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Society in all parts of the
globe has gone through
many periods of major,
discontinuous change
before, but never before
has it done so on a timescale so compressed, in a
way so instantaneously
visible to all citizens, and
on issues that intimately
touch individual lives and
the fortunes of individual
entities in so many direct
and indirect ways.

T

here is, by deﬁnition, much about
the future that no one – no political
leader, no policymaker, no manager,
no investor – can know with conﬁdence, let
alone with certainty. But there are some
things that can – and must – be known.
Many of the big, urgent, integrated issues
that will do much to shape the 21st century
– sustainable economic growth, evergreater social and economic inequalities,
large-scale movements of people, and
environmental threats, among them – are
already plain to see. There is no defensible
way to hide behind a screen of ignorance.
If we plead blindness, we lie.

Nor is there, any longer, a defensible way to
deal with such uncomfortable realities by
kicking them down the road, as they have
been kicked so many times in the past, for
others to deal with some time in the future.
Intentionally or not, these issues touch so
many aspects of modern life, so many
groups and constituencies, so many levers
of economic growth, so many core sets of
cultural, political, and religious values that –
especially in an ever-more interconnected
world – word spreads too fast, expectations
change too quickly, customer and citizen
demands shift too rapidly to permit local
delay.
This is new. True, society in all parts of the
globe has gone through many periods of
major, discontinuous change before, but
never before has it done so on a time-scale
so compressed, in a way so instantaneously
visible to all citizens, and on issues that
intimately touch individual lives and the
fortunes of individual entities in so many
direct and indirect ways. We have outdriven
the headlights.
At a practical level, this does not reduce –
indeed, it intensiﬁes – the burden on the
shoulders both of corporate executives
and of the managers of money who would
invest in them and their activities. For such
leaders, these changes sketch out a
massive, if still largely unexplored
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landscape of new opportunities to create
value, improve lives, and make money. But
they also make clear a whole new universe
of dangers and threats. In a transparent
and interconnected 21st century, if these
leaders proceed with business as usual,
driving proﬁt while not helping make these
larger issues substantially better or, at
least, making them better than their
competitors are able to do, they will likely
forfeit much of the upside potential that
selﬁshly drove them to act with blinders
on in the ﬁrst place. Worse, they may well
stand to lose the legal and political charters
on which they depend for their very right
to operate.
In the simplest terms, acceptable proﬁt
and progress no longer depend just on
traditional measures of economic and
ﬁnancial performance. They depend, every
bit as much if not more, on the
achievement of that performance in ways
that acknowledge our profound ethical
responsibility as members of an interlinked
global society for realizing the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) to which we all
subscribe. Alleviating hunger and poverty,
reducing all forms of inequality,
safeguarding the environment, improving
the health and well being of all people
wherever they live – the ethical imperatives
of meeting such objectives as these now sit
as ﬁrmly, centrally, and inescapably on the
shoulders of those who run companies and
manage money as do the more familiar
demands of customers and investors.
This, too, is new. But what makes it even
more complicated, even harder to deal with
– and even more mission critical – is the
nature of the technological advances upon
which much of the potential for sustainable
future growth and prosperity depends. We
have all seen the charts and the graphs of
trajectories. We have all read the reports.
We have all sat in conversations with
experts whose ﬁelds and technical
languages are strange to us. A world driven
by digital- and, in particular, Artiﬁcial
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Intelligence (AI)-informed technology is not
the world we know with its boundaries
pushed back just a little. It is a new world.
There is, in such things, a point at which
diﬀerences in degree become diﬀerences
in kind, we are at that point – a tipping
point. This is not only new; it is deeply of
solemn concern.
For societies used to automobiles driving
at a respectable 30 or so miles an hour,
for example, advances in automotive
technology and in the construction of roads
that permit speed limits safely to be raised
to 65 or 70 mph do not mean that all laws
and regulations, all motoring infrastructure,
all insurance and other support services,
and relevant social expectations need to be
rethought from scratch. It is possible to
build on, amend, extend, and adjust what
already exists. In a world shaped by AI, it
is far less clear that mere tinkering at the
margins will do. The practical questions
are diﬀerent. The ethical questions are
diﬀerent.

