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Foreword by Darragh Power

The printing press brought with it mass communication and
allowed for imagined communities larger than what was
possible before it appeared, from tribes to nations and
beyond (Benedict Anderson 1983). Industrial processes
allowed humans to specialize and produce food and products
at scales larger than what farms or cooperatives could do.
Globalization and technologies enabling it have built value
and supercomplex.

In parallel to industry growth, the world has built information
sources and systems to manage what is happening at scale
and in real time, and turn information into usable output,
such as seeing real-time traffic jams on Google Maps on your
phone. More and more sources are collecting information
from connected devices, watches, cars, sensors, drones, etc.,
This is bringing more and more complex data sources and
datasets together in contexts never before seen.

Industrial mindsets of standardizing, specializing, scaling, and
mechanizing have built supercomplexity that we are now
challenged to go beyond.



Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath Mindset

6

AI and other technologies are automating pattern recognition
and generating new patterns, helping organizations scale and
analyze themselves, seeking increasingly adaptive and
responsive ways to operate. These technological
advancements are having a major impact on organizational
structures, roles, skills, and the future of work.

Aksinya Staar has researched extensively and reflected
deeply on how humans work and the impact of polymaths in
her first book, "Why Polymaths?". She brings the essential
characteristics of the polymath mindset to practical use in the
book.

Allow me provide an unusual example from her first book to
illustrate. A polymath mindset leads to mastery in multiple
disciplines - Hildegard of Bingen, who is considered to be the
founder of scientific natural history in Germany. She is also
recognized as a saint in religion and as a composer of music
that is still played today. I pick this example deliberately
because it is really after the fact that her polymathy is evident.
Consider the question: would you see her if you had an
industrial mindset? She is remarkable, and the output she
produced is still important today. Scientific natural history is
still important today. Similarly, her composed music is still
played today, and her religious devotion is still recognized
today. At the time she lived, there was no scientific natural
history, and science was largely the domain of men.



Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath Mindset

7

Would you be able to discern the polymath mindset behind
the story that led a woman with no real advantages in her
time to create breakthroughs relevant hundreds of years
later?

Aksinya Staar points out more obvious examples like
Leonardo Da Vinci and Steve Jobs, and looks at polymaths
today like Melissa Chan, an opera singer and MBA, as the
polymath mindset is evident in all eras.

Attributes of polymaths include being curious, voracious
learners, mastering several disciplines deeply, having a
breadth of interest across domains, and the ability to
integrate these diverse understandings into relevant and
breakthrough value creation.

In part two, Aksinya looks at a compelling set of risks and
challenges brought to the future of work by AI. Yes, there is
hype and overhype, but over time, AI will massively disrupt
the future of work. It has already disrupted many sectors and
roles, and there are real risks to jobs and careers. An
industrial mindset won’t help. It is not enough to be
specialized in one domain, for example ‘an engineer'; you
need to be a chemical engineer, an electrical engineer, or a
robotic process automation engineer - specializations are
birthing new specializations and new levels of specialization.
Technology and AI augmenting human performance allow for
calculations to be done faster, easier, and more routinely on
ever-larger datasets. AI will provide access to higher levels of
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specialization for more and more people, which makes it
commoditized to some degree.

Even in expert disciplines like engineering, the industrial
mindset can be a limitation. For example, calculating the
volume of liquid natural gas (LNG) based on pressure and
temperature data from sensors can be done routinely by
technology today, and more people have access to this
technology. Specialization in a discipline alone is not enough.

This brings us to the importance of breadth through
interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary approaches.

To put calculations and processes into effective context, it is
necessary to know if the output of the systems can be trusted.
Beyond that, it is also necessary to consider the regulatory,
scientific, environmental, and social implications of
transporting LNG from one part of the world and burning it
to generate electricity. It is also necessary to consider the
economics and trade-offs of this approach, versus
alternatives such as solar panels and the associated concerns.

Polymath mindsets point to understanding the specialization
at the appropriate level of depth for effectiveness
(engineering), with the breadth of multi-disciplinary expertise
to put things in context, and then the ability to synthesize all
of these elements and make intelligent decisions.
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The polymath mindset is a key to addressing the
supercomplexity we now face. Aksinya Staar describes the
need to transition to a learning-intensive society. Similar to
how a growth mindset helps people view learning as a
process, the polymath mindset fosters curiosity, adaptability,
and perspectives to make breakthroughs and create lasting
value in the Future of Work.

How do we do this?

In Section Three, Aksinya details the breadth, depth, and
integration dimensions of the polymath mindset. As she
reminds us in her introduction, our Stone Age ancestors
already had it built in. They created astronomically aligned
Stonehenges and pyramids, combining engineering,
mathematics, and other disciplines. Our ancestors made
tools, invented farming, invented science, invented
engineering, invented the internet, invented AI, invented
medicine, and invented math. This potential for bridging
disciplines is in us. We also created industrial mindsets, and
can now move beyond them into polymath mindsets to lead
better and create something lasting.

Aksinya uses great metaphors, one of them being that
polymath mindsets are the connective tissue that brings
disciplines together, in balance and proportion, potentially
uniting a bigger imagined community of humanity together.
Go polymath-ing with this book. It is a verb.
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Polymath-ing is simultaneously holding the whole and it's
parts at appropriate depth and relationship, lightly, while
being open to seeing and learning more as a way of being.
Characterized by curiosity and growth.

Read this book in that spirit.
Act on it in that spirit.
Start.

Darragh Power
3 master's degrees - multidisciplinary subjects, musician, artist.

Former lead verifier on the European Union Emissions
Trading Scheme, husband, father, curious human

„I’ve worked directly with more than 16,000 people from more than 80
countries in learning and development, including engineers,

scientists, technologists, business people, and academics.
Our natural polymath multidimensionality is evident to me!“
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Foreword by Dr. F. Odi Stummer

In pondering the nature of work, we find ourselves at a
threshold, a point of transformation as inevitable as it is
profound. The world we inhabit is no longer governed by the
slow rhythms of the past, where labor was defined by the
fixed boundaries of specialization and the rigid hierarchies
that held sway over the Industrial Age. Instead, we are
pushed into an era where the boundaries of what we know
and do are expanding, where the convergence of minds and
machines beckons us toward a new way of thinking, a new
way of being.

In this book in your hands, we are invited to reflect upon this
shift with the same curiosity that led the great minds of
history to explore the unknown. For it is not merely the tools
of our labor that are changing, but the very essence of labor
itself. Where once we prided ourselves on the narrowness of
our expertise, we must now embrace the breadth of our
potential, recognizing that in this new world, it is not the
specialist who will lead us forward, but the polymath, the one
who is unafraid to cross the thresholds of different
disciplines, who sees connections where others see divisions.
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Ironically enough, this seems to be the natural state of
human beings all along. We have to recover it.

Consider, if you will, the polymath – not as a figure of the past,
an anachronism of ancient times – but as the ideal of our
future. Such individuals, whose talents span diverse fields,
who are not content with the confines of a single domain,
possess a unique capacity for innovation. They are the heirs
of Leonardo and those whose curiosity knew no bounds, who
understood that the richness of life lies in its diversity, in the
interplay of ideas that come from seeing the world through
multiple lenses.

Today, it becomes clear that the Industrial Mindset, with its
emphasis on specialization and its insistence on
compartmentalization, is ill-suited to the challenges we face.
The world is too complex, too interconnected, to be
understood through a single perspective. We must, therefore,
cultivate in ourselves and in our institutions the virtues of the
polymath – adaptability, creativity, and a relentless pursuit of
knowledge across disciplines.
This book offers not just an analysis of this transition but a
roadmap for navigating it. It challenges us to rethink our
approach to education, management, and the very concept
of work. It calls upon us to recognize the limitations of our
current structures and to embrace a new way of thinking –
one that is as fluid and dynamic as the world we inhabit. For
in doing so, we do not merely prepare ourselves for the
future; we shape it.
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To those who would lead in this new world, this book is a
guide. To those who would follow, it is a call to arms. Let us
not be content with the narrow paths laid before us, but
rather, let us blaze new trails, guided by the light of our own
curiosity and the vast potential that lies within us all.

As we turn the pages, let us do so with the spirit of inquiry
that has always driven humanity forward, and let us
remember that the future belongs not to those who cling to
the past, but to those who dare to imagine what could be.
In this, as in all things, we are reminded of the words of
Michel de Montaigne: "We can be knowledgeable with other
men's knowledge, but we cannot be wise with other men's
wisdom." Let us seek our wisdom, then, not in the remnants
of what has been, but in the possibilities of what might be.
For in embracing the polymathic spirit, we do not merely
prepare ourselves for the future – we create it.

