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‘Attempting entrepreneurship changed my life. This brilliant book is essential reading for anyone wanting to understand why the world has changed irrevocably and we are all entrepreneurs now.’

Martha Lane-Fox, Chancellor, The Open University, Board of Chanel and previously Board of Twitter

‘We need more entrepreneurs, risk-takers and wealth creators. This vital book is packed with good ideas that will help budding entrepreneurs seize on new technologies and succeed in a fiercely competitive world.’

Sir James Dyson, Chief Engineer and Founder of Dyson

‘Every technological revolution changes the conditions for business and the conditions of work. Understanding how the change is happening now and how it can be facilitated is crucial for the social and economic success of any country. This book is a guide for both understanding and effective action.’

Professor Carlota Perez, Author of Technological Revolutions and Financial Capital

‘Careers will be wildly different in the era ahead, driven by a surge in entrepreneurship and the human desire to stand out through creativity as productivity is achieved through compute. In Start-Up Century, James captures the forces at play to empower people with ideas to build.’

Scott Belsky, Founder of Behance and Author of The Messy Middle

‘James argues insightfully why, today more than ever, is the time to start up and what governments and institutions do to support the self-employed. If you are not yet convinced entrepreneurship is good for the world, read this!’

Maria Raga, Former CEO of Depop

‘New technologies, especially AI, are opening up entrepreneurial opportunities everywhere. This timely book covers how we can best navigate this new world of work and the challenges it presents.’

Suranga Chandratillake OBE, Partner at Balderton and Member of the Prime Minister’s Council for Science and Technology

‘A fascinating book, bursting with bold and practical ideas for how we can flourish in the 21st century, from one of the great technological minds of our time.’

Daniel Susskind, Author of A World Without Work and Growth: A Reckoning

‘In this fascinating book, James explains why entrepreneurship has never been more prevalent – or more important. An in-depth analysis and useful guide to what’s causing this shift, it’s also a powerful rallying cry for why start-ups are so essential to our future. The next few decades will be driven by builders rather than big companies. Start-Up Century shows why.’

Mustafa Suleyman, CEO of Microsoft AI and Author of The Coming Wave

‘‘Entrepreneurship is one of the most rewarding and challenging careers anyone can choose. James writes compellingly about why and how we prepare more people for this way of working.’

Hiroki Takeuchi, CEO of GoCardless
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‘Ignite the mind’s spark to rise the sun in you.’

FLORENCE NIGHTINGALE




Introduction: A view from the kitchen table


Does it feel like everyone you know is starting a business? That’s because they are. Over the last few years, the number of people starting new companies, launching side projects, or going solo as a freelancer or gig worker has surged, breaking records across the world. Some of this has been driven by short-term shocks to our lives, with the pandemic and ensuing global economic slowdown leaving many people without any other option but to find new ways of working. At the same time, the rise of remote working and the rapid adoption of digital tools has made many people realize they no longer need the baggage that came with their old job, office and boss, leaving them to ask themselves, Why not go it alone?

The sudden rise in entrepreneurship is not a momentary phenomenon; it’s an accelerating change in the way we live and work which has been in motion for decades. As this movement continues, fewer people will have the desire or opportunity to work in a large company, with a stable and traditional career ahead of them. Instead, more people than ever will be self-employed, learning skilled trades, providing care or using new tools to build things that used to take hundreds if not thousands of people to produce. Over the coming decades, it will become the norm for people to work alone or in small teams in start-ups, with huge implications for our way of life. This is the start of the start-up century.

Over the last 15 years, working in start-ups and as a venture capitalist, I’ve been fortunate to meet many thousands of entrepreneurs, from Silicon Valley-based billionaires to people working on a dream in their spare rooms. Throughout this career I’ve had a ringside seat to two intertwined revolutions: the invention of new technologies that empower individuals to be more productive than ever, and a rise in the number of people starting their own businesses. I’ve watched in real time as scientific breakthroughs have been transformed into products by start-ups that have upended industries. And I’ve worked with many people who have either decided to, or had to, leave traditional, stable careers and professions to start something new.

Working with entrepreneurs, and seeing them deal with the trials and tribulations of building a business, isn’t something new to me. Growing up, I didn’t know many people in stable careers. Outside of public servants – friends and family who were nurses or carers – almost everyone I knew was self-employed or working in very small local businesses. Their success was varied, some struggling to make ends meet, some very comfortably off. And they ranged in skills, working as odd-jobbers, tradespeople, freelance mechanics, travelling salespeople, recruitment professionals or property developers. They were all used to the roller coaster that comes with running your own business, of months of famine and months of plenty, and of the stress but also pride gained from building something yourself. Back in the 1990s, almost none of these people would have described themselves as entrepreneurs; blue-collar workers never seem to be described this way despite the risks they take. But they were to their core. Most of what I know about entrepreneurship comes from these people as much as the famous CEOs you will read about in this book.

