders in politics, business, and society are failing in this new era. They too cling 

to their power and lack the courage to initiate the necessary system innovations. They 

are unable to develop compelling visions of the future that inspire people and motivate 

them to strive toward worthwhile goals. 

The far-right populists want to return to the “good old days” that never actually existed. 

They promise everything but will deliver nothing and will bring about disaster. 

The left wants even more redistribution, casting the state as a saviour yet this state 

has been asleep through the past twenty years of needed reforms and is already com-

pletely overwhelmed. 

And the forces in the political centre cannot think of anything better than to adopt the 

strategies and measures of yesterday and the day before, which no longer fit the con-

ditions of the new era and are likely to worsen the situation. 

It is not worth waiting for leadership from above. Everyone is called upon to end the 

pub-table talk, to move forward fearlessly, and to boldly shape the future. Because this 

new era promises the best future of all time. The unimaginable opportunities presented 

by these transformation processes will be illustrated in the following example of the 

working world of tomorrow. These projections of the future carry a high likelihood of 

becoming reality, as all key variables in the development of tomorrow’s working world 

point in the same direction and reinforce one another. 
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Methodology and evidence base 

This scenario paper is grounded in a qualitative evidence base that translates lived 

practice into actionable insight. The aim of the interview was to investigate how SMEs 

across different European contexts actually organize work, develop capability, and nav-

igate change-beyond abstract assumptions and outside purely theoretical frames. The 

evidence thus serves as a stabilizing counterpoint. It nuances strong claims, surfaces 

constraints and enabling conditions, and anchors visions in operational reality. 

Between February and June 2025, the consortium conducted 20 detailed, semi‑struc-

tured interviews guided by a core set of 17 questions. The sample spans five countries-

Germany, Austria, Poland, Estonia, and Norway-and a mix of sectors: craft and con-

struction (e.g., carpentry, bakery), manufacturing (e.g., metalworking, window produc-

tion), services (e.g., funeral services, electrical systems), and consumer goods/retail. 

Interview partners included owners and managing directors, heads of function, and 

HR/quality leads. Company sizes range from micro firms (6-15 employees) to estab-

lished SMEs (>100 employees). 

The interview guide centred on nine thematic arcs that mirror the scenario framework: 

specialization vs. wholeness of work; meaning and value orientations; creativity and 

everyday innovation; leadership and trust; education, generations, and capability-

building; digitalization and automation; cooperation and ecosystem ties; sustainability 

and resilience; and measures of success beyond profit. The format combined open 

narrative prompts with targeted follow‑ups to elicit concrete examples, decision logics, 

and outcomes. Emphasis was placed on finding the "practice behind the principle": 

rotation and end‑to‑end responsibility, the visibility of contribution, trust rules and es-

calation paths, micro‑learning modules, minimal tech stacks, and cooperation mecha-

nisms with peers. We applied a qualitative content analysis with thematic coding across 

countries, sectors, and size classes. We complemented the coding with peer debriefs 

among researchers to reduce interpretive bias and to converge on a consistent coding 

logic. The result is a layered evidence base. 

The interviews build on substantial antecedents from previous projects in the consor-

tium: comparable SME studies, pilot interventions in craft and manufacturing, sector 

analyses, and evaluation reports. These prior strands shaped our hypotheses and vo-

cabulary (e.g., "end‑to‑end work," "people‑in‑the‑loop") and enabled sharper, more tar-

geted questions. Interim findings were discussed with domain experts across the con-

sortium, who added context (market size effects, shift constraints, regulatory frictions), 

challenged overreach, and helped refine the translation from principle to operational 

tool. 

The evidence reinforces, qualifies, and operationalizes the chapters of this paper:  

• Wholeness of work: rotation and project‑level ownership counteract fragmenta-

tion; identity, pride, and quality rise when individuals see and own the whole. 

Constraints matter: shift regimes and regulatory obligations shape feasible de-

grees of rotation. 

• Value orientations: honesty, reliability, and quality retain force when modernized 

in language and practice (e.g., "responsibility‑ready" rather than "obedient"); 
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meaning becomes tangible through visibility-photos of finished builds, direct 

customer feedback loops, short team demos. 

• Self‑determination and trust: trust does not mean the absence of control; it 

means clear boundaries, shared rules, and proportionate oversight. Teams act 

with autonomy; leaders intervene when escalation signals appear. 

• Cooperation: relationship capital matters; peer exchange lifts quality and effi-

ciency when markets and timing allow; small market size and competitive prox-

imity may limit the breadth of sharing, but targeted bilateral projects still yield 

value. 

• Leadership: the "end of managers" is not the end of leadership; it is the rise of 

integrative roles that set frames and goals and coach teams to find the way. 

Authority and closeness are balanced, not opposed. 

• Bureaucracy and flexibility: technology is an enabler-not a goal. Routine is dig-

itized and automated; humans remain central where judgment, care, and craft 

define value. Micro firms need minimal workflow stacks; pilots beat large 

roll‑outs. 

• Rationality: innovation emerges from everyday signals and small loops; weekly 

improvement rounds, low‑threshold idea capture, and a modest time budget 

generate cumulative change. 

• Vision to action: values scale with clear frames and economic grounding; with-

out profit, there is no sustained innovation. Vision becomes action through con-

crete behavioural anchors, process changes, and team‑owned KPIs. 

• Hope and future: the practices already exist-in Germany, Austria, Estonia, Po-

land, Norway. Diversity across countries is not a weakness; it is a reservoir of 

approaches: digital acceleration, value‑centric training, loyalty and regional em-

beddedness. 
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The End of Division of Labour and the Emergence of a New Wholeness  

The craftsmanship, harmony, and strength of masterful work from the Middle Ages are 

still admired today, prompting the question: “How was such achievement possible at 

that time? After all, we are far more advanced and technically perfect today.” The an-

swer does not lie in technology, but rather in the wholeness with which the old masters 

albeit unconsciously worked. They were unaware of the possibilities brought by the 

division of labour and specialisation in the industrial age. Their products are created 

holistically from the initial idea through planning and design to production radiate har-

mony. However, this approach offered little scope for increased productivity. 

With industrialisation came rising productivity through the division of labour and spe-

cialisation. To enable ongoing growth in productivity, division and specialisation must, 

in system-compatible fashion, be pushed ever further until each individual only per-

forms the smallest fragment of a task, loses any understanding of the overall context, 

and forfeits a sense of wholeness. For the narrowly focused specialist, it becomes 

almost impossible to find meaning in work. External control reaches unprecedented 

levels. At the same time, the sense of impact is lost, individuals can no longer perceive 

the consequences of their actions. They behave in strictly rational ways-without realis-

ing the potentially harmful effects their specialised activities have on society as a 

whole. 

Division inevitably entails violence, and this is reflected in the products of a divided 

labour process. These products lack harmony. They feel cold. 

The pursuit of continual productivity gains has underpinned economic systems and 

enabled sustained growth. Division of labour and industrialisation have undeniably 

brought about unprecedented gains in productivity, vast increases in prosperity, the 

eradication of diseases and epidemics, reduction of poverty and hunger, and many 

other advances. But the system of divided labour has reached its limits. The negative 

consequences now outweigh the benefits. Productivity gains are diminishing, unpro-

ductive coordination costs are soaring, and the societal costs of economic division of 

labour are spiralling, particularly social and environmental costs. On a macroeconomic 

level, cost increases now outweigh productivity gains, meaning that the previously suc-

cessful division-of-labour system no longer delivers increases in overall prosperity. 

The urgently needed system renewal can be achieved through new holiness in work 

and the revival of traditional labour virtues. Digital technologies arrive just in time as 

enablers. They allow previously fragmented functions to be reintegrated. From the idea 

to design and planning through to production, products and services can again be cre-

ated by individuals or small, manageable teams. This new wholeness allows for further 

productivity gains at a high level of quality with significantly lower social and environ-

mental costs. For example: 

Group work will replace the assembly line. 

• Not specialists in architecture, planning, and a dozen trades, but integrated 

teams will build houses working together from planning to completion. These 

cooperative construction teams will reduce costs and improve quality. 
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• Digitalisation offers both a new division of labour between humans and ma-

chines, and between humans in planning (programming), indirect and direct pro-

duction roles. It also presents the opportunity to unite functions such as plan-

ning, design, and manufacturing into one seamless process using computers 

functions that were previously distributed among specialists. 

