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Merck KGaA, Darmstadt, 
Germany, is the world’s oldest 
pharmaceutical and chemical 
company. It is celebrating its 
350th anniversary in 2018. 
Over the past 350 years, the 
company has evolved from 
a pharmacy in Darmstadt, 
Germany, into a leading science 
and technology company in 
health care, life sciences, 
and performance materials. 

Merck KGaA, Darmstadt, Germany, develops technologies 
that improve and enhance life, such as biopharmaceutical 
therapies to treat cancer or multiple sclerosis, cutting-edge 
systems for scientific research and production, and liquid 
crystals for smartphones and LCD televisions. Throughout 
the company’s history, the Merck family has remained 
the majority owner of the company, which today employs 
approximately 50,000 people around the world. In 1887, the 
company opened its own office in New York, which gave rise 
to the subsidiary Merck & Co., Inc., Kenilworth, NJ, USA, 
three years later. The subsidiary was expropriated in 1917 
during World War I and has been an independent company 
ever since. Merck KGaA, Darmstadt, Germany, owns the 
right to the name and trademark “Merck” internationally 
except in the United States and Canada, where the company 
operates as EMD Serono in the biopharma business, as 
MilliporeSigma in the life sciences business, and as EMD 
Performance Materials in the materials business. 

On the occasion of its 350th anniversary, it is tempting 
to consider the global future of science, technology, and 
business. Over decades and centuries, breakthrough 
discoveries and new enabling technologies have disrupted 
business environments and led to the emergence of 
completely new industries. Scientists in conjunction with 

entrepreneurs have shaped the face of our planet. Just think 
about vaccines, antibiotics, electricity, telecommunication, 
automation, transportation, or digitalization. Together 
with Harvard Business Review Analytic Services, a survey 
was conducted to explore potential future game changers 
for the next 35 years in science, technology, and business. 
The results are highly interesting, pointing, for example, 
to a sweet spot at the interface of medicine/life sciences 
and digitalization. There are strong expectations of major 
advances in medicine such as the curing of cancer or 
improved preparedness for pandemic outbreaks. The report 
also underlines the overarching importance of curiosity and 
collaboration for the creation of breakthrough innovation.

The survey also asked respondents to think “big” by asking 
what dream products could fulfill humanity’s greatest 
needs. Similar surveys have been conducted together 
with Nature and AAAS/Science, and a meta-analysis of the 
combined surveys will be published in 2018 and is available 
upon request.

A series of special activities will be conducted by Merck 
KGaA, Darmstadt, Germany, on the occasion of its 350th 
anniversary. The company will sponsor a scientific flagship 
conference, “Curious2018: Future Insight,” July 16-18, 2018, 
in Darmstadt, Germany, where some of the world’s greatest 
scientists and most accomplished entrepreneurs will 
come together to jointly explore the future of science and 
technology. Directly after the conference, an anniversary 
edition of Merck KGaA, Darmstadt, Germany’s renowned 
Innovation Cup will be conducted where students from all 
over the world meet to develop fresh ideas, with coaching 
from experienced professionals in a meeting of the 
generations. Finally, the company will make available a series 
of research grants and other special offers to academic and 
corporate partners from all over the world. You are cordially 
invited to jointly create a bright future with us.

DR. ULRICH BETZ

VICE PRESIDENT INNOVATION

MERCK KGAA, DARMSTADT, 
GERMANY

Curious2018 curious2018.com

Innovation Cup innovationcup.emdgroup.com

Research Grants 350researchgrants.emdgroup.com

Special Offers 350openinnovation.emdgroup.com
FOR MORE INFORMATION CONTACT: 

ulrich.betz@emdgroup.com

http://curious2018.com
http://innovationcup.emdgroup.com
http://350researchgrants.emdgroup.com
http://350openinnovation.emdgroup.com
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“ DREAMING IS IMPORTANT… 
YOU ALSO HAVE TO  
PROTECT THE IDEAS AND 
HAVE A PLACE FOR THOSE 
IDEAS TO GROW.”  
DOROTHY LEONARD, 
HARVARD BUSINESS SCHOOL 

Business leaders around the world have great expectations for 
breakthrough innovations in the next 35 years. In a global survey of 
1,000 business leaders, more than 60% believe that a cure for cancer is 
only 10 years away. The vast majority are also confident that the world’s 
food supply challenges will be solved in fewer than 35 years.  
A similar number expect nearly complete reliance on renewable  
energy in the same time frame. 