Similarly, while working with cutting-edge technology companies for the last decade has opened my eyes to the immense change these new tools can bring about, the clearest view I’ve had of the impact of the software revolution was as a kid, at a kitchen table in Manchester, in the north of England. My dad, a motocross racer turned mechanic turned second-hand car salesman, ran his business from our kitchen and two-car garage. Until the late 1990s, he and his business partner relied on a landline phone, a copy of Auto Trader magazine and a book of car parts and prices 7.5cm (3 inches) thick, published every three months. The main tool of his trade was his decades of experience building cars and motorbikes, a head for hard negotiation, and his network of friends in the auto industry.

With the arrival of our home computer in 1999, though, things changed fast. In just a few years, every aspect of how this two-man business operated was transformed. It no longer took a morning on the phone to find that odd car part – just a few seconds on the internet. Buyers for my dad’s second-hand motors came from all over the country, lured in by Auto Trader’s shiny new website. The business thrived, but jobs disappeared as well. The photographer who used to pitch up every week to take shots of the cars for sale was no longer needed in the age of the digital camera. The chunky Auto Trader magazine that landed like clockwork with a thud on our doormat vanished, replaced by a continuously updated online catalogue. And car engines, which had been the tinkerer’s dream, now came with integrated circuit boards running proprietary software, putting many local car mechanics out of work. Nonetheless, my dad and his business partner were able to strike out on their own, adapt to this new world and run a successful small business from our home, doing the work of photographers, mechanics and advertisers themselves, thanks to that personal computer and the World Wide Web.


Sticks and Stones

Humanity and technology advance together. From our earliest experiments with stone and flint tools, mastery of new technologies has been a key factor in determining which peoples and civilizations have thrived and which have failed. Historically, technological advantages were often kept in the hands of the powerful and the privileged. The Ancient Egyptians jealously guarded their advanced irrigation know-how, the key to their mastery over the banks of the Nile. English soldiers in the Hundred Years War infamously cut off the fingers of captured Frenchmen so they couldn’t use their technologically superior longbows. In the late 1930s, Britain kept the details of its newly developed radar system secret, even from its allies, to maintain its military advantage.

In the twentieth century, new tools were developed and adopted faster than ever before, improving the lives of billions of people as radio, antibiotics, the combustion engine and air travel were democratized. But it was still politics, and the state’s control of industry, advanced weaponry, energy and communication technologies that shaped the lives of billions of people under the conflicting banners of liberalism, capitalism, fascism and communism.

Today, though, the tools that most people on the planet can access, from smartphones to cloud computing, online learning and social media, are having a different impact to those of the twentieth century. They are wresting power away from governments and capital owners, and giving huge leverage to individuals. Those who have mastered this new generation of tools are already shaping the twenty-first century. In just its second decade, we have seen centuries-old political parties overthrown by political movements started with little more than Twitter accounts. Huge financial institutions have been brought to their knees by bedroom investors using internet forums, mobile investing apps and their pocket money. College dropouts have made billions launching businesses from their garages with a tiny fraction of the resources needed a few years ago, while entertainers have attracted legions of fans by releasing content online – without signing a record deal or setting foot on stage.

For some people, this change has been revelatory, giving them the superpower of extreme productivity; for others it’s been devastating. The science fiction author William Gibson famously wrote back in 1993, ‘The future is already here, it’s just not evenly distributed.’ For many people the future feels like it’s already here, ‘it’s just not doing much for me’.

A clear digital divide has emerged. This is despite the fact that this period of technological change has been far more open than in the past. Today’s new technologies have been shared across the world with unprecedented speed. By 2020, more than 4.5 billion people had internet connections and 3.5 billion people had their own smartphones (while only 2.5 billion had access to a decent toilet). Fierce competition between tech companies, the availability of open-source software and the activities of the maker movement, which battles the big players by distributing open-source designs for new products, have combined to make today’s most powerful tools of production more affordable and accessible than ever. And as this book will explore, the rate of change is not slowing down, even if the economy does. While it took 75 years for the traditional telephone to reach 100 million users from its invention, and the mobile phone 16 years, it took only three years for the popular chat app WhatsApp to hit that milestone. Artificial Intelligence (AI) tools are being adopted by users at an even faster rate, with ChatGPT, a popular chatbot, getting to 100 million users in a matter of months since its launch in late 2022.

The resources required to start a business are also declining. Only a few decades ago, British entrepreneur James Dyson had to risk his mortgage to build a prototype and launch his first cyclone vacuum cleaner. Today, as this book documents, you can have an AI service generate a decent virtual model of a vacuum cleaner, and get a physical, 3D print of that design made for pennies. While television companies still charge millions to market consumer products, new media empires are being built on Instagram and TikTok by creatives who can make content on £30 cameras and distribute it to the world for nothing.

This is the optimistic view of abundant opportunity that has been promised by the technological progress we have seen since the end of the twentieth century. But the reality in many parts of the economy, and in many people’s personal experience, doesn’t fit this sunny narrative.

While the cost of sequencing a genome has fallen from $1 million in 2001, to just $100 today, health outcomes in many wealthy democracies have stayed the same or worsened in the last five years as the cost of new drugs to treat some of the world’s most abundant diseases has risen.