• Computer-controlled machines allow individual craftsmen to economically pro-

duce customised products or small batches. 

o Tailors and shoemakers will design clothes and footwear collaboratively 

with their customers on PCs, take measurements digitally, generate cut-

ting patterns automatically, and machine-produce components. 

o Carpenters will enable customers to co-design furniture using AI, with 

digital tools generating designs, plans, and finished products. 

• Modern manufacturing will support decentralised development and allow small 

teams to produce complex products that were once the exclusive domain of 

large-scale industrial operations. 

These and many other forms of holistic work are already market-ready, successfully 

applied by pioneering companies, and poised for widespread adoption. With the aid of 

digital technologies and far-reaching collaboration, the benefits of specialisation and 

productivity will still be harnessed, while also achieving wholeness, reducing coordina-

tion costs, and replacing external control with self-direction. The broad advancements 

in digitalization with decentralised access to all required information at every work-

station open new possibilities for collaboration and autonomous working. 

This transformation is accompanied by a revival of traditional work values, excellence, 

and behaviour, such as: 

✓ Pride in one’s own work  

✓ Meaning and joy at work 

✓ Strong sense of responsibility towards the work, colleagues, and the environ-

ment 

✓ Willingness to help and ability to cooperate 

✓ Independent working and high self-regulation 

✓ Intergenerational learning 

✓ Appreciation for manageable, holistic work 

✓ Passion for action and creativity 

✓ Participation, influence, and co-design 

✓ Solution- and function-oriented thinking as the foundation of innovation 

✓ Strong knowledge of materials and responsible use of resources and ingredi-

ents 

✓ Persistence and resilience - even in difficult times 

✓ Continuity, regional identification, and local roots 

✓ Personal closeness and loyalty among employees 

✓ Direct communication with customers 
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At the dawn of this new era, a new wholeness must be developed consciously. 

Interview Quotes 

“When you see the whole order, you feel a sense of pride and care.” (AT, metal tech-

nology, CEO) 

“We rotate: baking, delivery, sales-everyone understands the whole process.” (DE, 

bakery, owner) 

“More division of labour often means less responsibility.” (DE, skilled trades, division 

management) 

 

Key messages 

• Rotation and end-to-end responsibility increase identification, quality, and learn-

ing curves. 

• Fragmentation due to small-scale work steps reduces commitment and the flow 

of innovation. 

• Shift and regime constraints limit degrees of rotation but can be combined with 

project assignments. 
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The End of Self-Manipulation and the Emergence of New Value Orienta-

tions 

Ongoing division of labour results in uncoordinated conditions that require control. This 

inevitably leads to increasingly unproductive activity in the true sense of the word; the 

effort required for coordination and control continues to rise. Control is exercised 

through power structures across different levels of hierarchy. The inevitable conse-

quence is ever-growing external control. 

Even more powerful, however, is the control that occurs through self-manipulation. Ide-

als and values such as wholeness, self-determination, participation, co-creation, and 

finding meaning are suppressed, while material values take centre stage. Work then 

comes to be perceived as a necessary evil, a means of achieving ever-increasing ma-

terial wealth. The long-term suppression of essential values is now showing its delayed 

consequences: increased instances of alcohol and drug abuse, fascist ideologies, 

mental illness, escapism into virtual worlds, and addiction to video games and gaming. 

Through self-manipulation, people adapt to the system, making themselves ill, thereby 

further increasing social costs. The system itself becomes sick and requires a profound 

renewal for sustainable recovery. For example, specialised and soul-destroying work 

on assembly lines can be replaced by assembly in manageable workgroups, with mod-

ern logistics delivering required parts just in time. Changing value priorities and infor-

mation and communication technologies enable more holistic work through coopera-

tion, delivering maximum productivity, improved product quality, and greater meaning 

in working life. 

The explosion of healthcare costs is forcing a shift toward eliminating the root causes 

of illness, especially those related to work. In Finland, it is already legally mandated 

that illnesses originating in the workplace are no longer covered by health insurance 

providers companies must bear the costs themselves. 

Additionally, with the extreme shortage of skilled workers, it is in the best interests of 

companies to significantly reduce sick leave. Increasingly, businesses will focus on 

keeping employees healthy and productive for as long as possible. 

Even more influential are shifting value priorities. The previously dominant focus on 

materialism is being progressively overcome. Of course, securing one’s livelihood re-

mains a fundamental function of work. However, intangible values are increasingly 

gaining prominence values that are so essential to people’s lives that they are no 

longer willing to forgo them merely to increase material gains. 

Examples of such emerging value orientations include: 

➢ Self-determination, personal responsibility, participation, influence, and co-cre-

ation. People no longer want to be spectators they want to be active participants 

in all areas of life. 

➢ Plurality and less rigid rationality, diversity, flexibility, and critical engagement 

with the views of others. It is not about either/or, but both/and. Emotion and 

intuition are increasingly valued equally alongside rational decision-making. The 
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goal is to integrate opposites. Many paths can lead to the same destination. 

There is no single “right” way. 

➢ Expansion of consciousness, personal development, and emancipation. This 

includes not only gender relations and interactions with people of different ori-

gins and cultures, but also a rethinking of relationships with institutions such as 

churches, the state, associations, trade unions, and all central organisations. 

This shift is linked to cooperative ways of interacting and creativity-enhancing 

elements. 

➢ Creative altruism and solidarity are replacing individualism. The goal is to care 

for the whole, and in doing so, become successful oneself. It is the age-old prin-

ciple of the Quakers be a good person and do better business. 

➢ Manageability and the revaluation of the natural and social environment as a 

response to social and ecological challenges. People no longer want to be cogs 

in a vast, incomprehensible machine controlled by others. They seek direct ex-

perience, the ability to contribute meaningfully to solutions, and want to find 

meaning in their work. Monetary reward is becoming relatively less important. 

What people want are manageable, holistic workflows that allow them to partic-

ipate in and witness the entire production process. 

This revaluation of value structures does not stand in opposition to the economy. On 

the contrary, it is a prerequisite for preserving and securing it. The lifestyle choices and 

values of Generation Z1 still widely rejected in many parts of society and the workplace 

embody new value orientations that, in many ways, correspond with traditional labour 

virtues. 

Younger generations already strongly pursue these new priorities. Given the existing 

and growing shortage of skilled labour, they also have the market power to assert these 

values in the world of work. Companies wishing to attract young professionals must 

increasingly be structured and operate in ways that align with these value priorities.  

A key objective must be to organise and shape work and to help individuals find the 

right role for them in a way that aligns with shifting value priorities, makes work enjoy-

able, and enables people to realise their personal life goals through work to a high 

degree (target: 90%). In return, companies will gain highly motivated, high-performing 

employees, thus ensuring lasting business success, innovation, and productivity. By 

reviving traditional work virtues and adjusting work content and organisation accord-

ingly, this goal becomes achievable. 

The world of work is undergoing fundamental and rapid change, not least due to digi-

talisation, sweeping economic transformation, and the changing values of younger 

generations. As a result, there is an urgent need for work-system-related innovations. 

Companies must prepare for the world of work of tomorrow and align themselves 

 
1 Values and Life Perspectives of Generation Z (people born approximately between 1995 and 2010). 
Generation Z places significantly greater importance on the following five aspects: 1.    Family, 2. Health, 
3. Freedom, 4. Justice and 5. Security. People of this generation are highly tech-savvy and constantly 

online, often impatient and demanding, as well as health- and environmentally conscious. They place 
strong emphasis on a well-balanced work-life dynamic and seek flexibility in how they structure their 
working lives. Topics such as sustainability and social responsibility are also of great importance to these 
young professionals. 
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accordingly. They must implement workplace innovations to strengthen their capacity 

for innovation, productivity, and competitiveness in a sustainable way. 

Interview Quotes 

“We define goals together – then they stick.” (IT/Digital, NO, Management) 

“Quality is what the customer feels, not just what we measure.” (AT, bakery, owner)  

“Respect, cleanliness, enthusiasm – these are everyday actions, not posters.” (DE, 

skilled trades, managing director) 

Key messages 

• Values are effective when they are expressed in modern language and visibly 

practised (“responsible” instead of “obedient”). 

