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The online virtual world phenomena most 
famously embodied by Second Life – where 
millions of people have registered their 
personal avatars, constructed virtual build-
ings on virtual islands and carried out all 
kinds of business – will mature into a major 
part of human communication, according 
to Miklos Sarvary, at INSEAD. “Second Life 
is a half a billion dollar economy,” he notes.  

“Corporations have started to migrate there, 
for recruiting, meetings and education. If you 
want to connect to a lot of individuals who 
are dispersed geographically or physically, 
the platform is amazing.”

 INSEAD uses Second Life to hold semi-
nars, to market its services and to introduce 
its students to the concept of virtual worlds, 
allowing them to borrow avatars as they 
explore its new horizons.  For Sarvary, com-
munication with customers is key.  “If you 
want to interact with customers, where you 
have a conversation with them – not just 
putting pictures or text on a webpage – then 
this is a medium.  We have students on 
three continents, so it is great to bring these 
people together in this cost effective way.”
 The rapid emergence of social network-
ing media such as Facebook raise huge 
new opportunities for collaboration and 
new forms of communication.  “There is 
significant social production,” says Mark 
Canon, head of new media at Yell.  “I think 
some pretty profound changes are going to 
happen, from a social and productivity point 
of view.  Repressive governments around 
the world are trying to constrain people’s 
access to the internet, but information is like 
water.  They won’t be able to succeed long 
term.  Bandwidth will make it less necessary 
to have actual physical proximity to enjoy the 
same types of interactions that we do today.”

Step in to a 
virtual world

Welcome to Global Viewpoints!  In this issue 
we’ve gathered the thoughts of a dozen of the 
world ’ s top thinkers on innovation - where 
it is happening, who the main players will be 
and how it will change our lives.  Please go to 
www.50globalviewpoints.com to see more - 
and enjoy the debate.
Written by David Nicholson - a London-based  
writer and broadcaster,  dn@davidnicholson.com
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The second in a series of features that bring together 
different viewpoints from around the globe

Open to new ideas 

in today’s digitally-connected, global 
business environment, ‘open innovation’ 
is all around us.  no longer do corpora-
tions simply design, manufacture and 
sell a product to consumers.  consumers 
themselves now determine what products 
they want, how they look and when and 
where they consume them. 
 “a coca-cola page which was set up 
on the internet by some fans,” explains 
Soumitra dutta, at inSead. “the com-
pany then faced a very important deci-
sion: should they shut that page down or 
take a different strategy?”  they decided 
to join in.  “it was a very dramatic shift in 
their thinking about brand management.” 
 Similar shifts are taking place across 
the business landscape, as companies 
recognise that they are no longer on a 
one-way street.  “power is shifting from 
the centre to the periphery,” says profes-
sor dutta, “...a global periphery in which 
there are billions of people connected.” 
 tackling climate change is an impor-
tant example of open innovation:  

“no one company or government can 
solve the problem [but] we collectively 
have to resolve it for future generations,” 
says dutta. 

Innovation is rapidly becoming a collaboration between producers and 
consumers, according to some of the world’s foremost business commentators    

 the advances of open innovation apply 
equally to our day-to-day transactions, 
as andy Mulholland of venture capital 
investment firm capgemini points out.  

“airline tickets are no longer a fixed price: 
the model has opened up – you print your 
own boarding pass at home, so you’re 
part of the same infrastructure as the 
airport operator.” 
 Mulholland predicts yet further  
specialisation, where, rather than simply 
going for the cheapest option, custom-
ers can select better legroom, access to 
an airport lounge, or a better meal for 
example.  “that’s a much more sophis-
ticated, external kind of business model, 
which allows for a lot more innovation,” 
he says. 
 He argues that the business mantra of 
the 1990s – ‘do more of less’ (i.e. con-
centrate on fewer product lines but raise 
the volume) – has switched to ‘do less of 
more’.  “if you want to compete in more 
markets and under more conditions, you 
will have to be flexible and interactive 
with more suppliers, more people, every 
part of the value chain, in a way that you 
can very quickly respond and give people 
what they want.”

A ‘centre of innovation’ no longer 
needs to have a physical location, 
thanks to the burgeoning growth and 
complexity of virtual worlds

A Crisis Needs Innovation
Even as some economies return to growth, the global picture is 
still one of turmoil and in these times, much of the thinking has 
been short-term and reactionary.  The longer term question is how, 
in a global knowledge economy, we create and distribute value to 
sustain growth.  For the past decade, hundreds of innovative lit-

tle companies have been appearing, spun out from universities and based on 
groundbreaking discoveries in energy, information technology, life sciences and 
other fields.  At INSEAD we nurture innovation and support entrepreneurs.  
We  see  this  as the engine for future  global economic growth.
Frank Brown, Dean of INSEAD
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A connected future: Venture capital firms, semi-conductor 
makers and nanotechnologists share a passion for making new connections   
one of the delights of the digital age is the ability 
to make extraordinary connections between 
people, ideas and technologies, creating the most 
unlikely – yet sometimes innovative and profitable 