Dr. Florian Odi Stummer,
Dr. in Business Administration, MPH - Master of Public Health,

MBA - Master of Business Administration, MCHL,
Head of Telemedicine, Department for Primary Care Medicine,

Medical University of Vienna
Head of Quality and Programme Director for the MBA in Polymathy and

transdisciplinary Innovation, Apsley Business School, London
Polymathic Transformation Coa
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Introduction

Any technological revolution brings massive changes,
affecting humanity from daily routines to political systems.
Think back to the Industrial Age. It practically swept most
monarchies off the Earth’s surface. Although it didn’t happen
overnight, gradually, over the 20th century, more than 100
countries became democracies. Can we truly estimate the
significant changes the current digital revolution will bring?
One thing is clear: the change will be systemic. A probable
scenario at the core of this transformation is a shift from
hierarchical to distributed thinking. This process has been
underway for decades. With the advent of mass generative AI,
it has the potential to disrupt or transform established
patterns.
AI tools, along with other emerging technologies, hold the
potential to democratize human capabilities, empowering
people to achieve feats previously beyond their grasp. The
world of work, or even the very notion of work, is poised for a
profound metamorphosis. This shift will steer us from
hyperspecialization – a hallmark of the Industrial Revolution –
toward a polymathic approach to learning and labor.
This book aims to explore this development and its
implications for the future of work.
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Purpose of the Book

How will Artificial Intelligence transform the future of work?
This book, "Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath
Mindset" tackles that very question. Artificial Intelligence (or
whatever you prefer to call it, as we won't debate the term
here) is transforming our entire approach to work and
learning. Imagine a world where anyone can accomplish
tasks that once seemed impossible – this is already our
reality. Among the most profound shifts is the overdue
transition from a hyperspecialized workforce to one that
celebrates the polymath mindset.

This book provides an overview of current developments and
possible scenarios related to the impact of digital transition,
particularly AI, on the world of work. However, its main value
lies in offering a new outlook: a roadmap for identifying and
nurturing polymathic talent. Who are these polymathic
talents?

These are multi-specialists who master two or more
different specializations and can integrate knowledge from
diverse areas to solve complex problems and drive
innovation.

Welcoming this shift collectively allows us to adapt to new
realities – from the green transition to digital transformation
and beyond. It shows us how to exist and coexist within the
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supercomplex ecosystem of nature, humanity, and
technology. This book is your guide to understanding and
thriving in this new reality.

Relevance to Management Professionals

Are traditional management practices keeping up with the
times? For People & Culture management professionals, the
game is changing. No longer can we rely solely on specialized
skills. We need a workforce that is versatile, adaptable, and
constantly learning. This book shows you why and how to
spot and nurture polymathic talent – those individuals who
excel in multiple domains and synthesize a wealth of
knowledge to solve any problem.

Here you will find answers to the following:

 What is polymathic talent?
 Why your organization needs these individuals on your

team now more than ever.
 How to attract and hire polymathic professionals.
 How to find the best roles for them and make the most

of their skills.
 Why introducing the Polymath Mindset philosophy can

benefit your organization.

Welcome to the new dimention of human potential!
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LEARNED AND WORKED
THROUGH THE AGES
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Chapter 1.

The Evolving Dynamics
of Work

Are polymaths a new phenomenon? Polymathy, once a
natural state for Stone Age people, was essential for survival.
Hunter-gatherers, navigating ever-changing environments
and diverse challenges, needed a broad skill set. They tracked
animals, identified edible plants, crafted tools, and found
shelter. In their small, nomadic groups, each person’s wide
range of skills was crucial for the group’s survival. Without
specialization, they thrived on interconnected tasks, learning
and applying knowledge across various domains. How else
could they have survived?



Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath Mindset

19

But why did this change? About 10,000 years ago, after a long
phase of transition from foragers, humans settled to farm,
reducing the need for a wide skill set. This led to task
specialization, like farming and animal husbandry. As
societies grew, the division of labor became more
pronounced, with roles such as blacksmiths, weavers, and
farmers enhancing efficiency. Then, the rise of cities and
trade further encouraged this specialization. Professional
guilds upheld standards within each profession, and the
19th-century industrial revolution amplified this trend.

Thus, specialization is a recent development in the 300,000-
year timeline of Homo sapiens, spanning only the last 10,000
years – just 3.33% of our history. Imagine how deeply rooted
polymathic traits must be in our collective memory by
comparison. Despite the division of labor, knowledge
generation and transmission remained polymathic until the
19th century when sciences increasingly specialized,
following the earlier emergence of reductionist science,
which narrowed the focus of inquiry to isolated components,
often at the expense of understanding the whole.
Industrialization (18th-20th centuries) intensified this shift.
Industrialization drove hyper-specialization through the
division of labor, advanced communications, globalization,
technological progress, economic incentives, changing work
patterns, and specialized education and training. These
elements together created highly specialized industries and
job roles that define the modern economy.
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Similar processes affected education. From a young age,
modern education divides knowledge into distinct fields and
subjects, fostering the belief that specialization is key to
understanding. The digital revolution of the late 20th century,
with computers, microprocessors, digital phones, and the
internet, accelerated hyperspecialization. It enhanced
efficiency, quality, and cost advantages, allowing workers to
focus on specific tasks or industries. This led to exponential
progress. Digital technologies follow Moore's law, with rapid,
exponential advancement. This swift technological growth
demands specialized skills and knowledge to keep pace with
the latest developments. Consequently, the digital revolution
has transformed the economy and society, creating new
organizational forms that replaced the old Fordist model. In
this digitized network society, networks matter not just for
communication but also for global innovation, R&D
collaboration, and value chains.

HOW VERSATILITY HAS SHAPED HISTORY

What’s most interesting about this development is that, in
stark contrast to the specialization of labor, knowledge
generation and breakthroughs continued to occur and be
transmitted in a polymathic manner. Before the Industrial
Revolution, humanity considered the body of knowledge as a
whole, with disciplines not siloed but all interconnected. In
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fact, many disciplines did not exist in the sense we know
them today.

Polymaths acted like midwives, accompanying the birth of
modern civilization. They shaped the course of history (and
particularly the history of ideas) across civilizations, from
ancient Greece to the Islamic Golden Age to the European
Renaissance and beyond. Polymathic talents made
groundbreaking contributions in art, science, philosophy,
literature, technology, governance, and other fields. Have a
look at these names! Confucius, Aristotle, Pythagoras,
Hypatia, Archimedes, Cleopatra of Egypt, Cicero, Maimonides,
Avicenna, Al Biruni, Al Farabi, Pope Sylvester II, Hildegard of
Bingen, Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo Buonarroti, Albrecht
Dürer, Nicolaus Copernicus, John Lock, Galileo Galilei,
Erasmus of Rotterdam, William Shakespeare, Hildegard von
Bingen, William Shakespeare, René Descartes, Isaac Newton,
Gottfried Leibnitz, Whilliam Blake, Charles Darwin, Jean-
Jacque Rousseau, the von Humboldt brothers (Whilhelm and
Alexander), Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Firendrich Schiller,
Empress Maria Theresa, Frederick II, Holy Roman Emperor
and Frederick the Great (of Prussia), Peter the Great, Akbar
the Great, Henry VIII, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson,
Bertrand Russell, Karl Marx, Dmitri Mendeleev, Alfred Nobel,
Albert Einstein, Rabindranath Tagore, Winston Churchill,
Albert Einstein, Robert Oppenhimer, Charlie Chaplin, Alan
Turing, Benoit B. Mandelbrot, Iain McGilchrist...



Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath Mindset

22

Their multifaceted nature and ability to connect ideas across
disciplines enabled them to innovate and solve complex
problems in ways that specialists could not. It is therefore
ironic that our modern hyper-specialized society labels many
of these innovators as ‘geniuses,’ while ignoring the primary
quality that made their extraordinary contributions possible
in the first place – their versatility. If you are interested in
journeying into the world of polymathic movers and shakers
across all times and cultures, explore the book “Why
Polymaths?” by Aksinya Samoylova, there you will find plenty
of examples of significant polymathic personalities and their
impact. In this book, you will also discover why polymaths,
once the norm, became a taboo topic. The story behind this
shift is somewhat complicated, but it is linked to the
Industrial Age. Industrialization required a new mindset that
conflicted with the traditional methods of polymathic
learning and cognitive work.

THE INDUSTRIAL MINDSET

The industrial mindset refers to a set of attitudes, beliefs, and
practices that emerged during the Industrial Revolution and
have influenced work and education systems since. It’s
astonishing that its features remain almost unchanged, even
though we officially passed the Industrial Age long ago.
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The Information Age, or Digital Age, marked a shift to an
economy based on information technology, with the rise of
computers, the internet, and digital communication. This
evolved into the Knowledge Age, focusing on the creation,
distribution, and application of knowledge, where intellectual
capital became crucial. The Post-Industrial Age saw
economies transition from manufacturing to service-oriented
sectors like finance, healthcare, and education. The
Experience Age emphasized user experience, personalized
services, and customer engagement, with a notable rise in
the gig economy. Currently, the Fourth Industrial Revolution,
or Industry 4.0, integrates advanced technologies such as AI,
robotics, the Internet of Things, and big data, transforming
production, logistics, and supply chains through smart
factories and automation. And yet, when we look at the
education system and large corporations, it’s clear the
industrial mindset is like an old software program – outdated
but still running in the background. Futurists have a great
name for that - “used future”. Here are the characteristics of
the industrial mindset. Take a moment to reflect on them and
ask yourself - why do we persist in this state?