Business leaders also hold very progressive attitudes about potential 
drivers of game-changing innovation. For example, they believe that 
the government can play a strong role in laying the groundwork for 
new innovations and industries. They also believe that institutions of 
higher education need to break from the STEM mold and foster better 
creative skills. And business leaders are committed to partnering with 
competitors since many challenges are too big for one company to solve. 

Equally interesting, a large swath of executives seems to be less 
enamored with the latest technology trends and sees the greatest value 
in innovations that have social and economic impact for large portions 
of the world’s population. A shift in mindset seems underway.

But the state of innovation across the globe is still on shaky ground. 
Business leaders often hold beliefs that can stand in the way of progress. 
For example, they often make little distinction between disruption and 
innovation, leading them to pursue trendy and impractical ideas such as 
becoming the “Uber” of their industry. They also significantly downplay 
the importance of a culture that fosters innovation, and they worry 
instead about financial constraints. 

BREAKTHROUGH INNOVATION
IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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Is the Bloom Falling Off Silicon 
Valley’s Rose? 
A majority of business leaders say that 
medical and computer sciences have 
the greatest potential for breakthrough 
innovations in the next 35 years. A 
decisive majority of global business 
leaders believes that mass adoption of 
autonomous vehicles, virtual reality 
(VR) capabilities for problem solving, 
and artificial intelligence (AI) as a 
significant part of the workforce are 
only five to 10 years away. FIGURES 1 AND 2 

But they are less than impressed. When 
asked to rank the social and economic 
impact of 13 possible breakthrough 
innovations, autonomous vehicles and 
virtual reality capabilities fell to the 
bottom of the list. FIGURE 3 Although AI 
and robotics rank high, that position 
could reflect the potentially negative 
impact of the technology. “The first 
thing people think of is the loss of jobs,” 
says Martin Ford, author of Rise of the 
Robots: Technology and the Threat of 
a Jobless Future. “Jobs that consist 
mainly of rote and repetitive tasks 
and are driven by data will probably 
be replaced by artificial intelligence.” 
Martin also points out that people 
have often predicted that machines 
will replace people, but humans have 
always been able to adapt and learn to 
do things machines can’t do. “But AI is 
different,” says Ford. “It has the power 
to learn, adapt, and change.” 

Autonomous vehicles may have more 
social value than many people think, 
according to David Silver, an expert 
on autonomous cars at Udacity. 
“Nearly 40,000 people die in traffic 
accidents each year in the U.S.,” he 
says. “Worldwide, it’s about a quarter 
of a million. If we can reduce or 
eliminate these accidents, it would 
have significant social impact.” 

Nonetheless, the top of the list is 
dominated by very human and 
environmental innovations—near-
complete reliance on renewable 
energy, food-supply innovations to 
feed the world’s population, and a cure 
for cancer. 

The relationship between social and 
economic impact becomes particularly 
stark when respondents were asked 

FIGURE 1

WHICH BREAKTHROUGH INNOVATIONS ARE ON THE HORIZON?
Percentage of respondents indicating the expected time frame for each innovation