• Meaning becomes tangible through direct customer experiences, team demon-

strations and quality rituals. 

• Language shapes behaviour: clear, respectful standards promote personal re-

sponsibility. 
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The End of External Control and the Rise of Self-Determination 

The development and breakthrough of new key technologies (digitalisation, AI, IT, etc.) 

go hand in hand with collective shifts in value systems. Assembly line work and the 

mass sale of standardised products were only possible because material values took 

precedence while intellectual and emotional needs were suppressed. Now, long-ne-

glected values are regaining importance: people are once again seeking meaning in 

their work, greater wholeness and transparency, influence, self-determination, and par-

ticipation. 

Human values can be divided into those aligned with competition and those aligned 

with cooperation. Values based on competition foster behaviour centred on finding suc-

cess through rivalry between other people or against the environment. Cooperative 

values, on the other hand, seek success through mutual effort and dialogue. Neither 

principle is inherently good or bad. 

Competition stimulates innovation but, when followed exclusively over long periods, 

often results in personal gain at the expense of others and the environment. Coopera-

tion builds solidarity and aims to achieve the best outcome together, but excessive 

reliance on it can stifle creativity and innovation. 

The core issue lies in the one-sidedness with which societies have prioritised either 

competitive or cooperative values for extended periods. The inability to develop both 

spiritual forces in harmony leads to imbalance. 

Development is shaped by shifting emphasis between competition and cooperation. 

The longer one value system dominates, the more problems and negative conse-

quences emerge. Only a renewed shift in our guiding value principle towards cooper-

ation-can bring about the systemic renewal now required. Cooperative values such as 

personal responsibility, trust, transparency, and solidarity are essential. 

The greater emphasis on these new yet fundamentally ancient values is supported by 

modern communication and information technologies. These reduce knowledge gaps, 

make information available anytime and anywhere, foster cooperation, and strengthen 

individual responsibility. In smaller economic units, they are indispensable across pro-

duction, marketing, consulting, administration, and service delivery. 

Defining the core of one’s own culture is the decisive prerequisite for shaping the work-

ing world of tomorrow. This involves addressing personal questions such as: “Why am 

I here? What matters to me? What moral principles do I live by? What values do I want 

my life to reflect?” 

For centuries, such questions were answered by others - by the Church, the sciences, 

or politics. These external authorities dictated from above what was good and bad. The 

real paradigm shift today is that top-down definitions of values are no longer effective 

and are increasingly being rejected, especially by the younger generation and in re-

gions such as eastern Germany and Central/Eastern Europe. Now, everyone must de-

fine their own values; no one can do it for them. Even in the world of work, each person 

is their own master and only they can free themselves. 
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The most crucial outcome of this value shift is that ethics is no longer dictated from 

above, but must grow from below. Many still believe that ethics should be defined by 

authorities and implemented by the public. But this results in moral outcomes that fail 

to match the dynamic nature of individual decision-making and instead suppress it. 

Such top-down regulation is a relic of past centuries, reflecting a claim to power or 

more plainly, presumption. 

More and more, a "grassroots ethic" is emerging. Leaders and groups now offer guid-

ance to help individuals answer the question: “How can I, in a complex world, define 

my ethics and make decisions as a fully responsible person?” The old approach pre-

scribed outcomes to others. The new approach enables individuals to think and decide 

for themselves. What’s needed now is to support this decision-making process and 

provide relevant tools. 

In future, ethics will increasingly be determined not collectively but individually. Where 

ethical breakdowns occur such as selfishness or the abandonment of responsibility, it 

is due to the failure to show how responsible decision-making can actually work. 

The consequences for the working world of tomorrow are far-reaching. 

Hierarchical rationality is diminishing. People no longer blindly follow orders; they want 

to think for themselves and be actively involved. They seek autonomy, co-determina-

tion, influence, and freedom through responsibility and self-determination. This chal-

lenges both the division of labour and the current form of democracy. 

But this shift is a gift for forward-thinking companies. What’s now needed is strong 

leadership without commanding. Overloaded centralised decision-making systems 

must relinquish power to solve problems. The future will be shaped by lean production, 

lean management, fewer intermediate hierarchies, personal responsibility, group-

based self-management, holistic tasks in production cells, and decentralised "profit 

centres". 

These developments reflect practices long known in craft-based businesses: minimal 

hierarchies, direct cooperation between masters, journeymen, and apprentices, and 

manageable work units. Large-scale industry must now painstakingly catch up with 

what has long been the norm in craftsmanship. The craft sector would do well to build 

on its strengths and revive traditional work values. 

Interview Quotes 

“Without trust, I would control myself to death.” (AT, carpentry, managing director)  

“We intervene when complaints arise – otherwise, the teams make the decisions.” (DE, 

service, division manager) 

“Rules are a framework, not a brake.” (PL, production, managing director) 

Key messages 

• Trust does not replace structure: clear decision-making rights and escalation 

paths are key. 
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• Interventions are signal-based, not permanent – autonomy remains the stand-

ard. 

• A culture of error management rather than sanctions creates learning and im-

provement loops. 
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The End of Competition and Distrust, and the Rise of Cooperation and 

Trust 

The now-passed industrial era, characterised by extensive division of labour, was built 

on competitive values. People primarily competed with employers against employees, 

elites against the public, humans against nature. Competitive behaviour was marked 

by egoism and distrust: managers distrusted employees, politicians distrusted voters, 

people distrusted leaders. Distrust ruled, including mistrust of the future, and fear dom-

inated. 

Today, cooperative values are gaining ground. Economy and society have entered an 

era of cooperation. The negative consequences of division of labour loss of meaning, 

and rising social costs are being overcome through comprehensive cooperation. 

Cooperation requires new, high-level skills. Social and interpersonal abilities are gain-

ing importance. Intra-company, inter-company, and international cooperation are all 

about combining strengths: everyone does what they do best and is part of an inte-

grated, holistic team. This "cooperative specialisation" leads to higher quality, lower 

costs, and greater productivity. 

Cooperation demands maximum decentralised information availability and exchange. 

Information technologies are ideal enablers: they decentralise knowledge and can turn 

living rooms into workplaces. Information gaps are shrinking, which also weakens the 

power of central authorities. However, this also brings the risk of information overload. 

Managing the new production factor information requires independent and effective 

strategies, including learning to forget and filter. The question becomes: “What do I 

really need to know?” Even complex systems can be guided by a few key signals, 

quality and clarity matter more than quantity. 

Internally, companies must establish cooperative work structures. Employees will no 

longer be reduced to their contracts or the “sale” of their labour. They will gain owner-

ship rights and share in business success by contributing both their labour and per-

sonality. Resistance to this, especially from small businesses and unions, will soon be 

a thing of the past. 

Employee participation, both material and non-material, is rapidly gaining importance. 

The line between worker and manager is blurring. Everyone becomes a co-entrepre-

neur, creating a new form of autonomy within employment. Economic pressures are 

one driver: centralised control fails in a dynamic, complex world. Information pro-

cessing becomes a bottleneck. We need creativity and innovation. Every brain matters 

and must be engaged in independent, responsible thinking. 

Even more decisive are shifts in values: towards self-determination, co-determination, 

wholeness, clarity, and meaning. Joy in autonomy becomes a key motivation. The free 

and responsible individual will increasingly stand at the centre of society and business, 

forming a new elite defined not by hierarchy but by depth of contribution. 

Cooperation between companies and in international business is also growing. Me-

dium-sized suppliers no longer just deliver parts they conduct R&D and provide full 

solutions. This increases the need for direct dialogue and changes power structures: 
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corporations become dependent on their mid-sized problem-solvers. SMEs gain mar-

ket advantages through regional, tailored solutions demanding close cooperation with 

their clients. 

All forms of cooperation - internal, inter-company, and international - require trust. Trust 

is not a nice-to-have, but an economic necessity. It is the single cultural factor essential 

for ensuring prosperity and competitiveness. Responsible action is needed everywhere 

but how can that happen if people aren’t trusted and empowered? 