Specialization - workers are trained to perform specific tasks
or roles within a larger production process. This division of
labor aims to increase efficiency and productivity.

Standardization - processes and outputs are standardized
to ensure uniformity and predictability. This includes
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standardized education systems, job roles, and production
methods.

Hierarchical Structure - organizations and institutions are
typically structured in a top-down, hierarchical manner with
clear lines of authority and control.

Efficiency and Productivity - emphasis is placed on
maximizing efficiency and productivity, often through
repetitive tasks and time management techniques.

Mechanistic View - the industrial mindset often views
organizations and work processes as machines, with workers
serving as interchangeable parts within a system.

Conformity and Compliance - workers are expected to
follow established procedures and guidelines, with limited
space for creativity or deviation from the norm.

Long-Term Employment - the industrial era was marked by
stable, long-term employment arrangements, with clear
career paths and job security.

Education for Employment - educational systems are
designed to prepare individuals for specific roles within the
industrial economy, focusing on vocational skills and rote
learning.
The best illustration of this practice comes from 1916, when
Ellwood P. Cubberley, Dean of the Stanford University School
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of Education, pointed out: "Our schools are, in a sense,
factories, in which the raw materials, children, are to be shaped
and fashioned into products." The specifications for
manufacturing come from the demands of 20th-century
civilization, and it is the business of the school to build its pupils
according to the specifications laid down." 1

It hurts even to read these words, doesn’t it? Because this is
not how we wish to have it today.

Now is the time to shift to a mindset that corresponds to
our era, meets the demands of our time, and aligns with our
understanding of humanity.

Most importantly, the rise of artificial intelligence compels us
to rethink how we learn, communicate, work, and solve
global challenges. The industrial mindset has been
increasingly challenged by the demands of the modern
knowledge economy, which values creativity, adaptability,
and interdisciplinary skills. We urgently need a shift towards
a mindset that encourages a broader range of knowledge
and skills, and is seen as essential for thriving in the growing
complexity of our world.

1 Ellwood Patterson Cubberley, Public School Administration: A Statement of the
Fundamental Principles Underlying the Organization and Administration of Public
Education (Houghton Mifflin Company, 1916).
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WHY THE NEXT SHIFT IS NEEDED

Where are we today? Hyperspecialization has proven to be a
powerful tool for productivity, but it has also led us to our
current predicament. Despite being in the midst of
abundance, we are on the brink of self-destruction,
threatening not only our own species but also global
ecosystems. The digital revolution has transformed business,
emphasizing the need for organizations to balance
specialization with adaptability and agility. While
hyperspecialization offers efficiency and value, the fast pace
of digital change requires organizations to be flexible and
responsive. And this is one of the key pillars of polymathy,
due to the ongoing synthesis of the new through integration.
Thus, a shift towards a more versatile, polymathic approach,
encompassing multi-specialization and multidimensional
professionalism, is becoming increasingly important for
several reasons.

Adaptability

Workers who possess a diverse set of skills and knowledge
are better equipped to adapt to new challenges and
opportunities. For instance, an urban planner with expertise
in sociology, environmental engineering, and data science
could design smart cities that are both socially inclusive and
ecologically sustainable. Similarly, a medical researcher with
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a background in genetics, anthropology, and artificial
intelligence could develop personalized medicine approaches
that consider both biological and cultural factors. A
polymathic approach allows individuals to draw upon
multiple areas of expertise to solve complex problems, such
as an entrepreneur with knowledge in finance, environmental
science, and industrial design, creating sustainable business
models for eco-friendly products.

Interdisciplinary Collaboration

Many of the most pressing challenges facing society today,
such as climate change, public health crises, social inequality,
cybersecurity threats, sustainable development, global
economic instability, political polarization, technological
disruption, environmental degradation, and migration and
refugee crises, can only be solved through interdisciplinary
collaboration. A broad base of knowledge enables polymathic
professionals to communicate effectively and collaborate
with specialists from various fields to develop comprehensive
solutions. Because of this, they are uniquely positioned to
lead multidisciplinary teams. Polymaths 'speak the languages'
of multiple disciplines and domains, allowing them to
'translate' between fields and foster a stronger collaborative
spirit. How do they manage this? They do not identify with a
single specialization, nor do they have issues with
"gatekeeping." This topic will be explored further in the book.
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Lifelong Learning

The rapid advancement of technology demands a dedication
to lifelong learning, especially as some careers face extinction.
For instance, an accountant might need to reskill by learning
data analysis and artificial intelligence to transition into a role
in financial technology (FinTech) or automated auditing. A
factory worker specialized in manual assembly might have to
learn robotics programming, machine maintenance, and
automation to stay relevant in a highly automated
manufacturing environment. An architect might continually
learn about advancements in green building materials, smart
technology, and urban sociology to design spaces that meet
modern needs. A polymathic approach encourages
individuals to continuously expand their knowledge and skills,
enabling them to stay relevant in a rapidly evolving job
market. For instance, a retail worker whose job is threatened
by e-commerce could retrain in e-commerce management,
web development, and digital marketing to shift into online
retail operations.

Creativity and Innovation

The integration of diverse knowledge often leads to
innovative breakthroughs. Studies on polymathy among
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Nobel laureates2 reveal that their ability to synthesize
knowledge from different fields is a key creative strategy. In
business and industry, fostering creativity through
interdisciplinary approaches has been linked to increased
innovation and entrepreneurship. Research indicates that
individuals with interdisciplinary backgrounds often generate
a greater quantity and quality of ideas during brainstorming
sessions. This is attributed to their diverse knowledge bases
and perspectives, which enhance creative problem-solving.
For instance, a study on interdisciplinary teams found that
such diversity fosters creativity by integrating varied
perspectives, knowledge, skills, and abilities, thereby
stimulating creative thinking and preventing premature
consensus on complex issues.3

While monomathic specialization (or hyperspecialization) has
its merits in certain areas, it falls short in today’s fast-paced
world. A hyperspecialist might find it tough to keep up with
the rapid changes and complex challenges we face. It's time
to move from a collective monomathic mindset to a
polymathic one. This change is inevitable, and it’s already on
the way. The rise of interdisciplinarity across all spheres of
life is a strong signal of humanity returning to the polymathic
track.

2 Robert Root-Bernstein, "Arts Foster Scientific Success: Avocations of Nobel, National
Academy, Royal Society, and Sigma Xi Members," Journal of Psychology of Science and
Technology, vol. 1, no. 2 (October 2008): 51-63, DOI:10.1891/1939-7054.1.2.51.

3 Tang M (2019) Fostering Creativity in Intercultural and Interdisciplinary Teams: The
VICTORY Model. Front. Psychol. 10:2020. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02020
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IN WHAT WAYS IS MODERN LIFE POLYMATHIC?

Polymathy is omnipresent today, often unrecognized and
undervalued, yet its influence is evident across various
domains of life.

In Science

Interdisciplinarity refers to the combination of methods,
theories, and insights from two or more academic disciplines
to address a common task, such as a research project or
complex problem. The interdisciplinary approach, which is
deeply polymathic in nature, has led to the emergence of
new disciplines that have popped up like mushrooms in
recent decades.
A wide array of new domains and subdomains have emerged
recently across various fields: Cyber Engineering, Living
Systems Engineering, Biomechanics/Robotics Engineering,
Knowledge Engineering, Emergent/Complexity Engineering,
Multiscale Systems Engineering, Cognitive Science, Public
Health, Environmental Science, Neuroscience, Bioinformatics,
Bionics, Neurogenetics, Enzymology, Embodied Cognitive
Science, Bioinformatics, Social Design, Digital Humanities, just
to name a few. Multidisciplinary studies can be categorized
by period (Medieval Studies, Victorian, etc.) or by fields like
Business Studies, Cognitive Studies, Cultural Studies, Media
Studies, Urban Studies, Visual Studies, etc. And above all,
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Complexity Science, which offers an entirely new
understanding of what science is.

Interdisciplinary studies themselves are an emerging
discipline in academia and a common buzzword in work- or
education- related media. Interdisciplinary research has
become the norm, blending fields such as biology, physics,
and computer science to solve complex problems. For
example, the Polymathic AI project draws upon data from
multiple scientific disciplines to model a wide range of
phenomena, illustrating the growing importance of
integrating diverse fields of knowledge to advance scientific
discovery. Interdisciplinary approaches not only broaden the
scope of research but also foster innovation by encouraging
unconventional thinking and collaboration across
traditionally separate domains.

In Education

Starting from primary education and continuing through K-12,
an increasing number of countries are adopting an
interdisciplinary approach to teaching subjects that have
been compartmentalized for the past 150 years.
The concept of Liberal Arts education has existed in the
United States since the early colonial period, with Harvard
University being the first liberal arts college. Modern Liberal
Arts education in the United States emphasizes a
comprehensive education that includes various disciplines
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and aims to cultivate critical thinking, analytical skills, and
communication abilities. Currently, a growing number of
educational institutions are adopting polymathic approaches.
Here are some universities and business schools that have
adopted an interdisciplinary approach.