• NEXT 5 YEARS   • NEXT 10 YEARS   • NEXT 35 YEARS   • MORE THAN 35 YEARS   • NEVER    

Autonomous vehicles

VR capabilities for advanced problem solving

AI/robotics significant part of workforce

A secure internet

Medical breakthroughs for curing cancer

Genetic modifications to humans

Preparedness for pandemic outbreaks

Brain reverse-engineering/thinking computers

Agricultural/economic food-supply innovations

Reversal of the effects of climate change

Near-complete reliance on renewable energy

Space travel at the speed of light

Commercial space stations on other planets

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, MAY 2017

48% 42% 110%

33% 50% 3% 114%

26% 43% 5% 126%

19% 47% 5% 228%

16% 36% 13% 5%31%

16% 43% 6% 10%26%

9% 29% 21% 12%30%

7% 28% 12% 9%44%

4% 17% 28% 19%33%

4% 25% 20% 6%45%

1 7% 40% 37%16%

1 9% 49% 8%33%

22% 28% 3%9% 38%

1
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BUSINESS LEADERS 
PLACE HIGH-PROFILE 
TECHNOLOGIES SUCH AS 
AUTONOMOUS VEHICLES, 
BRAIN REVERSE-
ENGINEERING, AND VR 
CAPABILITIES QUITE LOW ON 
THE TOTEM POLE OF SOCIAL 
AND ECONOMIC IMPACT.

FIGURE 2

MEDICAL AND COMPUTER SCIENCES WILL LEAD FUTURE BREAKTHROUGH DISCOVERIES
Percentage of respondents indicating which areas of discovery have the greatest breakthrough potential in the next 35 years [UP TO THREE SELECTED]

69%
Medical 
sciences

67%
Computer 

science

43%
Biological
sciences

24%
Materials
science

19%
Physics

18%
Humanities &

social sciences

15%
Earth

sciences

10%
Astronomy

7%
Chemistry

7%
Mathematics

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, MAY 2017 

FIGURE 3

WHICH INNOVATIONS WILL HAVE THE GREATEST IMPACT ON 
SOCIETY AND INDUSTRY?
Percentage of respondents indicating which 5of the following innovations would have the 
greatest impact  

Agricultural/economic food-supply innovations

Medical breakthroughs for curing cancer 

Reversal of the effects of climate change 

Genetic modifications to humans

Autonomous vehicles

Brain reverse-engineering/thinking computers 

Preparedness for pandemic outbreaks

VR capabilities for advanced problem solving

A secure internet

Space travel at the speed of light

Commercial space stations on other planets

Don’t know

54%

51%

42%

38%

37%

30%

25%

22%

13%

9%

6%

1%

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, MAY 2017
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social than economic impact, 
making special support programs a 
high priority to ensure these fields 
advance globally.

Business leaders place high-profile 
technologies such as autonomous 
vehicles, brain reverse-engineering, 
and VR capabilities quite low on the 
totem pole of social and economic 
impact. What rises to the top are near-
complete reliance on renewable energy 
and agricultural breakthroughs to 
adequately feed the world’s population. 

The data suggest changing opinions 
and attitudes on the part of the 
executives about the promises of the 
latest “shiny” technology object. For 
example, when asked in an open-
ended question what their dream 
products are, many respondents listed 
innovations with strong social impact 
such as water conservation, advances 

to rate these separately for each 
potential breakthrough innovation. 
FIGURE 4 Medical breakthroughs will 
have the strongest social impact. 
Genetic modifications to humans 
will make the smallest economic 
contribution. Genetic modifications, 
however, will have enormous 
impact on the development of 
disease treatments, according to 
Kathleen Sebelius, U.S. Secretary of 
Health and Human Services under 
the Obama administration: “The 
combination of genome sequencing 
and individualized DNA information 
means scientists are poised to 
develop treatments based on an 
individual’s characteristics for a wide 
variety of diseases that currently we 
just hit with a blunt instrument.” The 
fields of health care preparedness 
for pandemic outbreaks and reversal 
of climate change have much higher 

FIGURE 4

THE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC IMPACT OF POTENTIAL BREAKTHROUGH INNOVATIONS
Respondents rating the social and economic impact of each innovation below on a scale of 1 to 10 