The ethical dimension of managerial
and investment decision and action has
never before taken root so very much
at the absolute center of how such
individuals and their organizations
create, deliver, and capture value.
If HR personnel rely on machine learningdriven algorithms to identify which cv’s
should even be considered for an open
position, will the weighting of diﬀerent
variables in the algorithm get responsibly
adjusted to new circumstances as quickly,
as accurately, and with as much intuitive
sensitivity to context as they would be were
a seasoned, veteran expert involved in
looking them over? If odd-angled beams of
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sunlight confuse the guidance system of
a driverless car in ways that cause an
accident, where should responsibility lie?
On what basis, if any, should it be possible
for a passenger to intervene to prevent
that from happening? And should that
passenger be held responsible if he or she
does not successfully intervene in time?
What if the danger appeared real but, in
fact, was not? What if algorithm-driven
systems got overridden for reasons that
seemed fully clear and urgent but were, in
fact, mistaken?
For some time now, technical advances –
think, say, of ﬂy-by-wire airplanes – have
been taking human actors out of real-time
decision loops. But we have not yet begun
to get our minds around what it means
when AI takes them out of that loop
entirely. If reaction cycles are slow enough,
perhaps they can weave themselves back
in. But with many, if not most, activities, the
cycles will be so fast that being out of the
loop means staying out, permanently. We
have not yet begun to map out the second
and third order, cascading eﬀects of such
changes – or where accountability and
responsibility should lie for them. Nor have
we begun to structure the metrics we will
use to track and measure and evaluate all
dimensions of such performance – both on
immediate product and service and
ﬁnancial goals, but also – and equally
importantly – on the bigger social issues
that both managers and investors will
increasingly be expected to address.
Not only is this new and solemn; it is also
very very uncomfortable. The ethical
dimension of managerial and investment
decision and action has never before taken
root so very much at the absolute center
of how such individuals and their
organizations create, deliver, and capture
value. It has never before done so much
to deﬁne the standards by which their
performance will be judged and rewarded –
or their right to keep performing validated.
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We know how to deal with ethics as a PR
issue, when it provides a minor antechamber to our big structures of
commerce and investment. We don’t know
how to deal with it when it gives those
structures their shape in the ﬁrst place.
And we certainly do not know how to deal
with it when the forces driving change are
so deeply interwoven with major
technology advances that fundamentally
shift, not merely color, the allowable –
indeed, the possible – roles and
responsibilities of human cognition,
behavior, and action.
As Churchill famously said, “We shape our
buildings; thereafter they shape us.” That is
the tipping point at which we ﬁnd ourselves
today. That is disconcerting enough. What
makes it harder, much harder, is that we
don’t have – we don’t even know – what
tools we need to move forward
productively with the critical SDGdenominated ethical choices facing us.
This disconnect is precisely what needs to
be explored through answering diﬀerent
questions in the future. The questions most
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centrally on the table include:
• How should we think about the ethical
implications of AI-related technical choice,
both in its immediate eﬀects and in its
cascading inﬂuence throughout social and
political systems?
• How should we evaluate the merit and
appropriateness of such choices? By what
process? According to what standards?
• How should we deﬁne acceptable
boundaries for how the beneﬁts created,
as well as the burdens imposed, by such
choices get allocated?
• Where do accountability and
responsibility lie?
• How and by whom should they be
enforced?
• What principles should guide and shape
all these choices?
It is, of course, obvious that no single
discussion, short or long, can possibly hope
to answer such questions as these. But it is
our reasonable hope that it can, with your
active participation, begin to ﬂesh out a set
of guiding principles that will shape and
inform the urgent work we all need to be
doing to contribute to such answers.
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