Harvard University offers interdisciplinary programs at the
undergraduate, master's, and doctoral levels, such as
"Integrated Life Sciences" and "Social Sciences and
Computational Engineering."

The Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) is
renowned for its Media Lab and Center for Collective
Intelligence, which engage in interdisciplinary research.

Stanford University - its d.school (Hasso Plattner Institute of
Design at Stanford) focuses on design thinking, combining
design, business, and technology.

Oxford University’s The Oxford Martin School addresses
global issues such as climate change, artificial intelligence,
and cybersecurity using an interdisciplinary approach.

INSEAD is one of the world's leading business schools,
known for its focus on global management and
interdisciplinary research.

Programs like the Polymathic Scholars at the University of
Texas encourage students to design their fields of study
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based on their interests, promoting a multidisciplinary
learning environment that nurtures curiosity and integrative
thinking.

Interdisciplinary curricula are increasingly popular, with new
universities and faculties emerging worldwide. Examples
include:

 Applied Arts and Sciences, Bachelor degree from the
University of Pennsylvania (USA)

 Apsley Business School, Master degree in Polymathy and
Transdisciplinary Innovation

 London Interdisciplinary School (LIS), UK
 Polymath University (USA),
 Faculty of Cross-Disciplinary Strategies at the University

of Applied Science in Vienna (Austria)
 IT:U Interdisciplinary Transformation University (Austria)
 Cultural Engineering Bachelor's degree program from

Otto-von-Guericke-University of Magdeburg (Germany)
 Integrated Coastal Zone Management, Master’s Degree

from the University of Oldenburg (Germany), in English.

Schools and universities are increasingly adopting STEAM
(Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, and Mathematics)
programs, which promote a multidisciplinary approach to
learning and prepare students for the complex problems of
the future.
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In Industries

The application of a polymathic or multidisciplinary approach
in various industries is gaining momentum, driven by the
need for innovative solutions to complex problems. This
trend is evident across sectors, as each industry adapts the
approach to fit its unique challenges and opportunities.
Here’s an overview of how this trend is manifesting in
different industries.

Technology and Innovation

Companies like Google and Apple are increasingly forming
teams composed of experts from diverse fields such as
computer science, design, psychology, and business. This
fosters innovation through varied perspectives. The
development of artificial intelligence involves a blend of
mathematics, cognitive science, linguistics, and ethics, among
other disciplines. This holistic approach is essential for
creating more effective and ethical AI solutions.

Healthcare

Healthcare is transitioning towards integrated care models
that involve physicians, nurses, psychologists, social workers,
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and nutritionists collaborating to deliver comprehensive
patient care.
The convergence of biology, engineering, data science, and
chemistry in biomedical research is driving advancements in
personalized medicine and biotechnology, resulting in more
effective treatments and diagnostics.

Business and Management

Businesses are utilizing cross-functional teams to address
strategic initiatives, bringing together marketing, finance,
operations, and technology experts to drive growth and
innovation. Companies are utilizing strategic foresight and
scenario planning that require input from economists,
sociologists, technologists, and political analysts to navigate
future uncertainties. Because it takes a multidimensional
perspective to foresee and prepare to manage these
challenges.

Environmental Sustainability

Addressing environmental challenges requires the
collaboration of ecologists, engineers, urban planners,
economists, and policymakers. This interdisciplinary
approach is essential for creating sustainable solutions. For
instance, implementing circular economy principles demands
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a multidisciplinary understanding of materials science, design,
economics, and environmental science to reduce waste and

enhance resource efficiency. After all, it takes a village – or at

least a well-rounded team –to save the planet!

Finance and Investment

Financial firms are hiring experts in mathematics, economics,
computer science, and behavioral science to develop
sophisticated trading algorithms and risk management
strategies. The rise of impact investing combines finance with
social and environmental sciences to create investments that
generate positive societal impact alongside financial returns.

Media and Entertainment

Transmedia Storytelling integrates narratives across multiple
platforms, bringing together writers, filmmakers, game
designers, marketers, and technologists. Crafting compelling
content demands a mix of skills in writing, graphic design,

psychology, and technology – a true multidisciplinary
endeavor. The result is a more captivating experience that
thrives on the fusion of creativity and expertise, keeping
audiences hooked as they move from one medium to the
next.
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Public Policy and Governance

Effective policy development now involves economists,
sociologists, environmental scientists, and public health
experts working together to address complex societal issues.
The creation of smart cities is a multidisciplinary effort
involving urban planners, architects, IT specialists,
environmentalists, and public policy experts. 4

Fostering Professional Versatility

What is driving this trend? Firstly, modern challenges are
often too complex for a single discipline to tackle. Think
about climate change, cybersecurity, or global health crises –
each of these issues requires insights from multiple fields to
find effective solutions.
Secondly, the relentless drive for innovation pushes
industries to draw on diverse areas of expertise.
Breakthrough solutions rarely come from a single perspective;
they emerge from the intersection of different ideas and
knowledge bases.
Lastly, keeping up with the rapid pace of technological
advancements demands more than just one trick up your
sleeve. A multidisciplinary approach is essential, as

4 Smart Cities: Multidisciplinary Approach DOI:10.24138/jcomss.v15i2.800
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/347022053_Smart_Cities_Multidisciplinary_Ap
proach

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/347022053_Smart_Cities_Multidisciplinary_Approach
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/347022053_Smart_Cities_Multidisciplinary_Approach
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combining knowledge from different fields to create new,
innovative applications is the only way to truly stay ahead
and make the most of these changes. No wonder that some
leading companies are known for fostering professional
versatility, even though they don’t speak of polymathy as
such.

Apple, under the leadership of Steve Jobs and Tim Cook, has
a history of hiring employees with diverse backgrounds and
encouraging them to apply their skills across different
projects.5 The tech giant Google is known for its 20% time
policy, which allows employees to spend a portion of their
work hours on side projects that interest them, fostering a
culture of versatility and innovation.6 The legendary hedge
fund Bridgewater Associates, founded by Ray Dalio, has a
unique culture that values independent thinking and
encourages employees to challenge each other's ideas,
regardless of their position or expertise.7 The animation
studio Pixar, led by John Lasseter, hires employees with a
wide range of skills and encourages them to collaborate
across departments, leading to innovative storytelling and
filmmaking. The leading design firm IDEO is known for its

5 Lashinksy A. March 26, 2015 "Apple’s Tim Cook leads different"
https://fortune.com/2015/03/26/tim-cook/

6 Fabiana Arroyo Poleo, "The Power of Dedicated Innovation Time: Unpacking Google’s
20% Time Policy" https://www.danaconnect.com/the-power-of-dedicated-innovation-time-
unpacking-googles-20-time-policy/

7 Matt R O'Connor, "What It’s Really Like at Ray Dalio’s Bridgewater: 5 Insights from a
‘Cult’ Hedge Fund 1/5", Medium, Sep 6, 2017 https://startupsventurecapital.com/5-
insights-cult-hedge-fund-1-41ee7ec868f2

https://fortune.com/2015/03/26/tim-cook/
https://www.danaconnect.com/the-power-of-dedicated-innovation-time-unpacking-googles-20-time-policy/
https://www.danaconnect.com/the-power-of-dedicated-innovation-time-unpacking-googles-20-time-policy/
https://startupsventurecapital.com/5-insights-cult-hedge-fund-1-41ee7ec868f2
https://startupsventurecapital.com/5-insights-cult-hedge-fund-1-41ee7ec868f2
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multidisciplinary approach, bringing together teams with
diverse backgrounds to tackle complex problems and create
innovative solutions.

Today, companies are seeking employees with versatile skill
sets who can innovate at the intersections of different fields.
This trend is particularly noticeable in the tech industry,
where roles frequently demand expertise in IT, marketing,
and project management.
Then, there are certain jobs and professions that particularly
benefit from a polymathic background:

 Startup Founder
 Creative Director
 Chief Strategy Officer, Strategy Consultant
 Chief Convergence Officer
 Growth Hacker
 Creative Director
 Project Manager
 Recruitment/Headhunting
 Serial Entrepreneurs/Chief Connecting
 Project Manager
 Data Scientist
 Foresight and Futures Specialist
 Research for Multidisciplinary Teams
 Cognitive Scientist
 Environmental Consultant
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Particularly, entrepreneurs often need to navigate various
aspects of business, such as finance, marketing, technology,
and operations. A polymathic background provides
entrepreneurs with a broader understanding of these
domains, enabling them to identify opportunities, solve
problems, and make informed decisions. Additionally,
professional development programs and experiential
learning emphasize the value of broad-based knowledge and
skills.
​ ​
Skill-based hiring and people management are increasingly
being adopted by organizations. This approach emphasizes
the importance of diverse skill sets over traditional
qualifications, aligning with the growing acceptance of
polymathy.8

In Policymaking and Societal Problem-Solving

Tackling complex societal challenges like climate change,
healthcare, and education often calls for a polymathic
approach. Policymakers and leaders who can draw insights
from diverse fields – be it science, economics, or social
sciences – are far better positioned to craft comprehensive

8 Araki, M., Maertz, C. P., Falcão, R., Cruz, E., & Casado, R. (2023). Navigating Crisis
Through Polymathy: The Impact on Self-Efficacy for Entrepreneurs and Employees.
Academy of Management Proceedings, 2023(1), 16075.
https://doi.org/10.5465/AMPRO.2023.16075abstract

https://doi.org/10.5465/AMPRO.2023.16075abstract
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and effective solutions. What sets polymathic thinking apart
is its holistic grasp of problems and the knack for considering
multiple perspectives, a crucial asset when addressing these
multifaceted issues.