– partnerships.
 Putting an electric pulse into a pane of glass 
for example.  How peculiar does that sound?  Well 
as John O’Donohue of venture capital investment 
company Arcapita explains, it can change the ther-
mal characteristics of the glass, thereby preventing 
a building heating up in the sun and saving on air 
conditioning.  A major step forward. 
 “We concentrate on technologies that will make a 
radical or disruptive play,” says O’Donohue.  Lately, 
he has favoured opportunities where nano materi-
als and wireless technology combine, or “in the 
crossover between green technology and sensors.”   
 And O’Donohue is a big fan of recessions, for 
their amazing track record of stimulating innova-
tion.  “In 1981 and 1982 in the middle of the global 
downturn, both Apple and Microsoft were formed.  
At the end of the 1980s Cisco was formed.  In the 
middle of the dot.com bust Google was formed.  
Real innovation happens, because people are 
forced to think differently,” he says.   
 In the current downturn, O’Donohue thinks that 

making payments by mobile phone will emerge 
as a key innovation, with its promise of cheaper, 
faster transactions for the hundreds of millions of 
‘unbanked’ people, predominantly in developing 
countries.  A far greater number have phones than 
bank accounts. 
 For Loic Liétar, corporate vice president of 
STMicroelectronics, the potential for semi-conduc-
tors to create new and astonishing connections is 
only just beginning.  They can enable microscopic 
pumps to deliver drugs to our bodies, enable physi-
cal interaction between people and machines, tell 
a farmer how much water he needs to put on his 
fields, or city authorities how to detect pollution.  

“This will probably improve the way we manage the 

planet in general and it’s the most exciting use 
of semi-conductors in the coming ten years,” 
says Liétar. 
 At the truly minute scale, where scientists deal 
in atoms and molecules, author Eric Drexler has 
similar ambitions for nanotechnology to help tackle 
climate change.  Nanotechnology can assist in 
producing economical solar power, lightweight, effi-
cient, long range fuel cells for vehicles for example.  

“These changes can make energy available in a way 
that has a far lower environmental impact.” 
 Nanotechnology also promises a new dimension 
to computer downloading.  Instead of merely re-
ceiving text, pictures or video files, 3D printers will 
allow us to download solid objects.  What kind of 
thing would be possible?  “Well what products are 
made out of atoms and molecules?” replies Drexler.  

“The answer is all of them.”  He cites computers, 
furniture, cars, aircraft and spacecraft as potential 
objects that could be suitable. 
 Making this kind of connection, creating highly 
advanced technology out of raw molecules in 
a machine, is breathtaking.  But for people like 
Eric Drexler, Loic Liétar and John O’Donohue, the 
connections that we have made so far are nothing 
compared with what lies ahead.
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Mark Canon, Yell UK  “Bandwidth will make it less necessary to have actual physical 
proximity to enjoy the same types of interactions that we do today.”
David Craig, Thomson Reuters  “I think touchscreens, iPhone type applications and 
data visualisation will be an important part of the future of innovation.”
Eric Drexler, Nanotechnology Expert and Author  “Nanotechnology can make energy 
available in a way that has a far lower environmental impact, with zero carbon emissions.”
Soumitra Dutta, INSEAD “Often, your best fans are not your internal employees but 
your external consumers or customers.”
Nikolaz Foucaud, Microsoft EMEA  “If you’re driving the innovation that’s going to 
benefit your customers, somewhere down the line you’ll benefit from it as well.”
Andy Green, Logica  “The traditional structure of large corporates simply does not lend 
itself to effective innovation in our connected world: to successfully innovate we will have 
to develop collaborative networks, where companies, their suppliers, customers, consum-
ers - and even regulators and competitors - work together to bring new ideas to market.”
Loïc Liétar, STMicroelectronics  “Using small sensors in the fields, you can water them 
in a much more sophisticated and less wasteful manner than we do today.”
Andy Mulholland, Capgemini   “We’re shifting from technology built around computers 
and data into technology that enables communication and interaction between people  
and devices.”
John O’Donohue, Arcapita  “We concentrate on technologies that will make a radical 
or disruptive play, such as the crossover of nano materials and wireless or between green 
technologies and sensors.”
Miklos Sarvary, INSEAD  “Virtual worlds are the prime candidates to emerge as the 
ultimate Web 2.0 communities.”
Andrei Terebenin, MTS “The internet gives you the opportunity not to have any con-
straints, whether in political parties or in your own conscience.”
Desmond Yuen, Grant Thornton “China is in the process of switching itself from a low 
cost production location into a more high end products producing centre.”
Peter Zemsky, INSEAD “Technology has outstripped the ability of society to change.”

Expert's views
In this issue of Global 

Viewpoints, we asked 13 experts 
from academia, science and 

industry for their comments 
on global innovation centres: 

what are the most radical 
developments, what practical 
applications from innovation 

should we expect?  Here is a 
selection of their views. 

Enter the debate and post your viewpoints at: 
www.50globalviewpoints.com