Sure, there will always be a few who abuse trust. But that cannot be used to punish 

the overwhelming majority who act responsibly. These 90+% will self-regulate and in-

spire the rest.  

Wholeness, cooperation, and responsibility founded on trust- unleash a nearly infinite, 

cost-free energy. Trust powerfully motivates people and becomes the key principle of 

organisation and leadership, especially in cooperation. Without it, productive coopera-

tion and harmonious living are impossible. Trust management is therefore essential. 

Trust generates speed, unlocks new potential, and brings security. The new era will be 

an era of trust. It is an economic necessity and the only humanly worthwhile path. 

Interview Quotes 

„I live relationships – cooperation is a driver of quality.“ (DE, bakery, owner) 

„We also share knowledge with competitors, selectively and specifically.“ (DE, service, 

management) 

„The market is small – we cooperate selectively.“ (EE, production, managing director) 

Key messages 

• Cooperation with peers increases quality and efficiency, but remains context-

dependent (market size, timing). 

• Knowledge exchange works best bilaterally and on a project-by-project basis. 

• Limitations: in small markets, the depth of sharing is limited. 
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The End of Managers and the Rise of New Leadership 

The current focus remains on ever-increasing specialisation and division of labour, 

which demand extensive and growing coordination efforts and generate rising social 

costs. At the same time, this is accompanied by a growing loss of wholeness in working 

life, decreasing motivation, extensive external control, high psychological stress, in-

creased incidence of illness, a declining sense of purpose, and more. 

Ongoing division of labour leads to disorganised conditions that require management. 

This inevitably involves an increasing amount of activity that is unproductive in the true 

sense of the word; coordination and control efforts continually rise. Coordination is the 

task of managers, whose numbers have exploded in business, politics, and public ad-

ministration in response to ever-growing coordination needs. 

Management today largely consists of technocrats who trust only facts and figures. 

The technocrat is guided by what he alone considers realistic and feasible. Visionaries 

are unwelcome, as they disrupt daily routines with new ideas. To the technocrat, em-

ployees are primarily cost drivers who negatively affect the balance sheet and con-

stantly require management. He operates in every industry: yesterday textiles, today 

car sales, tomorrow perhaps construction. He applies the same techniques he learned 

during his studies, which have become second nature to him. 

Managers harbour deep mistrust towards those they are supposed to lead and coordi-

nate. They develop ever more complex leadership and control techniques-target set-

ting, performance tracking, time recording, sophisticated bonus schemes, and motiva-

tion systems. These systems are understood only by the managers themselves, 

thereby reinforcing the power structures they hold so dear. To maintain control, they 

complicate matters further, creating bloated internal bureaucracies, which they then 

loudly criticise. 

But the more laws and regulations there are, the more loopholes and circumvention. It 

is human nature to seek ways around artificially imposed constraints. In response, new 

rules and bureaucracy are introduced, further restricting individual freedoms.  

Yet the vast majority of people think and act responsibly. They are punished by growing 

bureaucracy and regulation because a small minority certainly abuses less than 10% 

abuse the system. Most people are motivated to do good and contribute. Managers 

attempt to entice them into behaviours misaligned with their values through material 

incentives and elaborate motivational techniques. While once effective, these strate-

gies are increasingly ineffective as work becomes more meaningless, joyless, and 

even harmful despite rising material wealth. 

The traditional economy demanded functional technocrats and pushed them to the top 

of business, politics, and public service. In the industrial age, technocratic managers 

were once the solution. Today, they face only one task: to quietly but decisively exit the 

stage, just as they once entered it during industrialisation. The now excessive division 

of labour and today's complex economic and social issues are largely the result of the 

technocrats in power who cling desperately to their influence and continue down well-

trodden paths, riding the horse to death. 
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Business and politics urgently require new leadership and new leaders. 

In tomorrow’s world of work, individual self-coordination and small, manageable teams 

will gain importance. The ideal team size will be up to twenty-five people. These teams 

will largely manage, select members who are fit, and request leadership only when 

needed. They will combine their strengths, engage in work that brings joy, and operate 

with the highest level of motivation. Such teams will not require top-down motivation, 

detailed targets, or elaborate control systems. Their collaboration with leadership will 

be based on trust, with a handshake being as binding as a contract. Processes will be 

simple, direct, and efficient. Leadership’s role will involve overall organisational coor-

dination, co-developing visions and strategies with the teams, supporting individuals in 

specific cases, resolving conflicts, and ensuring that the organisation allows people to 

realise their values and personal life goals to the greatest extent possible. 

New leadership must continuously align individual value systems with corporate needs 

and promote a management culture based on lived values. Companies must become 

one with their ethical substance, developing into value communities in which employ-

ees are deeply engaged and find both material and non-material fulfilment. 

This cultural renewal does not conflict with economic efficiency, on the contrary, it 

strengthens it and is a prerequisite for saving the economy. In a new economic order, 

the most successful companies will be those that operate on a foundation of strong 

corporate ethics. 

A new economy must be one of total transparency and emotional resonance especially 

for employees, but also for customers. These principles are more firmly rooted in small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), where transparency and emotional connection 

are much more tangible than in large corporations. 

In tomorrow’s working world, employees will evolve into co-entrepreneurs, while em-

ployers will become enablers of meaningful work. This path will unlock immense “social 

energy” within companies an almost free resource that has been largely untapped to 

date. These reserves are so significant that their economic impact surpasses interna-

tional differences in labour costs. A new kind of global competitiveness will emerge not 

based on low wages, but on the utilisation of this social energy. 

Only through such means can EU companies become internationally competitive. 

Competing solely on price, especially at low price and quality levels, is a losing strat-

egy, as there will always be someone cheaper somewhere in the world. European 

companies must be better and faster. This requires highly motivated, qualified employ-

ees who are fully committed and fully involved. As a result, companies previously off-

shored to low-wage countries will increasingly return, especially from regions where 

old Western economic models are pursued rigorously, leading to wage dumping and 

the exploitation of labour conditions under which innovation, outstanding quality, and 

the harnessing of social energy become impossible. 
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Leadership in business and politics increasingly requires personalities who truly master 

the art of leadership individuals in the mold of artists, visionaries, or the traditional Ger-

man master craftsman. 

The artist is a visionary creative, innovative, and intellectually always on the move. He 

engages deeply with questions about shaping the future, is ahead of his time, and 

continuously develops new visions, ideas, and proposals. He is a charismatic leader 

who is people-oriented and able to inspire employees. However, he is a poor imple-

menter; he has little interest in mundane and is bored by routine. As soon as he has 

developed a new vision and paired it with solution strategies, he is already chasing the 

next idea. History may eventually validate his visions, but often he is too early, and 

rarely reaps the benefits himself. 

The master craftsman occupies a leadership role between the artist and the techno-

crat. He lives by traditional work values, is quality-oriented, responsible, reliable, loyal, 

and people-loving. He admires the artist because he is open to visions and new ideas, 

but he does not jump on every new bandwagon. He is cautious, considers things care-

fully, refines new concepts until they are ready for application, and is a strong imple-

menter. He understands the work and perspective of the technocrat, though the artistic 

often prevails in him. Aware that feasibility and calculation are also keys to success, 

he integrates technocratic methods into his work with great consistency. 

Companies thrive especially when an artist is in charge, supported by several masters 

and a few technocrats-provided the technocrats do not hold leadership responsibilities. 

If technocrats alone are in charge, with no artists in leadership and few masters with 

influence, companies quickly fall into difficulty. It is particularly tragic that artists often 

choose technocrats as their successors because they value their strength in imple-

mentation-an area they themselves see as a weakness. However, by doing so, they 

often send their once highly successful companies into decline. 

What is urgently needed in top positions across politics, public administration, and 

business are pronounced artistic personalities, supported by reliable masters and only 

a few technocrats. 