Venture capital investment into new technology start-ups recently hit all-time highs – more than $250 billion was raised in 2021, enabling a generation of entrepreneurs to build new products – but only a tiny fraction of this funding, 2.8 per cent in 2020, went to companies with female founding teams, severely limiting many people’s entrepreneurial opportunities.

Thanks to streaming services like YouTube and the Khan Academy, 93 per cent of children in wealthy nations have access to completely free online educational resources. At the same time, during the pandemic an estimated 1.5 billion children couldn’t access online learning, while the cost of obtaining a recognized degree in higher education has rocketed. The average student in the United Kingdom leaves university with debts of £36,000, having spent 1,800 per cent more than the same degree would have cost in 2000.

New software can do in seconds what would previously have taken many hours of human work. But there has been little time to help people reskill, robbing those displaced by machines of both their income and pride in their professions.

Despite the rapid fall in the cost of new tools, and the expanding access to them, only certain groups in society and particular parts of the economy have benefited. The future is, indeed, not distributed evenly.



Finding Synergies

That the spread of new technology causes inequality and disruption is hardly a new concept. But it’s becoming an increasingly urgent problem. In the technological frenzy of the last few decades, it was obvious that there would be differences in the way people and industries adapted. It is naturally easier to change the way a company works in less regulated industries and in smaller businesses like those in retail, than in more complex and regulated sectors like healthcare and education. Different parts of society, and different demographics will adopt and apply new technologies at different rates. Young families, people with limited disposable incomes and older people living with chronic diseases are less likely to have the physical, emotional and financial resources to take advantage of new tools and learn new skills, even when the other barriers to adoption are lowered. This needs to change.

Some argue this is the inevitable way of things. In her influential book Technological Revolutions and Financial Capital, the economist Carlota Perez suggests that technological revolutions generally have four phases, which she labels as irruption, frenzy, synergy and maturity. These have been present in every major period of innovation, from the original Industrial Revolution to the ages of steel, telecoms and now, this Fourth Industrial Revolution. In the first two phases of change, irruption and frenzy, new technologies emerge and create clusters of inventions, encompassing everything from canals to the telegraph, and from email to the smartphone. These typically fuel bouts of financial frenzy – in the form of boom, bust and a few more booms along the way. As the new inventions and products spread, however, the inequality and disruption they have caused catches up with them, and regulations and new institutions are introduced to more equitably share the benefits of these new tools, known as the synergy and maturity phase.

The social and political consequences of the latest explosion of tools are now becoming evident. The social contract in place in many economies since the end of the Second World War – a contract that supported free enterprise but, in return, expected businesses to provide stable, well-paid jobs, fair working conditions and significant contributions to worker’s welfare through national insurance, healthcare provisions and pensions – is under strain. Old industries are collapsing, job security is vanishing, and global companies are ruthlessly exploiting new technologies and legal loopholes to sidestep regulation and tax liabilities.

Views are divided on how a new settlement is reached in the modern age. Some political and business leaders are convinced that the process of creative destruction is inevitable but that the financial and labour markets will ultimately find ways to adapt to these new technologies. We will eventually settle into a new normal with a refreshed group of key industries and companies, all sorted out by the market. Walmart once provided plenty of jobs, now it’ll be Amazon, and the existing system of trade-offs between the state and big corporations can continue. But many emerging technologies are undermining the very reason large companies were able to exist in the first place, such as high capital requirements and centralized processes. As a result, the economies of scale that accrued from being a global entity in the twentieth century are starting to crumble.

Others look to alternative political systems and welfare models and argue that the big technology companies are simply too powerful. They should be broken up, more heavily regulated or even taken into state control, like the unaccountable monopolies that dominated telephones, railways and oil in the early 1900s. It’s been done before: Standard Oil was split into 34 companies in 1911, giving birth to Exxon, Mobil and Chevron, and AT&T was broken up into eight separate entities in 1984. In the UK, the first post-war Labour Government nationalized 1,062 privately owned and municipal gas companies to create the state-run Gas Council. In the face of egregious profits and rising energy prices in 2023, talk of nationalization of such companies has begun again. Instead of being exploited by a large corporation, they argue, the state will rein in the private sector, or a nationalized industry will support you.



A New Settlement

The point of this book is to argue for another way. Instead of looking to companies or nationalized industries to establish a new settlement for the twenty-first century, we can build on the increasing desire of millions of people to start their own businesses. With the right support, we can help people find self-directed work and seize on innovations in artificial intelligence (AI) and sustainable energy, biotech and robotics, becoming entrepreneurs in a new, innovation-led economy.

This would be no mean feat. In the latter half of the twentieth century, entrepreneurship in higher and lower income countries alike struggled. For many decades, new business creation flatlined and in some countries declined. Our educational and financial systems were built on the idea of having a steady career, predictable income and a lifelong profession, not the instability and challenges of being self-employed. From mortgages to pensions, the US healthcare system or French employment law, the deck is stacked in favour of people being employees, not entrepreneurs. Culturally, we have
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