• SOCIAL WELL-BEING   • ECONOMIC PROSPERITY

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, MAY 2017

10

9

8

7

6

5

Commercial space stations on other planets  N=80

Space travel at the speed of light  N=88

Autonomous vehicles  N=362

Brain reverse-engineering/thinking 
computers  N=320

VR capabilities for advanced 
problem solving  N=208

AI/robotics significant part of workforce  N=578

A secure internet  N=121Genetic modifications to humans  N=384

Near-complete reliance on renewable energy  N=588

Preparedness for pandemic outbreaks  N=327

Reversal of climate change effects  N=396

Medical breakthroughs for curing cancer  N=471

Agricultural/economic food-supply innovations  N=567
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a steward of, or advocate for, social 
values that society embraces, such as 
fair trade, diversity, women’s rights, 
and even environmental values,” says 
Canton. “This has been a significant 
core shift during the past decade and 
even more so today.” 

The Disruption Dilemma 
The vast majority of business leaders 
believe that their industry has been 
or soon will be disrupted by scientific 
or technological innovations. FIGURE 

5 The greatest impact will be felt 
in the health care, manufacturing, 
and government sectors—all central 
to the breakthrough innovations 
business leaders are hoping for. At 
the same time, the debate rages 
about what disruption actually is and 
to what extent it differs from novel 
innovations that have always been 
important to business. 

Madsbjerg points to Uber as an 
example. “There’s a drama related to 
new business models or new things,” 
he says. “Uber is an example. It’s 
different from a taxi in the sense of 
who is driving the car. But someone 
still picks you up at the place you ask 
them to come. You pay for the ride, 
and then you go on to your next thing. 
Is that $60 billion worth of difference?” 

Canton believes that most executives 
have collapsed disruption and 
innovation into a single idea. 
“Innovation and disruption now 
are very much linked as concepts,” 
he says. “But they are separate. 
Disruption is either a fundamental 
shift in a particular business process 
model or things that change and bring 
entirely new value to a marketplace.” 

Nick Davis, vice president of corporate 
innovation at Singularity University, 
agrees. He stresses that most 
innovation is actually evolutionary 
and often serves an important 

“MOST EXECUTIVES HAVE COLLAPSED DISRUPTION 
AND INNOVATION INTO A SINGLE IDEA.” 
JAMES CANTON, INSTITUTE FOR GLOBAL FUTURES

in education, and free global access to 
the internet. 

Northwestern University economics 
professor Robert Gordon makes a 
pointed economic argument about the 
social and economic impact of recent 
technologies in his book The Rise and 
Fall of American Growth. 

According to Gordon, peak growth in 
labor productivity at a rate of nearly 
3% per year occurred between 1920 
and 1970. Gordon identifies several 
headwinds that could cause average 
annual labor productivity growth to 
register a mere 1.2% per year over the 
coming decades.  

According to Gordon, the greatest 
economic growth and lifestyle 
improvements occurred between 1870 
and 1970 through innovations such 
as electricity, the internal combustion 
engine, and modern plumbing and 
heat.  Many of these innovations also 
had great social value. The invention 
of washing machines, for example, 
dramatically reduced the time spent 
washing clothes. Today’s technology 
innovations, although novel and 
useful, aren’t producing nearly the 
same degree of economic growth or 
increases in welfare at the level of 
individual households, particularly as 
the majority of chores formerly done 
mainly by women have been replaced 
by modern appliances.

Christian Madsbjerg, author of 
Sensemaking and partner at ReD 
Associates, believes that the bloom 
is falling off the Silicon Valley rose. 
“Silicon Valley has oversold its role  
in society so aggressively for so long 
that people are starting to get tired  
of it,” he says. “They have promised 
a lot. Ten years ago, for example, 
we were promised that big data will 
change everything and IOT will do 
everything. But these aren’t showing 
up in the numbers.” 