Parallel to the development in the economy, school, vocational and higher education 

have unfortunately also become technocratically orientated in recent decades, in which 

children, trainees and students are filled like barrels and trimmed for one-dimensional 

performance. Beginning in the 1960s, universities have trained perfectly functioning 

technocrats in most degree programmes, who now populate the executive floors of 

business and politics. The visionaries have almost completely disappeared and have 

retreated to the actual artistic field. In the economy, master craftsmen are increasingly 

to be found as managers in small and medium-sized companies, but they are not par-

ticularly recognised by society and are hardly involved in politics or large-scale busi-

ness. Here they lack artists as partners. A system overhaul of the entire education 

system is therefore essential, should actually go ahead and should therefore be pur-

sued with the highest priority. In vocational and higher education, old work virtues and 

competences for the design of workplace innovations must be taught again to a greater 

extent. 
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Interview Quotes 

„I create spaces where teams can make decisions.“ (DE, Production, Management) 

„Framework and goal – the path belongs to the team.“ (AT, Metal Technology, Manag-

ing Director) 

„We share success, then responsibility grows.“ (DE, Production, Managing Director) 

Key messages 

• Leadership sets the framework and goals, teams find the way – coaching in-

stead of micromanagement. 

• Authority and closeness are not contradictory: clear expectations, genuine sup-

port. 

• Sharing success and team KPIs increase accountability. 
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The End of Bureaucracy – New Flexibility and Diversity 

Strategic rationality is on the decline. Markets are becoming increasingly erratic. In a 

turbulent world, it is becoming less about executing pre-set plans. What is truly needed 

is a significant increase in flexibility and the creative and innovative potential of organ-

isations. This is where small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have a distinct 

advantage. Large corporations operate with long-term plans that are difficult to change 

and that lock them into fixed trajectories for years. It takes a long time for these large 

aircraft carriers to change direction. Smaller firms, by contrast, are agile speedboats 

that can instantly adjust their course. 

The SME sector forms the reliable backbone of the economy and society. 99% of all 

enterprises have fewer than 250 employees. They provide nearly 70% of all jobs and 

bear the main burden of financing the social system. The new era favours decentrali-

sation and the development of smaller units. New jobs will almost exclusively be cre-

ated in smaller businesses. The “economies of scale” are becoming less relevant. 

Large corporations imitate small-business structures through decentralisation, the cre-

ation of profit centres, outsourcing, and lean management. 

Globalisation has passed its peak. In a fully interconnected world characterised by in-

formation overload and high levels of dependency, individuals lose their sense of ori-

entation, mourn the loss of a sense of home, and no longer feel rooted. What people 

seek instead is closeness, direct interaction, and a sense of belonging. Urban neigh-

bourhoods are regaining importance; family-like structures among non-relatives are 

emerging; neighbourliness and voluntary engagement are increasingly valued. 

Over the past two decades, decentralisation has intensified alongside globalisation. 

This trend will continue. Companies must serve both local and global markets simulta-

neously. This opens up major opportunities for SMEs, they are more important than 

ever. These “hidden champions” will weather current crises and emerge stronger, as 

these are systemic crises of large-scale economies. SMEs must resist copying the 

once-praised models of big business and instead focus on their core strengths: inno-

vation, agility, flexibility, traditional work ethics, and qualifications. 

Traditional economics has systematically intensified and accelerated work processes. 

Continuous productivity gains inevitably mean that more must be accomplished in less 

time. Expectations continue to rise, everything must be done faster. Increasingly, peo-

ple are unable to meet these productivity demands and, from a rational standpoint, are 

excluded by the system. This particularly affects young people with learning difficulties, 

low-performing individuals, and older adults. While those excluded have so far been 

financially pacified, they have not been socially integrated. As this exclusion grows, so 

do social costs that are becoming increasingly difficult to bear. Much of the effort and 

funding for more humane working conditions has been passed on to the state, which 

is now overwhelmed. In a new economy, these costs and responsibilities for humanis-

ing work must be shifted back to companies. 

Work will become less compressed. Perceived personal responsibility and intensive 

self-coordination will create economic space for this. In the old economy, high efforts 

are required for management and coordination costs that can account for over 20% of 
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total expenses in industries such as construction. In the future, such unproductive costs 

will be transformed through cooperation and self-management into productive activity. 

This will help decompress work, reduce error rates, and allow for higher quality output. 

The intensive use of information technologies will not reduce interpersonal contact but 

rather expand it. It will foster joint planning, coordination, and direct communication. 

This too contributes to the decompression of work, bringing humanity back into organ-

isations, where it will no longer be seen as a cost factor, but as a productive asset.  

Work will also become slower. With increased meaning in professional life, greater 

personal responsibility, more autonomous roles, and a higher proportion of self-em-

ployment, people will find more joy in their work. The boundaries between work and 

leisure will blur. People will not work less but longer - and this will open up potential for 

a more balanced, decelerated working world. 

To address high and rising unemployment, working hours were shortened daily, weekly, 

annually, and over the lifetime. But this approach led to a dead end. Social and labour 

costs exploded, rationalisation pressures increased, and ultimately, unemployment 

grew rather than declined. 

Shortening working hours is not a viable future model. Instead, we will work more but 

in a different way. Rigid structures will dissolve, and highly flexible working hours will 

emerge. Work will occur when it is actually needed by the business. In between, indi-

viduals may pursue other activities, continue learning, or enjoy leisure time. 

This far-reaching flexibilisation will affect daily, weekly, yearly, and lifetime working 

hours. The rigid cut-off for retirement will lose its force, making room for smoother tran-

sitions even beyond the age of seventy. The strict division between leisure and work 

will become a thing of the past. Work will increasingly become a hobby, and hobbies 

will become work. 

People will pursue multiple occupations simultaneously; at least 75% will draw their 

income from several sources. Dependence on a single income or a single employer 

will be significantly reduced. Multidimensionality will become the norm not just for eco-

nomic reasons, but also for the sake of independence, meaning, and joy. Frequent 

changes-not only in jobs and workplaces, but also in professions will become standard. 

Safeguarding and passing on experiential knowledge will become a crucial leadership 

task. Learning lifelong, alternating between phases of learning and working, will be-

come a reality well into old age. 

Across the 27 EU countries, the employment rate of people over the age of 65 aver-

ages only about 6%. In contrast, it exceeds 15% in Norway. Through targeted work-

place innovation, it is possible and necessary to sustainably improve the health, par-

ticipation, purpose, and enjoyment of work, especially for older individuals. The pro-

portion of employed people over 65 will rise significantly in the future. The combination 

of the older generation’s experience and the younger generation’s innovative drive will 

become increasingly important within companies. Yet, according to a recent study2, 

 
2 https://myrhline.com/type-article/talents/7-francais-sur-10-font-face-a-des-conflits-intergeneration-
nels-au-travail/ 
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67% of European workers currently face intergenerational conflict in the workplace. 

Collaboration between generations is essential for improving the competitiveness of 

SMEs and preparing them for the working world of tomorrow. 

Creating a new, open learning culture, fostering company cohesion, and encouraging 

knowledge transfer between generations will thus become critical leadership respon-

sibilities. A shift in mindset is also needed among older generations, especially among 

older entrepreneurs. Knowledge no longer flows solely from old to young, but increas-

ingly from young to old. Entrepreneurs who recognise the importance of this mutual 

exchange create the necessary time and resources for their teams to engage in it.  

The bargaining power of employees will grow as the number of working-age individuals 

declines dramatically in all EU countries due to demographic change. Companies will 

face fierce competition to attract “co-entrepreneurs.” Participation in the workforce will 

rise significantly, driven not only by economic necessity to counter labour shortages 

but also by a shift in the value people place on work as a source of meaning. 

Socially valuable roles, such as family care, child-rearing, and volunteer work currently 

not considered part of formal employment will become naturally integrated and highly 

respected components of working life. The importance of women will increase sub-

stantially not merely because of labour shortages, but because the new economy will 

depend on their particular strengths and qualities. As a result, the proportion of women 

in leadership roles and self-employment will rise markedly. 

Even today, there is a significant shortage of skilled workers and entrepreneurs, which 

is expected to worsen due to demographic trends. As these developments are occur-

ring across nearly all EU countries, migration from similar cultural backgrounds can 

only provide limited relief. Tackling the shortage of skilled workers and business own-

ers is one of the greatest current challenges for the economy. Beyond tapping into 

domestic labour reserves, success will depend on attracting migrants from culturally 

diverse backgrounds. The labour market of the future will be multicultural. 

