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Preface

We may all have been surprised by the extraordinary speed with which the Intelligent Age has unfolded. Not long ago, many of us still spoke about artificial intelligence (AI) as an emerging capability, important but not yet defining. Today, it is clear that we have crossed a threshold. What appeared first as a set of powerful digital tools is becoming a new organizing force of economic life, business strategy, and social change.

When I wrote The Fourth Industrial Revolution, we already sensed that technology would become the key driver of business transformation. We understood that digital systems, connectivity, automation, and new scientific breakthroughs would reshape industries and societies alike. Yet what we are witnessing today, particularly with the rise of AI, is more than transformation. It is a disruptive revolution. It is changing not only how companies operate but how they create value, how they compete, how decisions are made, how knowledge is generated, and, ultimately, how human work itself is defined.

Since the late 1970s, I have been fascinated by the phenomenon of competitiveness. From the beginning, I believed that competitiveness could not be understood only through the narrow lens of productivity growth or cost efficiency. In line with my early work on stakeholder capitalism, I argued that any serious understanding of competitiveness must also integrate the social, the environmental, and, above all, the human dimension. A competitive enterprise, industry, or nation is not one that grows at any cost. It is one that creates sustainable prosperity, strengthens cohesion, develops human potential, and maintains legitimacy and trust.

Today, in the Intelligent Age, we must redefine competitiveness once again. It can no longer be measured only by size, speed, efficiency, or even digital sophistication. Competitiveness now rests increasingly on the capacity to combine intelligent technologies with human judgment, institutional trust, organizational adaptability, and a clear sense of purpose. It is the ability to sense change earlier, learn faster, make better decisions, and translate intelligence into resilient and responsible action. In this new era, the most competitive organizations will not simply be those that deploy more AI. They will be those that use intelligence to augment people, renew themselves continuously, and serve society more effectively.

I have written this book not as an academic exercise. We are still only at the beginning of conceptualizing what is happening at the frontier. Theory remains important but practice is moving faster. My ambition has therefore been to integrate, as much as possible, the lessons emerging from pioneering efforts across industries, institutions, and geographies.

Given that the corporate landscape in this domain is dominated by techno-elites, it is not surprising that I draw frequently on relatively rare case examples from leading organizations – Microsoft, ServiceNow, Siemens, and Unilever, to name a few – to illustrate how AI and other technologies are used to build competitive advantage. Because reengineering competitiveness is of such crucial importance for both individual companies and countries, major global consultancy firms are deeply engaged in determining the guidance they should provide. For this reason, the book also often refers to McKinsey & Company, Boston Consulting Group, and others.

This book is intended above all as a guide: for CEOs, board members, senior executives, entrepreneurs, and public leaders who must now lead organizations through a transition more profound than most digital transformations of the past two decades.

Its purpose is practical. It aims to help leaders understand what is changing, what must be rethought, and what actions are necessary to build enterprises that are fit for Intelligent-Age competition.

My special thanks go to the many business leaders, innovators, policymakers, colleagues, and young entrepreneurs whose ideas, experiments, and courage have helped shape the thinking behind this book. Their pioneering work has illuminated the path forward. Any shortcomings in the pages that follow are, of course, entirely my own.

Preface to the Intelligent Age Series

Humanity is experiencing one of the most profound transitions in human history. The shift from the Industrial Age to the Intelligent Age is not an incremental evolution; it is a systemic and disruptive transformation. It affects how we work, how we learn, how we communicate, how we govern, how we age, and how we live together. And it is happening at unprecedented speed.

This volume is part of a broader effort – the Intelligent Age Series – dedicated to understanding and responding to the major consequences of this transition. The series is not merely descriptive; it is designed to guide. It is intended to equip people and institutions with the clarity, examples, and ethical orientation they need to navigate a world in flux. My ambition is not only to make the change understandable but to make it actionable, by framing the essential questions and offering pathways for informed adaptation.

In undertaking this work, I return in a sense to my original professional roots. My academic training as a systems engineer taught me to think in terms of complexity, interdependence, and long-term transformation. That systems perspective remains central to how I understand the deep, structural shift we are now experiencing, a shift that cannot be explained by technology alone.