Executive values are also changing, 
according to James Canton, chairman 
and CEO of the Institute for Global 
Futures. His research has found a 
strong influence of the Millennial 
generation’s focus on corporate 
social responsibility. “One of the key 
purposes of an organization is to be 
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A Cultural Blind Spot
Business leaders report that the biggest 
barriers to their company’s innovation 
efforts are P&L-related issues such 
as the attention needed to run the 
core business and a lack of resources. 
Cultural issues, with the exception of 
collaboration, are a barrier for only 
about one third of respondents. FIGURE 6

Canton argues that the low percentage 
of respondents reporting cultural 
issues as major innovation barriers 
doesn’t mean that the vast majority of 
organizations have mastered innovation 
cultures. Instead, it is probably 
indicative of a blind spot among 
executives who seriously underestimate 
the importance of culture in innovation. 
“The perception is not always reality,” 
he points out. “A good example is digital 
transformation. It is not just about 
technologies such as mobile analytics, 
big data, blockchain, and AI. It’s the 
transformation of the culture and 
leadership to change business processes 
and change culture. The vast majority 
of businesses struggle significantly with 
the cultural dimension.”

Madsbjerg believes that the claim 
that P&L issues hamper innovation 
is a cop-out. “Why can’t you be 
innovative and deliver on your P&L 
at the same time?” he asks. “I don’t 
see any opposition between the two.” 
For example, a P&L is an extremely 
important set of constraints for how 
much innovation and experimentation 
a company can engage in. That, in 
turn, allows a company to comfortably 
experiment since the financial risks 
are under control. In fact, the survey 
found that the tolerance for risk rises 
when employees are encouraged to 
dream and are rewarded for curiosity.  
FIGURE 6 “Dreaming is important,” 
says Dorothy Leonard, a professor 
emerita at Harvard Business School 
who specializes in innovation and 
creativity. “You also have to protect 
the ideas and have a place for those 
ideas to grow.” 

Dr. Bertalan Mesko, author of The 
Guide to the Future of Medicine, points 
out that cultural issues particularly 
stand in the way of innovation in 
health care. In hospitals, for example, 
there is a strong hierarchy of authority, 

business purpose. The fascination 
with disruption often leads companies 
to contemplate impractical or ill-
defined ideas.  

The real issue of disruption, according 
to Davis, is exponential technologies 
that develop extremely quickly and 
can indeed change everything. For 
example, in health care that might 
be gene-editing technologies such as 
CRISPR/Cas. Quantum computing, 
3D printing, robotics, and artificial 
intelligence can fundamentally change 
how businesses operate and are also 
advancing at rates much faster than 
the traditional trajectory of Moore’s 
law. “Business leaders need to keep an 
eye on where the traditional parts of 
their business are going,” says Davis. 
“But they also need an exponentials 
strategy that addresses the impact 
these technologies could have on  
their company.” 

FIGURE 5

INDUSTRY DISRUPTION
Percentage of respondents who believe their industry has been or will be disrupted

• HAS SEEN SIGNIFICANT DIGITAL DISRUPTION   • WILL SEE SIGNIFICANT DIGITAL DISRUPTION OVER NEXT FEW YEARS

Tech

Leisure/retail

Energy/utilities/telecoms

Financial services

Business/professional services/consulting

Health care

Manufacturing

Government/not-for-profit 

77%
78%

65%
64%

58%
74%

50%
63%

48%
58%

44%
61%

42%
59%

38%
49%

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, XXXX

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, MAY 2017
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ONLY 22% OF  

RESPONDENTS 
RATED GOVERNMENT 
REGULATIONS AS  
A MAJOR BARRIER  
TO INNOVATION. 

and they don’t get any chance to 
commercialize it.”

Ford believes that governments have 
played a significant role in innovation 
and should continue to do so to 
maintain the competitiveness of their 
respective countries: “I am personally 
quite concerned that if you take 
government out of the equation, it 
will make a country less competitive, 
certainly relative to countries like 
China.” Davis underscores that many 
city governments are using their 
convening power to bring together 
multiple stakeholders to reduce 
regulations, improve environmental 
problems, and build “smart” urban 
energy infrastructures. 