In many countries particularly in Germany the barriers to employment for people from 

outside the EU remain very high. These individuals arrive seeking work, aiming to earn 

their own income, escape hardship in their home countries, and support their families 

through remittances. 

They come full of motivation and hope. But instead of freedom and entrepreneurial 

opportunities, they encounter bureaucratic obstacles and restrictions. Instead of earn-

ing their own income, they are forced to rely on state welfare for extended periods.  

Rather than getting to know people in the host country and forming social connections, 

they are isolated in accommodation centres and left bored. Instead of building careers 

as skilled workers or entrepreneurs, they are relegated to menial jobs due to a lack of 

recognised certificates. Instead of being allowed to contribute, they are condemned to 

idleness for months or even years. 

From such disappointments, frustrations, and emotional exhaustion, rejection can grow 

sometimes even resentment, hatred, and violence. 



Old labour virtues for shaping the working world of 

tomorrow  (LV4WW)  
 

25 
 

An entire industry of education and integration providers has emerged, profiting from 

the task of training refugees and migrants to meet the host country’s qualification 

standards. The longer these programmes take, the better it is for their business.  

The fact that migrants are kept from working for extended periods fuels rejection 

among the local population: “They don’t work at all, they just drain our social systems 

and live at our expense.” Fears of being overwhelmed by foreign cultures spread. The 

initial culture of welcome is increasingly replaced by scepticism and hostility. 

During bureaucratic recognition procedures, long reskilling processes, retraining, or 

certificate acquisition which can take up to five years migrants remain locked out of the 

host country’s labour market. The economy is left waiting for urgently needed skilled 

workers. Despite having valuable, often acquired competencies, many migrants al-

ready of advanced age are forced to start from scratch and are not allowed to work for 

long periods. This severe delay in integration is deeply frustrating, especially since they 

are eager to work. 

This quasi-work ban must give way to immediate employment rights and fast-track 

integration. The most effective results have come from work-based learning ap-

proaches. The language of the host country is best learned in everyday life and in the 

workplace. Professional qualifications are acquired not at a school desk, but at the job. 

Integration happens less through classroom theory and more effectively in the real 

world with the support of on-the-job coaching. 

Open borders, immediate access to employment, and efficient integration would not 

harm the wealthier nations in fact, they would significantly help secure the supply of 

entrepreneurs and skilled workers and contribute to further societal and economic de-

velopment. 

For poor countries of origin, open borders and access to work would provide effective 

assistance, offering opportunities for connection and a path out of poverty. Borders are 

inherently discriminatory. Experience shows that in a world characterised by extreme 

inequality, migration is one of the most powerful tools in the fight against poverty. From 

the example of the United States, we know that migrants are significantly more likely 

to return to their home countries when borders are open than when they are closed. 

Western nations currently spend approximately 135 billion US dollars per year on de-

velopment aid. Over the past 50 years, a staggering 5 trillion dollars have been in-

vested in international assistance. Yet these investments have not reduced the gap 

between rich and poor, in fact, global disparities have continued to widen at an alarming 

rate. The next 5 trillion dollars should be invested more wisely: not in bureaucracy and 

temporary relief, but in open borders, smart and rapid integration, and effective strate-

gies for reducing inequality3. 

What is needed is international exchange and mutual learning. Workplace innovation 

is at varying levels of development across EU countries. For instance, Scandinavian 

nations are significantly more advanced, while countries like Germany, Poland, and the 

Baltic states show high demand for development and improvement. However, 

 
3 Rutger Bregman, Utopien für Realisten, 2023 
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international knowledge-sharing and cooperative learning have so far been limited par-

ticularly in areas such as workplace innovation and vocational education. This urgently 

requires strengthening. 

People are increasingly seeking added value in their working lives. As multidimensional 

work environments take shape, individuals aim to combine different types of activities, 

each offering varying degrees of material reward and personal fulfilment. Everyone will 

strive to secure a basic income through their own efforts or, if genuinely unable to do 

so despite serious attempts, receive this from the community in exchange for mean-

ingful societal contributions. 

Beyond basic material security, people will increasingly focus on non-material rewards, 

based on their personal value priorities, when choosing work. The most talented, inno-

vative, and productive employees will choose to work for the companies that offer more 

than just a salary. Likewise, those regions and locations that provide the highest added 

value for both businesses and employees will attract the best minds, offering a rich 

intellectual and emotional infrastructure, top-tier qualifications, and exceptional inno-

vation and quality. 

In tomorrow’s world of work, we will no longer see purely horizontal career paths. In-

stead, diagonal and vertical career models will become more common, defined not by 

hierarchy, but by areas of responsibility, more challenging tasks, and greater opportu-

nities for personal meaning. 

There is a strong and growing demand for continuing education and the realisation of 

lifelong learning. One key issue is the length and time requirements of many training 

programmes for instance, advanced courses with 2,000 or more classroom hours, or 

qualifications involving over 700 hours of instruction. Especially SMEs suffer from 

chronic time constraints and often cannot afford to release staff for extended periods. 

Meanwhile, employees are increasingly unwilling to sacrifice large parts of their per-

sonal time for training. Instead, they seek short, highly targeted programmes that 

match their immediate needs. 

New models must be developed, such as: 

• KAIN Method (Knowledge According to Individual Needs): Most learning occurs 

in the workplace, supported by accompanying coaching and tied directly to spe-

cific in-company development projects. 

• Microcredit Qualification Certificates: A wide range of short training courses are 

developed either newly designed or broken down from longer programmes into 

small modules. Participants select the modules that match their current needs. 

After completing each one, they receive a microcredit qualification certificate. 

Over time, these modules can accumulate and be bundled into an official qual-

ification at EQF Level 5, possibly with international recognition. 

In the new economy, autonomy and personal responsibility will be reflected in the de-

clining influence of trade unions and employer associations. Entrepreneurs and em-

ployees will increasingly represent their own interests directly. Personal and company-

specific agreements will replace rigid collective wage systems; tariff agreements will 
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only apply to broader frameworks. Trade unions and associations will cooperate more 

closely and redefine their roles. 

In an increasingly flexible and mobile society and economy, the individual is both em-

powered and at risk. Amid this near-total flexibility, people need a new sense of stability, 

security, and clear orientation. These will not be found in systems but in their new cul-

tural and value foundations. Accompanying people on this path (not dictating values to 

them), reducing fear, offering security, and helping them find a new sense of belonging 

that will be the core task of leadership in tomorrow’s business and political world. 

Interview Quotes 

“Routine work is supported by AI – time for contributions that count.” (DE, Production, 

Management) 

“A simple workflow is enough for us – the main thing is that it's reliable.” (PL, Skilled 

Trades, Managing Director) 

“Young/old tandems noticeably accelerate learning.” (DE, Production, Management) 

Key messages 

• Technology relieves routine tasks; people remain central where judgement, care 

and craftsmanship count. 

• Micro-enterprises benefit from minimal digital workflows. Pilots instead of large-

scale projects are the way forward to innovation. 

• On-the-job learning, mentoring and rotations close training gaps. 
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The End of Linear Thinking and the Emergence of a New Rationality  

In times of intense turbulence and rapid transformation, the world becomes disordered. 

It grows increasingly opaque, and developments are marked by diminishing stability. 

Complexity is rising so rapidly that central decision-making bodies are increasingly 

overwhelmed, leading to severe bottlenecks in problem-solving capacities. The world 

appears chaotic. In the search for a new organising principle, chaos is discovered as 

a higher level of order 

Linear thinking, which dominated past centuries and sought to reduce everything to 

clear cause-and-effect relationships, is proving less and less effective. 

Deviations from the system of linear thinking were traditionally labelled as errors or 

coincidences. Now, however, we are learning that errors can be productive, and that 

there are no true coincidences. Linear thinking no longer does justice to reality. As a 

result, developments are becoming increasingly difficult to control through conven-

tional planning. External control is increasingly being replaced by self-organisation. 

Navigating through uncertainty is becoming part of daily business and calls for a return 

to a childlike mindset full of belief and wonder, hope, and a constant readiness to learn 

and respond with speed and flexibility. 