Many readers may recall my earlier book, The Fourth Industrial Revolution, which was translated into 37 languages and helped frame the conversation about the convergence of emerging technologies. But in this series, I go beyond describing a new phase of industrial development. I argue that we are entering an entirely new age, in the same way that humanity once moved from the agricultural era to the industrial one. This transformation is not just about automation, artificial intelligence (AI), or data. It is about a different way of life.

My motivation for this series is simple yet urgent: to help people better understand the scale and depth of this transformation and prepare themselves – mentally, practically, and ethically – for the world ahead. The changes will affect everyone, but not equally. That is why I chose an approach that not only integrates the best available global knowledge but also builds frameworks tailored to specific groups, those who are especially impacted or who hold special responsibilities during this transition. Forthcoming volumes will explore how the Intelligent Age is transforming key areas of human endeavor.

In each of these books, I take full responsibility for the conceptual framework. I have ensured that each topic is explored through a coherent vision of the Intelligent Age, with a focus on both reflection and practical guidance. To support this process, I have used ChatGPT and other generative AI tools – not as substitutes for human thinking but as amplifiers of insight and integration. They have enabled me to draw on a broad spectrum of global sources, examples, and data, which I have curated into a unified and accessible approach.

Throughout the series, I have taken care to attribute ideas to their original sources. If any citation is incomplete or missing, I welcome corrections. Intellectual integrity and transparency are central to my work.

Understanding that readers may engage with individual volumes or chapters based on their interests, I have structured each chapter to stand alone while still contributing to the larger whole. Every part of the series reinforces the project’s core messages and ethical purpose.

The spiritual guidance behind this work remains deeply personal. While the tools are technological, the compass is human. The values, questions, and concerns reflected in these pages are grounded in my lifelong belief that progress must serve people – not the other way around.

That belief guided more than 50 years of my work as the Founder and Executive Chairman of the World Economic Forum, where my wife Hilde and I dedicated ourselves fully to the mission of improving the state of the world. Now, having stepped back from active leadership, I continue that mission in a different form, through reflection, writing, and public engagement.

The ultimate purpose – and perhaps the dream – that animates this work is to use the transition to the Intelligent Age as a launchpad for a new human renaissance. By this I do not mean a “superhuman” society driven by perfectionist ideals or technological determinism. I mean a society with more space, more opportunity, and greater responsibility to cultivate what makes us truly human: empathy, imagination, ethics, dignity, and cooperation.

I am fully aware that rapid change often triggers fear and defensive reactions. We are witnessing this all around us: politically, socially, and economically. But I believe in constructive optimism: the conviction that the future can be more humane, more inclusive, and more sustainable if we are willing to shape it with foresight and intention.

The Intelligent Age is not a threat. It is an opportunity. But we must first take the time, and assume the responsibility, to understand what it truly means.

Klaus Schwab

Geneva, June 2026

 

INTRODUCTION

Why the Intelligent Age Changes the Rules of Competition

For most of the last century, companies succeeded by expanding production, lowering unit costs, and eliminating variance from the system. Over the last two decades, they succeeded by digitizing channels, connecting data, and accelerating transactions and decisions. The Intelligent Age raises the bar again. The next successful company will not simply be the most efficient or the most digital. It will be the one that can combine human judgment, data, software, and artificial intelligence (AI) to sense change sooner, decide better, act faster, and learn continuously.

That is the shift this book is about.

The key point is easy to miss: AI is not just another technology wave to be added to the information technology agenda. It is becoming a business capability that cuts across functions and industries. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) argued that generative AI already shows the hallmarks of a general-purpose technology: it is pervasive, it improves rapidly, and it triggers complementary innovation around it.[1] American multinational McKinsey’s 2025 global survey on the state of AI showed that organizations are already using AI across information technology, marketing and sales, service operations, product and service development, and software engineering.[2] In other words, intelligence is no longer confined to analytics teams or specialist labs. It is starting to move into the core workflows of the enterprise.

This shift is no longer theoretical. The Stanford Institute for Human-Centered AI reported that 78% of surveyed organizations said they used AI in 2024, up from 55% in 2023.[3] In the same survey base, 71% asserted using generative AI in at least one business function. OECD data showed that firm-level AI adoption across countries with available data reached 20.2% in 2025, up from 8.7% in 2023, and that adoption is extremely variable: 52% of large businesses reported using AI, compared with 17.4% of small businesses.[4] At the same time, over a third of the OECD population engaged with generative AI tools in 2025. That means employees, customers, partners, and competitors are all arriving in the market with rising familiarity and expectations around intelligent tools.