Pharmaceuticals and health care are 
again an exception according to Mesko. 
Regulations can easily stand in the 
way of pharmaceutical investments. 

and it is very difficult for anyone not 
at the top to introduce a new idea. 
The situation is changing, however. 
As an example, he cites a Russian 
hospital that put doctors, nurses, 
and administrators in the same room 
and asked them to describe what 
happens to patients from the time they 
arrive to when they leave. The group 
discovered a number of inefficiencies 
and inconveniences and was then able 
to find solutions that significantly 
improved the patient experience. 

Sebelius argues that ultimately 
innovation in health care in the 
U.S. will be driven by changes in 
how medical professionals are paid 
by Medicare, Medicaid, and other 
insurers. In the past, reimbursement 
to medical professionals and facilities 
has been based on a fee for each 
service and treatment irrespective of 
the results. Now, there is a move to 
reimburse based on outcomes and how 
effective the treatment and protocol 
turn out to be. “Medicare is moving 
from fee-for-service to value-based 
contracts,” says Sebelius. “That shift, 
with Medicare’s $1 trillion in annual 
spending power and tentacles to every 
health institution across the country, 
will encourage innovation in a way 
we’ve never seen.” 

Strong Support for a 
Government Role in Innovation
Although the role of government in 
helping an economy grow is hotly 
debated around the world, a scant 
22% of respondents rated government 
regulations as a major barrier to 
innovation. The only exceptions 
were the health care and the financial 
services industries. FIGURE 7

Nearly all respondents across 
industries and geographies somewhat 
or strongly agree that the government 
should provide funding, incentives, 
and tax breaks for research and 
innovation that addresses human, 
social, and environmental problems. 
FIGURE 8  “Businesspeople realize that 
research and development is a public 
good,” says Gordon. “Corporations 
don’t have the incentives to do basic 
scientific research because the results 
become known to the whole world 

FIGURE 6

BARRIERS TO INNOVATION
Percentage of respondents identifying each of the following as a major barrier to innovation 
in their organization  

• IMMEDIATE P&L PRIORITIES      • CULTURE/LEADERSHIP      

Core business requires full-time attention

Lack of resources

Insufficient collaboration between functional areas

A culture that does not encourage innovation

Insufficient rewards or recognition for innovation

Lack of vision by leadership

Government regulations

None of the above

Other

51%

46%

44%

34%

32%

32%

22%

6%

5%

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, MAY 2017
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For example, a pharma company that 
wants to support a new treatment with 
an online community and resources 
could run into trouble since pharma 
companies are heavily constrained in 
using commercial means to influence 
the use of their treatments. 

To Mesko, the “We Are Not Waiting” 
movement of diabetes patients is a 
prime example of how government 
regulation in health care is thwarting 
innovation. Frustrated by the slow 
speed of new technology that can 
help them manage their condition, 
the movement has created an open 
platform where diabetes patients can 
“hack” new solutions for diabetes 
management. 

The Creativity Gap
A decisive majority of respondents 
don’t believe institutions of higher 
education in their countries develop 
sufficient creative skills to meet 
innovation challenges. FIGURE 9 Leonard 
believes that reliance on lectures and 
passive learning is the main culprit. 
Educational processes should stimulate 
the critical and creative capabilities of 
students instead of describing abstract 
principles to students and expecting 
them to retain and recall them when 
confronted with a challenge. 

As an example, she cites the U.S. Army.  
In a “Leader Challenge,” experienced 
soldiers present a difficult, real-life 
scenario to junior officers and ask what 
they would do in that situation. As the 
less-experienced troops discuss the 
situation and come up with alternative 
responses, they internalize the critical 
thinking, making it easier for them to 
access the learning later when faced 
with a similar conflict. At the end of 
the exercise, the experienced soldiers 
explain what they did and why. 