In Leisure

The rise of diverse hobbies and lifelong learning platforms
highlights a resurgence of polymathic traits. People are
encouraged to explore multiple interests and disciplines,
whether through online courses, community workshops, or
personal projects, fostering a culture of continuous learning
and curiosity. These signals indicate that polymathic
approaches are not only prevalent but also increasingly
valued in a deeply interconnected environment. The shift
towards interdisciplinarity in education, the workplace, and
personal development suggests a growing recognition of the
benefits of a polymathic mindset (even if it is not explicitly
labeled as such).
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Chapter 2.

Multidimensional
Talents

Innovation. Adaptability. Creativity. These are the traits that
will define the most successful organizations in the AI age.
And in that new framework, polymaths are the secret asset.
They bring a unique blend of skills and perspectives that can
secure the resilience of your organization and drive it to the
forefront, if desired. Why settle for ordinary when you can
cultivate extraordinary talent? Let’s explore why hiring,
retaining, and promoting polymathic employees can be a
game-changer.
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 They are innovative problem-solvers. Polymaths
approach problems from various angles, often
discovering groundbreaking solutions. Think outside the
box? Polymaths don’t even see the box.

 They are adaptable. In a world that never stops changing,
the ability to learn and adapt quickly is gold. Polymaths
are masters of adaptation.

 They collaborate across disciplines and functions with
ease. Today’s challenges require input from multiple
fields. Polymaths excel at connecting the dots, bridging
gaps, and fostering seamless teamwork.

 They are natural lifelong learners. Rapid technological
advancements mean constant evolution. Polymaths
thrive on continuous education, ensuring they – and their
organization – stay ahead.

 They embody creativity. Diverse knowledge breeds
creativity. Polymaths make connections others miss,
leading to innovations that can set your company apart.

A fascinating set of characteristics, isn’t it? Now you see why
investing in polymathic talent is essential. Because today,
more than ever, this kind of talent provides solutions to a
plethora of problems. Cultivate polymaths. Lead the way.
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MULTIDIMENSIONAL STEVE JOBS

If you take a closer look at any personality that has
transformed an industry, you may find a remarkable
similarity – they are often multidimensional professionals.
"Scratch a genius, and you will find a polymath," one might
say. A prime example of this is Steve Jobs, an IT pioneer and
co-founder of Apple, NeXT, and Pixar.

We will take a close look at the polymathic personality
constructs in Part III of this book. Here is a brief description.

What is a polymath? In the modern workplace, a polymath
is someone who masters multiple fields (or domains),
effectively and organically blending knowledge and skills to
continuously optimize and innovate. Unlike specialists who
focus on a single domain, polymaths are skilled at
connecting ideas from diverse fields to solve complex
problems, generate new knowledge, and foster creativity.

Steve Jobs, co-founder of Apple Inc., is a quintessential
example of a modern polymath whose diverse skills and
interests enabled him to revolutionize multiple industries.
Jobs' unique combination of technological proficiency, design
sensibility, business acumen, and keen understanding of
consumer psychology allowed him to create products that
not only met but anticipated user needs. Above all, he was
interested in philosophy and spirituality. In 2001, he
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mentioned that he would trade all his technology for one day
with Socrates.9

What made Steve Jobs polymathic?

Technological Innovator - Jobs had a deep understanding of
computer technology, which was evident from his early days
working on the Apple I and Apple II. His ability to grasp and
anticipate the potential of emerging technologies was a
driving force behind Apple's innovations.

Design Aficionado - Unlike many of his contemporaries, Jobs
had a deep appreciation for design and aesthetics. He closely
collaborated with designer Jony Ive to create products that
were not only functional but also visually appealing and user-
friendly.

Business Visionary - Jobs had an extraordinary ability to
envision the future of technology and how it could be
integrated into people's lives. His strategic thinking and bold
business decisions, such as the introduction of the iTunes
Store and the App Store, transformed entire industries.

Marketing Genius - Jobs was a master storyteller and
marketer. His keynote presentations, known as "Stevenotes,"

9 Newsweek, The Classroom Of The Future, Mar 13, 2010
https://www.newsweek.com/classroom-future-154191

https://www.newsweek.com/classroom-future-154191
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were legendary for their ability to generate excitement and
anticipation. He understood how to connect with consumers
on an emotional level, making Apple products symbols of
innovation and style.

Consumer Psychologist - Jobs had an intuitive
understanding of consumer desires and behavior. He
focused on creating seamless and delightful user experiences,
often anticipating what consumers wanted before they even
knew it. This user-centric approach was crucial to Apple's
success.

Steve Jobs’ polymathic genius launched entire industries into
new orbits, leaving a legacy that still resonates. His first
landmark creation, the Macintosh, redefined computing. Jobs
combined technological vision with a sense of elegance,
producing the first personal computer with a graphical
interface and mouse. This was not a tool. It invited everyone
into the digital world, transforming how people would
engage with technology. Then came Jobs’ leap into music.
You’d agree, no doubt, that the iPod and iTunes were far
beyond mere gadgets or software. They seemed to embody
Jobs' pursuit of convenience. With an almost uncanny sense
of what people wanted, he put music in everyone’s pocket,
upending the music industry and giving listeners control over
their tunes in a way that felt practically magical.
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And then, 2007 happened. Jobs unveiled the iPhone – a
device that blended phone, iPod, and internet connectivity
with an intuitive design that felt futuristic. With its sleek look
and seamless functionality, the iPhone set new standards
and redefined mobile tech. But Jobs had more up his sleeve:
the App Store, a platform empowering developers to
innovate and build, sparking the app economy and countless
new industries. Still, Jobs’ restless creativity had even more to
offer. The iPad took computing to new levels of portability;
the Apple Watch took technology off the desk and onto the
wrist, making it part of daily life. Each new creation was not
just another product. They were reinventing how technology
could fit into – and elevate – our everyday existence. It is in
every market he touched that Jobs left his mark.

The fact is, Steve Jobs' polymathic abilities – his blend of
technological insight, design acumen, business strategy,
marketing savvy, and understanding of consumer psychology
– enabled him to see possibilities that others missed. The
world remembers his epic 2005 commencement address at
Stanford:
"A lot of people in our industry haven't had very diverse
experiences, so they don't have enough dots to connect, and they
end up with very linear solutions without a broad perspective on
the problem."10 After this famous statement, connecting the
dots has become the mantra of our time.

10 StanfordReport ‘You’ve got to find what you love,’ Jobs says June 12th, 2005
https://news.stanford.edu/stories/2005/06/youve-got-find-love-jobs-says

https://news.stanford.edu/stories/2005/06/youve-got-find-love-jobs-says
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Fascinating how vision and talent forever altered the way we
interact with the world around us. Today we call it a romantic
and admirable blend of technology and art: "It's in Apple's DNA
that the idea that technology alone is not enough. "You need
technology combined with general education, combined with the
humanities, and it produces the kind of results that make our
hearts sing.”

It‘s particularly interesting to know that Jobs consciously
hired people of versatile backgrounds because he observed
that employees who have unusual combinations (e.g. an
artistic bent and high technical skills) tend to be more
productive than those who don’t. This is beautifully
exemplified by his other quote:

“Part of what made the Macintosh great was that the people
working on it were musicians and poets and artists and
zoologists and historians, who also happened to be the best
computer scientists in the world. But if it hadn’t been for
computer science, these people would have all been doing
amazing things in life in other fields. And they brought with them,
we all brought to this effort a very liberal arts sort of ‘air’, a very
liberal arts attitude that we wanted to pull in the best we saw in
these other fields into this field. I don’t think you’d get that if you
were very ‘narrow’.” 11

11 Taking Steve Jobs Seriously: Innovation and the Liberal Arts https://www.paris-
iea.fr/en/events/taking-steve-jobs-seriously-innovation-and-the-liberal-arts-2

https://www.paris-iea.fr/en/events/taking-steve-jobs-seriously-innovation-and-the-liberal-arts-2
https://www.paris-iea.fr/en/events/taking-steve-jobs-seriously-innovation-and-the-liberal-arts-2
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Steve Jobs serves as a classic example of polymathic
leadership, drawing from varied, sometimes unexpected
fields to fuel industry-shaping breakthroughs.

Later in the book, we will take a closer look at the
phenomenon of Polymathic Leadership and explore why
cultivating this approach is so valuable.