In such chaotic systems, weak signals have the greatest impact. Often, only a few 

signals determine the course of future developments without their effects being pre-

cisely predictable. Leadership must let go of the illusion of full control, yet at the same 

time gains a more meaningful influence by organising processes and supporting 

growth in and through others. 

Process flows can no longer be justified solely by rational arguments. A simple, intuitive 

sense that something is off such as with the environment is enough to trigger action, 

even before scientific explanations are available. 

What is required is a new kind of rationality. 

Factual rationality is declining because linear explanatory models are no longer suffi-

cient. As a result, businesses are shifting from an internal focus to an orientation that 

takes in their environment. They are learning to include as many minds as possible in 

gathering and processing information. 

The leader of a small business, already struggling with the flood of information and 

overwhelmed by the multitude of management tasks, has only one real option: to in-

volve as many people as possible, especially employees in information gathering, pro-

cessing, and steering processes. Patriarchal, centralised leadership is being replaced 

by a partnership-based approach, where various forms of employee participation gain 

increasing importance. 

Informal information is faster, more direct, and more durable than formal communica-

tion. A coffee corner where staff can exchange thoughts informally engage in ongoing 

dialogue with customers is often far more effective than any official memo. 
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To steer by signals, especially informal signals, companies need to build internal pipe-

lines. The core idea is to wire minds together, so to speak, and generate a shared 

sense of purpose. If such collective intent exists among all or even most members, 

only a few signals are needed to guide the organisation smoothly. 

The growing limitations in information processing and problem-solving capacity partic-

ularly in small and medium-sized enterprises must be overcome through technological 

and organisational innovations that either conserve or expand intelligence. Ever-in-

creasing volumes of information must be exchanged and processed. The foundational 

innovations of information and communication technologies come at just the right time, 

but they also trigger avalanches of information waste. 

At the same time, the sheer volume and turbulent dynamics of concurrent tasks are 

pushing leadership capacity to its limits. More minds must be included in gathering and 

processing information. Intensive education is needed to expand problem-solving ca-

pacity and to equip people with the skills to handle new technologies. 

New ICT (Information and Communication Technologies) will increasingly help to man-

age information processes. Digitalisation means that information is available every-

where, informational advantages disappear, and leadership becomes possible at every 

level. Large corporations are becoming clusters of small enterprises. People will be-

come deeply embedded in diverse, electronically supported networks. 

Yet in the midst of this pervasive technological development across all areas of life, 

radical humanity will emerge as a kind of counterbalance and become the decisive 

factor. The ability to marvel and to let things happen, the sincere concern for another's 

wellbeing, human closeness and warmth, these cannot be replaced by any technology. 

On the contrary, foreseeable technological advances will only increase the need for 

personal conversation, genuine interest, and vibrant human interaction. What matters 

is that signals are genuine, honest, and delivered quickly and directly. 

Interview Quotes 

“Any company that isn't innovative will eventually be out of business.” (DE, production, 

managing director) 

“Our demos from the workshop deliver small improvements every week.” (AT, car-

pentry, owner) 

“Trainee projects show what could be standard tomorrow.” (DE, service, management) 

Key messages 

• Innovation arises from everyday observations and short learning loops. 

• Low-threshold idea collection and weekly improvement rounds generate a cu-

mulative effect. 

• Employee suggestions become serial solutions when the implementation path 

is clear. 
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The End of the Old Era – New Visions and Innovations 

When it comes to innovation and economic decision-making, four levels of action can 

be distinguished: 

(1) The first level, the material level, includes balance sheets, cost accounting, rev-

enue, and so on. This level is easily grasped and well understood. When bottle-

necks arise, attempts are often made to resolve them at this material level. How-

ever, these efforts frequently fail, because the root causes usually lie at a higher 

level. 

(2) The second level, the level of movement, is always linked to bridged distances, 

for example, between storage and sales, company and customer, university and 

industry. This level is also familiar to most actors, but it rarely provides new so-

lutions either. 

(3) The third level is that of energy not in the physical sense, but the social energy 

of an organisation. This energy flows almost freely when motivation is high, 

when work is joyful, when knowledge sharing is seen as enriching, and when 

people are inspired by innovation. Despite its enormous potential, this level is 

often completely ignored. 

(4) The fourth level, the intellectual or spiritual level, encompasses value orientation 

and overarching goals within an organisation. The root causes of problems often 

lie here, and it is therefore also the level where innovative solutions can be 

found. 

In recent decades, innovation and economic activity have primarily taken place on the 

first and second levels. To enable and implement continuous system-level innovation, 

we now need to shift to the third and, in particular, the fourth level. Today’s technocratic 

leaders in politics and business are unlikely to achieve this shift, as they are stuck in 

old patterns of thinking. They would need to relinquish power something that conflicts 

with their self-image. Spiritual renewal, and thus the beginning of true systemic inno-

vation, requires a new elite of responsibility group that forms vertically and laterally 

across current social structures and increasingly gains influence. 

These shapes of the future are recognisable, among other things, by their interdiscipli-

nary and transdisciplinary collaboration. Philosophers, historians, artists, craftsmen, 

economists, engineers, and master tradespeople come together with employees and 

customers to share knowledge and creativity. They engage in lively exchange and gen-

erate new qualities. 

Innovation thrives best in a corporate culture shaped by experimentation. “Stumbling 

helps progress”: disruptions are sources of inspiration. Detours expand local 

knowledge. Without tolerance for failure, there can be no high innovation rate. Failure 

must serve as motivation to keep going and ultimately succeed. 

Innovation happens when all minds are involved. Teamwork is essential because col-

leagues know more than the boss. The information needed already exists. Everyone 

must become an explorer, a hunter and gatherer, piecing together a new vision of the 

future like a puzzle transforming it into innovation. 
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While factual knowledge is indispensable for innovation, equally important is tacit 

knowledge intuition, gut feeling, or better yet, the heart. Here lies an immense reserve 

of unconscious knowledge. This seemingly inexhaustible source of energy must be 

activated by allowing room for emotions and intuition and giving them value alongside 

rational thought and factual knowledge. 

So far, values, emotions, and intuition have been largely excluded from economic life. 

Yet they are the driving forces behind all processes, social and personal energy born 

of joy, love, and spirit. Business models cannot capture these vital elements. They are 

always abstractions and often pretend that this abstraction is reality. What is needed 

is a shift from the lower and middle levels to the upper level to thinking, feeling, and 

acting from a place of vision and purpose. 

The lowest level is the level of destruction. Here, things are denied, condemned, criti-

cized, scolded, and blamed. Sadly, this is where many people and many unsuccessful 

organisations operate. 

The middle level is the level of preservation. Existing conditions are mostly maintained. 

Things are affirmed and cemented without questioning whether change is needed. This 

is the realm of mediocrity people and organisations simply trying to stay afloat. 

 The highest level is the level of creation. Here, solutions are found, and new things 

are brought into being. It is a place of creativity and constructive energy. This is where 

the most successful individuals and companies reside. 

Achieving the third level is, first and foremost, a matter of vision. Vision means creating 

a mental image of the life we want to live. 

Our visions, our images of the future, urge us to make them real. But hoping, dreaming, 

or thinking positively is not enough. What is required is a firm and unwavering belief 

that our visions will become reality if we develop them, pursue them with determination, 

and live them sincerely. Every act of shaping the future is grounded in visions that are 

as real as anything we experience in daily life. 

Which visions are pursued depends on our value systems. Values are autonomous 

mental processes they generate power and trigger emotions. They transcend the ma-

terial; they are acts of creation and become goals. With values, humans establish di-

rection and thus introduce the future as a new dimension into evolution. 

From vision and future imagery arises enormous power. It is a free source of energy, 

a deep longing to achieve something, to realise something. Any entrepreneur who suc-

ceeds in awakening such longing in their employees taps into an endless wellspring of 

energy. 

Leadership is not a matter of either-or it’s a matter of both-and. It means combining 

economic principles with new direction, culture, and radical humanity to achieve holistic 

work and leadership. 

Economic success stems from spiritual growth and lived morality. Here, spirituality be-

comes a top-level competitive factor. A company’s superiority depends on lived spirit-

uality. Written-down values, corporate identity, and so on are meaningless if not 
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embodied by leadership and shared by all. No company can maintain identity and qual-

ity over time unless it becomes one with its moral core. 