Madsbjerg lays the blame on the 
de-emphasis of humanities education. 
He founded a design consultancy, 
ReD Associates, that leverages the 
analytical skills of people with PhDs in 
the humanities. “These professionals 
are trained to understand the context 
of what they are studying—why was 
it created, who did it serve, what was 
its value—not just what the object is 

FIGURE 7

WHAT MAKES AN INNOVATION CULTURE?
Percentage of respondents in each industry who somewhat or strongly agree with the 
statements below about their organizations

• ENCOURAGES DREAMING  • ENCOURAGES AND REWARDS CURIOSITY  • ENCOURAGES RISK-TAKING TO DRIVE INNOVATION 

Tech

Leisure/retail

Business/professional services/consulting

Manufacturing

Financial services

Energy/utilities/telecoms

Health care

Government/not-for-profit 

56%
66%

60%

55%
64%

46%

53%
67%

64%

48%
51%

47%

45%
57%

47%

43%
49%

44%

43%
49%

39%

37%
55%

47%

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, MAY 2017
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and how it was made,” he says. “They 
can apply those same skills to an 
innovation task and are much better 
at understanding who will use the 
product, why, and what the context is.” 

As an example, he describes the new 
Lincoln Continental designed for 
overseas markets such as India and 
Brazil. Instead of focusing on the car 
as a driving machine as Americans 
and Europeans would, the designers 
dug into how a luxury car would be 
used. In many developing countries, 
for example, traffic is so bad that you 
can rarely drive more than 30 miles 
per hour. So fine engineering is not 
that important. Also, the air quality 
can be so poor that the car needs to 
be well-sealed. Because of excessive 
drive times, luxury cars are often used 
for meetings, and the new Lincoln 
is equipped with pull-out tables and 
other meeting accessories. 

Gordon counters that universities 
aren’t the only problem. When 
companies hire employees, they rarely 
train them in sophisticated innovation 
techniques. Instead, they provide 
them with very narrowly defined 
job descriptions and stick them into 
operational silos. 

The Power in Numbers
As the complexity of products and 
the services they require mounts, the 
overwhelming majority of respondents 
believe that businesses need to work 
more with their supply chain and other 
partners to develop new products and 
services. FIGURE 10 

Silver predicts the automotive 
supply chain will reconfigure and 
continue to expand beyond traditional 
components manufacturers. “The 
automotive industry has traditionally 
had a fairly fragmented supply 
chain,” he says. “What we see now are 
technology companies and startups 
coming into the automotive industry. 
New suppliers like chip manufacturers 
that haven’t traditionally been part of 
the industry are playing increasingly 
bigger roles. And we are seeing all 
sorts of new relationships among these 
companies in Silicon Valley but also in 
places like Michigan and Germany.” 

FIGURE 8

STRONG SUPPORT FOR GOVERNMENT IN INNOVATION
Percentage of respondents by industry agreeing with the statement “Governments should
provide funding, incentives, and tax breaks for research and innovation that solves human, 
social, and environmental problems.”

• STRONGLY DISAGREE   • SOMEWHAT DISAGREE   • SOMEWHAT AGREE   • STRONGLY AGREE  

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, MAY 2017

Energy/utilities/telecom

Manufacturing

Business/professional services/consulting

Tech

Leisure/retail

Health care

Financial services

Government/not-for-profit

4% 33% 55%

2 2 26% 61%

7% 6% 18% 58%

9% 7% 27% 53%

7% 5% 18% 55%

26% 52%4%4%

4% 23% 60%2

26% 56%4% 2

32%17% 30% 9%

30%19% 23% 9%

30%19% 24% 8%

19%39% 19% 2

22%41% 13% 3

FIGURE 9

EDUCATION IS A HUGE BARRIER TO INNOVATION
Percentage of respondents by industry agreeing with the statement “Secondary and higher 
education institutions in my country develop sufficient creative skills to meet our innovation 
challenges.”