POLYMATHS ALL AROUND

However, polymaths are not only suited for leadership roles.
They excel at all levels within organizations. Their broad
expertise acts as a connector, bridging the gaps in startups
and fueling innovation in large corporations. Yet, many of
them find themselves wrestling with the confines of
traditional corporate structures, where their versatility and
unconventional thinking don’t always fit neatly into preset
boxes. Picture them as colorful chameleons in a world of
monochrome. It’s no wonder, then, that a good number
choose to leap out of the corporate cage and forge their own
paths as entrepreneurs. But those who stay? They are the
hidden powerhouses driving success.

Meet some modern-day polymaths who embody a rare blend
of versatility and relentless drive. Those who against all odds
(like facing misunderstanding), became accomplished
polymaths.
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Veronika Vishnevskaya (Austria)

Veronika's specializations:
 AI Solution Architecture
 Cognitive Science
 Educational Entrepreneurship
 Music Composition and Performance
 Product Management and E-Learning Program

Management
 Trained as an Architect (MA)

Veronika has built an impressive and diverse career. She
started as an architect and then transitioned to an
educational entrepreneur. Her talents also include
professional playing and composing for the Celtic harp, with
records and concerts. She advanced to the position of Head
of Product at an EduTech startup, followed by a role as an
eLearning Program Manager. While earning her second
master's degree in Cognitive Science, she became an AI
Consultant at a leading Austrian bank. Her employer
recognized her polymathic profile, promoting her to
Omnichannel Lead, bridging IT and business across 12
countries. Today, she works as an AI Solution Architect in an
innovative tech company, where her multifaceted expertise
continues to open doors and drive cross-disciplinary projects
to new heights.
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Steven R. Jones (UK)

Steven’s specializations:
 Chemistry (BSc)
 Author, Playwright, Screenwriter
 Cybersecurity Marketing
 Sales and Technical Training

Steven blends his understanding of science and technology
with his creative talents in literature and the arts. He has
combined his background in chemistry with his experience in
IT to develop and deliver technical and sales training in
operations management and cybersecurity. As a published
author and playwright with works performed in theaters
across Europe, he uses his writing and storytelling skills to
make technical concepts more understandable and engaging
for various audiences.

Pablo A. Ruz Salmones (México)

Pablo’s specializations:
 Business Engineering
 Computer Engineering
 Artificial Intelligence and Software Development
 Music Composition and Performance
 Public Speaking and Writing
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At a young age, Pablo has successfully merged his
technological expertise with his artistic talents. He founded X
eleva Group, a firm specializing in AI and software
development, serving international clients and collaborating
with research universities and the Federal Government in
Mexico. His company received the award for "The Most
Innovative Software Development and Tech Consulting Firm
2021" in Mexico City. Pablo also shares his knowledge
through masterclasses, keynote speeches, and contributions
to business magazines and international AI organizations.
Additionally, Pablo is a talented concert pianist with
recordings and is also a composer. His work demonstrates
the potential of integrating business, technology, and art to
foster innovation and cultural enrichment.

Melissa Chan (Singapore)

Melissa’s specializations:
 Professional Opera Singer,
 MBA in Finance & Management
 Executive Leader Development
 Innovation, Tech Startups & Corporate Ventures
 Arts Leader & Advocate
 Conscious Parent
 Polyglot
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Venture building and creating new corporate capabilities are
distinct challenges for most leaders, but for cross-domain
thinkers like Melissa, they are similar. When asked to develop
a business model that generates new service revenues for an
Asian real estate developer with $116B AUM, Melissa drew on
her European innovation network and American performing
arts structures for design principles.
She then applied her finance, strategy, marketing, and
leadership expertise from years of global multinational and
consulting experience to operate and build functional
capabilities that would catapult the internal start-up into a
full-fledged business unit. Sprinkle all that with the
emotionally engaging storytelling and executional excellence
that Meliss brings as an opera singer, and voilà, we have the
irreplicable gold of polymathic value creation.

Cristina Muresan (UK)

Cristina’s specializations:
 Political Science (BA)
 International Relations (PhD)
 Literature and poetry writing
 AI Ethics (MA)
 Public Relations
 Entrepreneurship

Cristina cultivated her diverse range of skills and talents
through a wide range of experiences. Cristina began her
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career in public relations, then founded an events organizing
company, completed her PhD in International Relations, and
emerged as an award-winning poet. Later, Cristina pivoted to
AI Ethics after earning a Master's degree in AI Ethics and
Society from the University of Cambridge. As an avid reader,
Cristina has a passion for the written and spoken word, which
enables her to convey complex ideas to diverse audiences.
Cristina thrives at the intersection of disciplines, such as
politics, philosophy, and the arts, applying her
interdisciplinary mindset to her work as an AI Researcher.
Currently, Cristina is contributing her expertise as an AI
Researcher to a renowned research institute.

Toni Fish (UK)

Toni’s specializations:
 Engineering: electronic, electrical, mechanical, and

computer. C.Eng, FIET, and FBCS
 Humanities: anthropology, psychology, theology,

ontology, and epistemology.
 Physics: From Quantum to Relativity, Spacetime, Gravity,

and Distance/Time
 Biological: ecology, sustainability, adaptation, nutrition.
 Economics: policy formation, capitalism, socialism, free

markets, and now alternative currencies. FCIM
 Law: Commercial and Intellectual Property.



Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath Mindset

55

 Computer languages: C, c++. Lisp, Pascal, MC, Python, R,
and CnC

 Mathematics: mostly pure, where data models fail and
why.

 Governance: board oversight, compliance, accountability,
and the future of decision-making.

 Complexity theory, systems, and how everything is
connected.

Tony has imagined, crafted, built, and sold a series of
businesses but has never had a traditional job. His path has
crossed numerous industries, and he struggles to see how
the idea of verticality remains the dominant thinking as all
the exciting stuff is in the gaps. He is a published author of
six books, covering topics such as open-source software,
mobile, web 2.0, privacy, trust, identity, ethics, decision-
making, and how to understand uncertainty. Tony remains a
Visiting Fellow at Henley Business School for
entrepreneurship and innovation, EIR at Bradford School of
Management, teaches at London Business School and the
London School of Economics in AI and Ethics, and is an EC
expert for Big Data. He is currently working on two
groundbreaking ideas: Housing as a Subscription (HaaS) as
an alternative to rent and mortgages for affordable homes,
and imagining a new company vehicle unlike anything seen
to date as a route to build a better foundation for holding
leadership accountable.
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Fantastic professionals and fascinating multidimensional
personalities, you may say. Are they rare? There are no
statistics available on this topic, but one thing is certain – they
are more common than you might imagine. Steven R. Jones,
for instance, admitted that no one in his company was ever
interested in his activities as a writer and scriptwriter. He was
never asked about it, even though he mentioned it
occasionally. What if we showed genuine interest in our
colleagues and discovered the remarkable talents many of
them possess?..

In the meantime, let's explore the rise of new technology, its
implications, and how it relates to the polymath mindset (and
what that even means, anyway).
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THE RISE OF AI
AND ITS IMPLICATIONS
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Chapter 1.

AI and Automation Trends

Artificial intelligence and automation are rapidly transforming
industries and society. These trends are driven by
advancements in machine learning, robotics, data analytics,
and generative AI, among other technologies. But what
exactly are these trends, and how are they impacting our
world?
Artificial intelligence, or AI, refers to the development of
computer systems that can perform tasks typically requiring
human intelligence. This includes learning, reasoning,
problem-solving, and understanding natural language. AI can
be broadly categorized into narrow AI, which is designed for
specific tasks (like speech recognition or playing chess), and
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general AI, which has the potential to perform any intellectual
task that a human can do. While general AI remains largely
theoretical, narrow AI is already in widespread use.
Automation, on the other hand, involves using technology to
perform tasks without human intervention. This can range
from simple repetitive tasks to complex processes that
require decision-making and adaptation. Automation
technologies include robotics, software automation (such as
RPA, or robotic process automation), and autonomous
vehicles. One significant trend is the increasing integration of
AI into automation processes. This combination, often
referred to as intelligent automation, enhances the
capabilities of both AI and automation. For example, AI can
analyze large datasets to make real-time decisions, which
robots can then execute with precision. This synergy leads to
remarkably efficient operations, streamlining complex tasks
with unparalleled accuracy.

A particularly fascinating yet potentially hazardous
development is the advancement of robots with spatial
intelligence. Researchers are currently working on enabling
robots to navigate and understand their physical
environments in a more sophisticated manner. This
capability would enable robots to perform tasks requiring
spatial awareness, such as navigating cluttered spaces,
manipulating objects dexterously, and interacting safely with
humans and other robots. What’s concerning about this?
This capability raises concerns about the potential risks and
ethical implications of highly autonomous machines
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operating in our daily lives. Would you truly feel safe if robots
surrounded you in every aspect of your daily life?