But adoption is not the same as advantage. This is where many leadership teams are still at risk of misunderstanding the moment. In McKinsey’s 2025 survey, over 80% of respondents reported that their organizations have not yet realized a measurable, company-wide impact on earnings before interest and taxes from generative AI.[5] Only about one in five stated that that their organizations had substantially reworked at least some workflows to incorporate the technology. Fewer than one-third declared that their organizations were applying most of the value-creating practices for adoption and expansion, while under 20% said they were monitoring clear key performance indicators for generative AI solutions. The message is blunt: the market has moved beyond curiosity but most companies are still early in converting experimentation into enterprise value.

That gap matters because the real competitive question is no longer whether a company is using AI but whether it is redesigning its business around intelligence faster than its competitors. McKinsey’s data points in a very practical direction: redesigning workflows has the greatest effect on whether companies realize bottom-line gains from generative AI. CEO oversight of AI governance is also strongly associated with higher reported earnings before interest and taxes, especially in larger companies. In the Intelligent Age, value does not come mainly from access to models. It comes from leadership decisions about workflow redesign, governance, talent, and expansion discipline.

The intelligent enterprise is not a digital company with more AI tools. It is a company designed to sense, decide, act, and learn faster than the market.

That is why this book takes an enterprise view rather than a technology view. The industrial firm was built to standardize. The digital firm was built to connect. The intelligent firm must be built to adapt. That means changes to strategy, operating models, management systems, and leadership itself. The real transition is not from non-AI to AI. It is from periodic, functionally siloed management to a business that can learn across the whole system.

What does this look like in practice? The most useful signals do not come from abstract forecasts but from what leading companies are already trying to do in the field.

JPMorganChase offers a clear example of AI as an enterprise productivity platform rather than a disconnected pilot. The bank reported that it has more than 500 AI use cases in production, that its internal LLM Suite, a company-wide platform giving employees access to large language models, has been expanded to 200,000 employees, and that generative AI is helping software engineers achieve approximately 20% more efficiency in parts of the software development life cycle.[6] Just as important, JPMorgan positioned LLM Suite in a secure internal environment and is now connecting it to internal data and workflows, moving from chatbot access toward an AI hub for employees.[7] That is a good example of the broader transition from experimentation to enterprise integration. These are company-reported figures but they point to the right management lesson: AI begins to matter when it is embedded in trusted workflows, not when it sits on the side as a novelty tool.

Walmart shows the same pattern from a different angle: frontline operations. In 2025, the company said it was introducing AI-driven tools for its U.S. associates, featuring real-time translation and automated task management.[8] Early company-reported results suggested that one of these tools shortened shift planning for team leaders from an hour and a half to half an hour. Walmart also built “Wally,” a generative AI assistant for merchants that uses Walmart’s proprietary data to automate analysis, identify root causes behind product performance, answer operational questions, and support predictions.[9] Again, the important point is not that Walmart is “doing AI.” It is that AI is being applied to specific decisions in labor deployment, merchandising, and store execution, where time savings and better judgment can compound on a wide scale.

Siemens illustrates what intelligent transformation looks like in industrial environments. Its Industrial Copilot was designed to work across design, planning, engineering, operations, and services, and the company stated the tool allows engineering teams to produce programmable logic controller software code in natural language, reduce repetitive work, lower error rates, and shorten development time.[10] In manufacturing and infrastructure, that is a major shift: intelligence moves from reports and expert bottlenecks into the engineering workflow itself.

John Deere demonstrates that the Intelligent Age is not limited to knowledge work. Deere reported that in 2025, its See & Spray technology enabled customers to cut non-residual herbicide use by almost half, while ExactShot, its fertilizer delivery system, reduced starter fertilizer use by over 60% by applying it only precisely where needed.[11] Whether one looks at these examples through the lens of sustainability, precision, or economics, the strategic meaning is the same: machine intelligence is being used to improve outcomes in the physical world with measurable operational effect.

Unilever shows how AI can reshape planning and execution across an end-to-end supply chain. The company said it implemented
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