• STRONGLY DISAGREE   • SOMEWHAT DISAGREE   • SOMEWHAT AGREE   • STRONGLY AGREE  

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, MAY 2017
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But business leaders also strongly 
believe that companies should partner 
with competitors to solve innovation 
challenges. FIGURE 11 Precompetitive 
collaboration with competitors has 
been common. Unilever and Nestlé, 
for example, partnered to help cocoa 
farmers in Africa improve production 
techniques. Both companies realized 
they needed a reliable supply chain 
of cocoa. But they made different 
products with it, so the collaboration 
didn’t have a negative effect on 
competition.  

More recently, Google and Walmart 
partnered to compete with Amazon. 
Walmart will be offering some of 
its goods to shoppers who use the 
shopping app Google Express. “I 
think it is dawning on people, like the 
head of Coke, that the food system 
has to change,” says Madsbjerg. “It’s 
probably dawning on people at GM 
that our mobility system is going to 
change. They see that the problem is 
bigger than they are and realize that 
they all need to come together to 
address them.” 

CONCLUSION
If business leaders have their say, the 
next 35 years will see a remarkable 
number of innovation breakthroughs 
that will not only grow economies 
but also improve the quality of life for 
people across the globe. Executives 
envision a world that relies on clean 
energy, where everyone has enough to 
eat and the scourge of cancer has been 
eliminated. But to get there, many 
business leaders still need a deeper 
understanding of innovation culture 
and the nature of market change, 
including the often-misunderstood 
concept of disruption. “The enterprise 
needs more innovation chops,” says 
Canton. “What we often see is a nod 
to innovation rather than an embrace 
of it.” 

FIGURE 10

THE IMPORTANCE OF WORKING WITH PARTNERS TO INNOVATE
Percentage of respondents by industry agreeing with the statement “Businesses need to 
work more closely with their supply chains and other partners in their ecosystem to develop
new products and services.”

• STRONGLY DISAGREE   • SOMEWHAT DISAGREE   • SOMEWHAT AGREE   • STRONGLY AGREE  

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, MAY 2017
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FIGURE 11

COMPETITORS SHOULD COLLABORATE ON INNOVATION
Percentage of respondents by industry agreeing with the statement “Businesses need to 
collaborate more within their industry, even with competitors, to solve innovation challenges.”

• STRONGLY DISAGREE   • SOMEWHAT DISAGREE   • SOMEWHAT AGREE   • STRONGLY AGREE  

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, MAY 2017
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60%
OF RESPONDENTS BELIEVE THAT A CURE  
FOR CANCER IS ONLY 10 YEARS AWAY. 



Research Report |  Breakthrough Innovation in the 21st CenturyHarvard Business Review Analytic Services12

SIZE OF ORGANIZATION

34%
10,000 OR MORE  
EMPLOYEES

17%
1,000–9,999  
EMPLOYEES

12% 
100–999  
EMPLOYEES

37%
FEWER THAN  
100 EMPLOYEES

SENIORITY

36%
EXECUTIVE MANAGEMENT/ 
BOARD MEMBERS

24% 
SENIOR  
MANAGEMENT

24% 
MIDDLE  
MANAGEMENT

16% 
OTHER GRADES

KEY INDUSTRY SECTORS

19% 
CONSULTING  
SERVICES

14% 
TECHNOLOGY

 

9% 
MANUFACTURING

9%
FINANCIAL 
SERVICES

9%
HEALTH CARE/ 
PHARMA/ 
LIFE SCIENCES 

8% or less 

OTHER

JOB FUNCTION

15% 
CONSULTING

11% 
GENERAL/EXECUTIVE 
MANAGEMENT

9%  

SALES/BUSINESS 
DEVELOPMENT

9% 
OPERATIONS/PROJECT 
MANAGEMENT

9% 
HR/TRAINING 

7% or less

OTHER

REGIONS

35% 
NORTH AMERICA

36% 
EUROPE/MIDDLE EAST/ 
AFRICA

22% 
ASIA/PACIFIC

7% 
REST OF WORLD

METHODOLOGY AND PARTICIPANT PROFILE
A total of 1,000 members of the Harvard Business Review Advisory Council completed 
the survey.
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