AI is transforming various sectors, thanks to its ability to learn
from data and act independently. This game-changing
technology has revolutionized industries by boosting
efficiency in data processing, decision-making, and
automation. Consider that AI can now forecast weather,
diagnose diseases, and even personalize learning
experiences to individual needs. AI's integration has vast and
multifaceted implications. Economically, it can displace
certain jobs through automation while creating new
opportunities that demand more sophisticated skills,
reshaping the job market in unexpected ways. Ethically, the
extensive data handling by AI systems raises significant
privacy and surveillance concerns. Ensuring these systems
are used ethically involves rigorous privacy protections and
transparent data practices. Moreover, the governance of AI
poses a complex challenge. Rapid technological
advancements often outpace regulations, like a swift river
carving its path, requiring a flexible approach to lawmaking
and fostering global cooperation. Humans seem to
understand that the rise of AI presents both remarkable
opportunities and significant challenges. It demands careful
consideration and proactive management to ensure its
benefits are maximized while minimizing its risks. And it
looks like quite a challenging task.
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HOW AI IS TRANSFORMING INDUSTRIES

Today, we remain largely in the dark about the full
implications of Large Language Models (LLMs) and their
remarkable ability to mimic human thought without genuine
cognition. On a practical level, we are still figuring out which
tasks LLMs excel at and which they struggle with. Even their
creators lack a complete understanding of their capabilities,
sparking widespread debate over whether LLMs engage in
'original thinking' or merely regurgitate learned information.
Early studies, however, indicate that LLMs will significantly
impact the real world, increasingly outperforming humans in
various jobs. This progress is driven by unprecedented
investment in both money and talent aimed at achieving
precisely this outcome.

What the general public is often losing sight of is that the
primary objective for many leading AI laboratories globally is
to attain Artificial General Intelligence (AGI), a nebulous
concept of developing a machine capable of performing any
task better than a human. As we mark the year 2024,
generative AI has already surpassed human performance in
several surprisingly complex tasks. By "superhuman," we
mean that these AI systems outperform most people,
including experts, in these fields.
What do the recent studies tell? 12

12 Ethan Mollick, Mai 12, 2024 "Superhuman?"
https://www.oneusefulthing.org/p/superhuman

https://www.oneusefulthing.org/p/superhuman
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 If you debate with an AI, studies have shown it is 87%
more likely to persuade you to its assigned viewpoint
than if you debate with an average human.

 Studies have found that GPT-4 helps people reappraise a
difficult emotional situation better than 85% of humans,
outperforming human advice-givers in terms of the
effectiveness, novelty, and empathy of their reappraisals.

 Research has demonstrated that GPT-4 generates startup
ideas that outside judges find to be superior to those of
trained business school students.

 In a study with 149 actors playing patients, they texted
live with either one of 20 primary care doctors or
Google's new medical language model. The AI beat the
primary care doctors on 28 out of 32 characteristics, and
tied on the other four, as rated by human doctors. From
the perspective of the "patients," the AI scored highly on
24 of 26 scales of empathy and judgment. 13

Let’s take a look at how artificial intelligence is already
transforming various industries.

In the financial sector, AI algorithms analyze market trends,
predict stock prices, and identify investment opportunities.
Generative AI is used for real-time fraud detection, enabling

13 Ethan Mollick, May 12, 2024, Superhuman?
https://www.oneusefulthing.org/p/superhuman

https://www.oneusefulthing.org/p/superhuman
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financial institutions to promptly identify suspicious activities.
Generative AI algorithms analyze extensive customer data,
including transaction histories and spending patterns, to
provide personalized financial advice and tailored product
recommendations. 14

In manufacturing, AI technologies like predictive
maintenance systems and AI-powered robots are optimizing
processes, improving precision, and reducing errors. AI is
enhancing supply chain resilience and efficiency in
manufacturing. The widespread deployment of robots is
leading to increased automation.

AI is transforming the retail industry by enabling
personalized customer experiences through
recommendation systems and chatbots. Computer vision
technology is facilitating cashier-less checkout systems,
enhancing operational efficiency in retail.

AI is optimizing logistics, enhancing safety, and improving
traffic management in the transportation industry. AI
algorithms analyze traffic patterns, optimize route planning,
and support predictive maintenance systems for efficient
transportation networks.

14Mateusz Krawczyński, Jun 5, 2024 "Generative AI Use Cases in Finance and Banking"
Netguru https://www.netguru.com/blog/generative-ai-use-cases-finance

https://www.netguru.com/blog/generative-ai-use-cases-finance
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Education is being significantly reshaped by generative AI
through personalized learning experiences and intelligent
tutoring systems. Generative AI saves teachers time on class
planning, but also raises questions about the grading system
due to potential cheating with tools like ChatGPT on
homework. Higher education is in a state of flux as new AI-
driven possibilities for writing and research challenge the
very core of thesis and dissertation writing. The learning
outcomes are still to be understood, but the disruption is
already underway.

Artificial Intelligence is revolutionizing healthcare by
enhancing diagnostics, treatment plans, and patient care.
Machine learning algorithms analyze medical data, assist in
surgeries, and aid in drug discovery and genomics research.
Virtual nursing assistants provide personalized care to
patients. Some AI-based diagnostics already outperform
human doctors. Besides, some generative AI medical
chatbots are reportedly more polite and effective in
communication than some human physicians.

In marketing, AI is extensively used for data analysis,
customer engagement, personalized messaging, and online
retargeting campaigns. Marketing is one of the first fields to
adopt generative AI and actively use it for multimodal content
generation.

These applications of AI showcase its versatility and potential
to revolutionize industries by enhancing efficiency,
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productivity, decision-making processes, and customer
experiences. However, there is more to it. AI is entering areas
we had not previously considered suitable.

One surprising example is the beauty industry; for instance,
robots are now applying artificial eyelashes. Would you trust
a robot with such delicate work? Probably not, but its
popularity is expected to rise due to the speed and cost-
efficiency it offers.

Another example is psychology. Initially, people assumed
that treating psychological issues was a purely human ability
and responsibility. However, the opposite turned out to be
true. AI is being increasingly applied in various areas of
psychology, including mental health diagnosis, therapy and
counseling, personalized treatment plans, addiction
treatment, education and training, and research. Take
psychological aid chatbots. Character.ai, a platform offering
AI chatbots for interaction and support, has gained significant
popularity among teens, attracting around 3.5 million users,
many of whom are teenagers. These AI chatbots, based on
characters from popular media and celebrities, provide a
space for teens to converse, confide, and even seek advice.
Users spend an average of two hours on Character.AI, finding
comfort, boosting confidence, and working through social
anxiety with the chatbots. However, experts express
concerns about the potential addiction to these AI friends,
with some users preferring group chats with chatbots over
real-life interactions with peers. This trend of teens forming
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relationships with AI chatbots raises concerns about their
ability to transition to real friendships and the impact on their
social development.

A similar trend is emerging in the market for romantic
relationships. The global increase in popularity of romantic
AI chatbots raises intriguing questions about the future of
human-AI relationships and the role of technology in meeting
emotional needs. These chatbots provide a distinctive form
of companionship and support, allowing users to engage in
conversations that feel remarkably genuine and meaningful.
Programmed to understand and respond to a wide range of
emotions, they provide comfort to those seeking it. Will this
make human relationships obsolete over time?15 The
concerns are significant, particularly given the increasing
trends of loneliness and relationship avoidance among young
people.

Last but not least, consider farming, another field that may
not immediately come to mind as typically AI-augmented.
Today, AI algorithms analyze data from satellite images,
drones, and sensors to provide insights into crop health, soil
conditions, and weather patterns. This enables the precise
application of water, fertilizers, and pesticides, reducing
overuse and waste. For example, Blue River Technology's
"See & Spray" technology uses machine learning to

15Viik, Tõnu. "Falling in love with robots: a phenomenological study of experiencing
technological alterities" Paladyn, Journal of Behavioral Robotics, vol. 11, no. 1, 2020, pp.
52-65. https://doi.org/10.1515/pjbr-2020-0005

https://doi.org/10.1515/pjbr-2020-0005
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differentiate between crops and weeds, enabling precise
herbicide application and reducing chemical usage by up to
90%. AI is also used for crop and soil monitoring. Computer
vision models can accurately monitor soil conditions and
crop health, detecting nutrient deficiencies, diseases, and
pests. This data is used to predict yields, flag issues, and
determine optimal times for sowing and harvesting. AI-
powered apps like "Tumaini" allow farmers to upload photos
of suspected pests or diseases, which the AI compares to a
database to provide analysis and treatment
recommendations.

DIGITAL LABOUR AND AI AGENTS

In the corporate setting, digital labor refers to the use of AI-
powered tools to automate and streamline business
processes, allowing employees to focus on higher-value tasks.
AI is particularly effective in HR for internal communications,
answering employee questions, scheduling interviews, and
drafting documents. IBM exemplifies this with their AI
assistants that handle tasks like vacation inquiries and
departmental transfers, reducing complex processes to
simple, guided experiences. Beyond HR, digital labor
improves efficiencies in procurement, finance, cash collection,
and invoicing by automating repetitive tasks. IBM's platform,
Watson Orchestrate, enables knowledge workers to configure
AI assistants to perform specific tasks, thus empowering
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employees and enhancing productivity by freeing them from
mundane tasks to focus on more rewarding assignments. 16

Sam Altman, CEO of OpenAI, envisions a transformative shift
in productivity, where a single individual can achieve the
output of hundreds or even thousands of well-coordinated
workers. This incredible scale of productivity, driven by
advancements in AI and automation, promises to redefine
the potential and efficiency of human labor in unprecedented
ways.17 This refers particularly to AI agents. AI agents are
designed with specific goals by their creators and
programmed to autonomously achieve these goals using
algorithms and various capabilities. These capabilities enable
them to understand natural language, access extensive
knowledge bases, and operate with a degree of
independence. The effectiveness of an AI agent is determined
by the clarity and complexity of its assigned goal; more open-
ended objectives require more sophisticated agents.