An outstanding leadership task in business and politics is to develop visions together 

with people, pursue them with determination, and instill confidence in their attainability. 

What is needed is visionary leadership that offers meaningful goals and inspires shared 

purpose. These visions will be reflected not only in the company’s strategic objectives, 

but also clearly in its lively values. 

The "hardware" of corporate leadership such as project plans and budgets will remain 

essential. But of equal importance is the "software" they lived value system expressed 

through company culture, shared identity, enthusiasm, motivation, and a deep sense 

of unity. 

Interview Quotes 

“Vision without processes remains a wish.” (EE, Production, Managing Director) 

“Without profit, there is no innovation, only intention.” (DE, Industry, Management) 

“Three values, three anchors, three changes – then it becomes real.” (AT, Metal Tech-

nology, Managing Director) 

Key messages 

• Values and meaning scale with clear behavioural anchors, process changes 

and an economic basis. 

• Vision-to-action requires a few precise steps and team ownership of KPIs. 

• Without profit, there can be no sustainable innovation – economic discipline is 

the enabler. 
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The End of Hopelessness – A New Beginning Towards the Future 

Current developments are shaped by a multitude of challenges, all of which must be 

addressed simultaneously in the midst of disruptive transformation processes. What is 

lacking are visions clear directions for where we could or should be headed. The sheer 

scale of change and the absence of promising images of the future deeply unsettle 

many people. They resist change, cling to what they have today, are plagued by fears 

of loss, and lose their sense of security personally and at home. Leadership responds 

to this by clinging to outdated power structures and yesterday’s tools: more bureau-

cracy, more money, more redistribution yet leaders feel just as overwhelmed as the 

people themselves. 

And yet, these challenges have been known for many years - some for decades: 

    The limits of environmental resources have been widely acknowledged for over 50 

years, ever since the Club of Rome's findings. 

    The scarcity and problems of fossil fuels led to the first energy crises back in the 

1970s. 

    Climate change has been on the agenda for over 30 years. 

    For three decades it has been known that, starting around 2015, demographic 

trends would lead to an increasing shortage of skilled workers and entrepreneurs.  

    The large number of refugees and the resulting difficulties in host countries have 

existed for at least a decade, but were merely met with the slogan, “We can manage 

this.” 

The tasks are well known. But political and economic leaders, as well as most people, 

have simply slept through the need to act. 

For the past decades, Western economies and societies have lived in a kind of "sweet 

decadence": “Sure, there are problems, but someone will solve them. Sure, reforms 

are needed, but please not in my own life. Somehow, things will work out.” 

That era of sweet decadence is irreversibly over. 

It is not only former communist countries that must undergo profound transformation 

and rebuild from scratch. Western societies too must redefine their cultures in order to 

save their economies. This path of renewal must be walked together. Central and East-

ern European countries should not, like the former GDR, adopt the Western model, 

and without criticism they must avoid repeating the same mistakes. In fact, the West 

has just as much to learn from them as they are from the West. One thing is certain: 

communism is not a solution. But nor should the West’s economic model claim univer-

sal applicability. It can only be preserved through far-reaching reform. 

The Western economy may have “won,” but the victors would do well to show humility. 

They are not role models that others must follow. They can offer support, but others 

must choose for themselves what is useful, what aligns with their strengths and cul-

tures. Yet victory has bred both arrogance and complacency. The West claims the lion’s 

share of the global economy and emboldened by its supposed success, elevates itself 
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while diminishing others. Everything is measured by Western standards, triggering 

deep feelings of inferiority elsewhere: “Look, we’re the winners. We’ll show you how 

it’s done. You don’t have our culture or standards. You’re not as good as us. You need 

to become like us.” 

This devaluation of others to elevate oneself is a fundamental issue. One of the root 

causes of the world’s problems is a lack of self-worth. What is needed is both interper-

sonal and international balance in self-esteem. Today’s winners should embrace hu-

mility for tomorrow they may find themselves the losers. And those considered “losers” 

today have every reason to take pride in their progress and cultural strengths. Perhaps 

the winners of today will soon find themselves learning from those they once dis-

missed. 

Only through a process of individual redefinition of values and cultures can we shape 

a sustainable future of work. This is a spiritual process. Whoever seeks a better world 

tomorrow must begin not with the material, but with new thinking. 

Crucially, employers and employees must view each other as equal partners and en-

gage on equal footing. Workers undoubtedly need social security but, in the future, this 

must go beyond collective guarantees and be earned increasingly through individual 

responsibility. This also requires employers to show a high degree of responsibility; 

they must not fall back into the practices of Manchester capitalism. Rather, they must 

treat employees as co-entrepreneurs, offering every kind of support to help them 

achieve material and social security. 

The time is ripe to embrace creative reason and shape a partnership-based world of 

work with outstanding responsibility and for the good of all. 

But to embark on this path and pursue these new directions, we currently lack the right 

leaders in politics and business. People are letting go of their leadership; they wander 

aimlessly, without direction or a sense of belonging. The traditional elite-defined by 

wealth and academic credentials is failing to meet the moment. They have already lost 

the trust of many. People no longer believe in them yet still expect everything from 

them. 

What is needed now is leadership grounded in cooperation and trust, and that trust 

must be based on lived responsibility. The new elite will be one of responsibility and 

trust. A craftsman who provides quality service without exploitation, who protects the 

environment, and who trains young people well, embodies true elite values often more 

than some technocratic business leaders, top politicians, or academics. 

This new elite is already emerging in growing sections of the population. It does not 

form a horizontal peak but develops vertically across and within all levels of society. 

While they may not be able to replace the current powerholders anytime soon, there is 

a real danger that the existing elite may join forces across sectors to preserve their 

control and resist this change. 

If today’s largely technocratic leaders fail to initiate the needed reforms, we face the 

serious risk that change will not come through insight but may eventually be forced 

through violent upheaval, possibly a conflict between “above and below.” Only then 
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might the new elite be able to implement what needs to happen now: the creation of a 

new, holistic system based on cooperation, autonomy, responsibility, and trust. 

But there is every reason to hope. 

    More and more pioneers are wide awake they have already developed innovative 

solutions to today’s challenges, even to market-readiness. These may not yet have 

broken through, but they will in the next four to six years. 

    Increasing numbers of artists, philosophers, and businesspeople are stepping for-

ward, crafting promising visions of the future that only need to be publicly discussed 

and turned into a new collective consensus. 

    More and more people are no longer waiting for those at the top. They are coura-

geously stepping forward with new leaders. These leaders and their visions are already 

being trusted. 

They are boundary crossers people whose thinking knows no limits, who tap into 

knowledge that may not be scientifically provable but leads to entirely new solutions. 

They are people who honour tradition, finding roots and stability in history to launch 

new horizons. They do not live in the past, but they live from it, using it for orientation 

amidst modern turbulence. 

They are those who sense and shape the future. Driven by a single idea, they pursue 

it with unyielding determination, resilience, and tireless engagement until it becomes 

reality. 

They are networkers, open, curious, tolerant, and enthusiastic communicators, collab-

orating across differences. They share knowledge in order to expand it. 

They are people who can be inspired and who inspire others. They are deeply con-

nected to others, and their empathy is contagious. 

These individuals represent the new elite, and they are role models. Found across all 

segments of society, especially in skilled trades and small to mid-sized businesses, 

they are already beginning to take on responsibility, albeit often quietly and in isolation. 

But they will grow, spread new ways of thinking, drive systemic innovation, and pave 

the way for a truly innovative future. 

Because ultimately: People make the economy and society, and it has always been 

their innovative spirit that broke down barriers and overcame constraints. 

Interview Quotes 

“If you let them, SMEs can achieve a lot.” (DE, production, managing director) 

“Our diversity is a strength, not a problem.” (EE, service, management) 

“Hope grows with every successful implementation.” (AT, skilled trades, owner) 

Key messages 
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• A culture of trust, holistic work and cooperation are already a reality in Germany, 

Austria, Estonia, Poland and Norway. 

• Country differences are a pool of resources: digital advantage, value-oriented 

education, regional loyalty. 

• Hope arises from small, repeatable steps and visible successes. 

 