AI agents could revolutionize the way businesses operate. As
IBM’s VP for Product Management and Digital Labor Software,
Parul Mishra,18 says, “The AI assistant technology will become so
sophisticated in the next couple of years, it won’t just be models;

16 Bernard Marr, June 10, 2024, "Navigating the Future of Work: The Role of Generative
AI in Enhancing HR and Digital Labor"

17 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WxlrjalADs8&t=634s

18 https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/navigating-future-work-role-generative-ai-
enhancing-hr-bernard-marr-ue1ee/

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WxlrjalADs8&t=634s
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/navigating-future-work-role-generative-ai-enhancing-hr-bernard-marr-ue1ee/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/navigating-future-work-role-generative-ai-enhancing-hr-bernard-marr-ue1ee/
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it will be agents … handling multiple things. Breaking down very
sophisticated natural language requests into pieces and routing
it to the right spot.” 19 This evolution will witness generative AI
tools transitioning from simply answering questions to
autonomously performing complex, multi-step tasks
seamlessly integrated into daily workflows. An AI agent can
gather and analyze data, identify patterns, and autonomously
perform actions based on these insights to achieve defined
goals. AI agents come in various forms, ranging from simple
virtual assistants to highly advanced autonomous systems
used in industries such as healthcare, transportation, and
customer service. Moreover, AI agents can interact with one
another and assign tasks, enhancing their overall
functionality and effectiveness.

AI agents are advancing in their ability to autonomously
handle tasks using advanced language models and
automation. They will not just handle routine work. They will
boost business agility and responsiveness. By acting as virtual
team members, these agents have the potential to
revolutionize various industries and professions. Specialized
agents excel in specific areas, while generalists like ChatGPT
can manage a diverse set of tasks without requiring
retraining.20

19 2024 "Scale productivity with watsonx AI assistants", IBM https://www.ibm.com/
20 Sunil Ramlochan, Mar 5, 2024 "The Future is Here - How AI Agents Will Transform
Work" https://promptengineering.org/the-rise-of-ai-agents-navigating-the-future-of-
autonomous-software/

https://www.ibm.com/
https://promptengineering.org/the-rise-of-ai-agents-navigating-the-future-of-autonomous-software/
https://promptengineering.org/the-rise-of-ai-agents-navigating-the-future-of-autonomous-software/
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Anyone who has booked a vacation abroad knows the pain,
and here is a straightforward example of what an AI agent
can accomplish: booking the most affordable holiday to
Mallorca in August. The AI agent manages everything from
evaluating general factors like budget and travel times to
researching and analyzing offers. It chooses and filters
options, negotiates prices, searches for discounts, processes
the booking, and organizes the itinerary. During the process,
the AI agent verifies coherence and feasibility, implements
the plan, and ultimately finalizes and confirms the booking,
ensuring a smooth and effective holiday planning experience.

The integration of AI agents into the workplace is poised to
transform task management, decision-making, and overall
efficiency, raising significant ethical questions about the
future of work. What happens when machines take over
routine tasks, allowing humans to focus solely on strategic
endeavors? AI agents will autonomously manage complex
tasks, reducing the need for human involvement in repetitive
activities. This change requires ongoing learning and skill
development, empowering workers but also challenging job
security for those who cannot adapt. Businesses will become
more agile with better decision-making and seamless
workflow integration, while customer experiences will
improve through faster, more accurate, and personalized
services. Increased operational efficiency will make it possible
to scale operations without needing a larger workforce.
How much job displacement will happen? Nobody knows for
sure, but Sam Altman has already initiated a study on
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Universal Basic Income (UBI) to prepare for the potential
scenario of massive job loss. Altman's study, which provided
$1,000 per month to 1,000 participants over three years,
revealed several insights. Participants who received the UBI
payments were more likely to move to better neighborhoods
and invest in housing, with a 10% increase in neighborhood
moves and a 5% increase in housing payments compared to
the control group. Additionally, these recipients showed a
greater tendency to seek dental care and reduce work hours
slightly, while also displaying increased financial support to
others by 26% more than the control group.21

However, despite these positive changes, the study found no
significant improvements in overall physical or mental health,
and the stress reduction benefits observed in the first year
decreased over time. The study highlighted that while UBI
can provide immediate financial relief and greater agency for
recipients, it does not fully address deeper systemic issues
such as healthcare access and the high cost of living. These
findings suggest that while UBI can help mitigate some
effects of AI-driven job displacement, it is far from a silver
bullet and should be part of a broader strategy to support
workers in a changing job market.
Clearly, this is only one problem in the whole scope we are
facing today. Humanity needs a systemic change – something

21 Alexandra Tremayne-Pengelly, Juli 22, 2024 "A Sam Altman-Backed Group Studied
Universal Basic Income For 3 Years. Here’s What They Found." OBSERVER
https://observer.com/2024/07/sam-altman-vision-universal-basic-income-taking-shape/

https://observer.com/2024/07/sam-altman-vision-universal-basic-income-taking-shape/


Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath Mindset

72

that AI alone will not deliver. The real question is whether AI
will accelerate this transformation or complicate it further.

HOW TECHNOLOGIES ARE RESHAPING JOB ROLES
AND ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES

Here’s the narrative we've been fed about AI’s impact on our
work lives.
„Digital technologies are revolutionizing job roles and
organizational structures. AI automates repetitive tasks,
freeing employees to focus on higher-value work requiring
human skills like problem-solving, creativity, and empathy.
How will companies adapt when machines handle the
mundane? AI algorithms analyze vast data to generate
insights, empowering more informed decisions. VR and AR
offer immersive training, especially for complex or risky jobs,
better preparing employees. AI-powered virtual assistants
enhance collaboration by automating tasks like scheduling
and information lookup. Productivity soars. “ How does that
sound?

The truth is, it’s not unfolding quite the way we’ve been led to
believe. The adoption of AI and other technologies is actually
moving at a much slower pace, with many companies still
approaching automation cautiously. There are several
reasons for this – ranging from a lack of understanding or
trust in the technology, to unimpressive results, or simply not
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feeling the need to change. For instance, many construction
companies are still relying on 2D drafting and are perfectly
content with it.

However, over time, this adoption will steadily increase,
ultimately leading to deeper changes within organizations.
Most likely, they will continue evolving into more distributed
forms. This could manifest in flatter hierarchies where
decision-making is decentralized and teams operate with
greater autonomy. Remote and hybrid work models will likely
become the norm, allowing talent from diverse geographical
locations to collaborate seamlessly. Additionally, more cross-
functional teams may emerge, bringing together varied
expertise to tackle complex challenges more effectively. This
evolution fosters a culture of adaptability and innovation,
empowering employees to thrive in a dynamic environment.
How will this impact traditional notions of leadership and
teamwork?
The integration of digital technologies has been transforming
the nature of work, empowering employees, and requiring
organizations to rethink their structures and processes to
remain competitive and innovative. One compelling example
is that telemedicine platforms powered by AI and VR are
reshaping healthcare delivery, enabling specialists to consult
on cases across the globe in real-time. As AI takes over data-
heavy tasks, healthcare organizations are restructuring their
teams, creating roles that blend medical expertise with
technological proficiency, highlighting how industries are
evolving toward more flexible, hybrid forms of collaboration.
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Trend Impact

Flatter
Hierarchies

Organizations are moving away from rigid,
top-down hierarchies and embracing more
agile, flexible structures that empower
employees at all levels to contribute and
make decisions.

Cross-
Functional
Collaboration

Digital technologies are enabling greater
cross-functional collaboration, as teams
can work together seamlessly across
geographical boundaries and time zones.

Flexible Work
Arrangements

The rise of remote work and the gig economy,
enabled by digital tools, is allowing
organizations to tap into a global talent pool
and provide employees with more autonomy
and work-life balance.

Continuous
Learning

The rapid pace of technological change is
driving organizations to prioritize lifelong
learning and upskilling programs to ensure
their workforce has the necessary skills to
adapt and thrive.

However, even that is insufficient. Many more radical
changes are on the way. Reducing team sizes is a vital
facilitator for automation. Over the next couple of years,
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considerably more productive, intelligent, and adaptable AI
agents will be accessible, as demonstrated by current betas
and prototypes. The main benefit of this trend is the
decrease in coordination costs, which increase with the size
of the organization. These costs encompass various layers of
management, communication costs, misalignment of
incentives, principal-agent dilemmas, security concerns, and
complexities in corporate governance.

Some people believe that with the integration of advanced AI,
it will be possible to build billion-dollar companies with only a
few employees. This shift will drastically reduce inefficiencies
inherent in large organizations. Companies will be able to
operate with the agility of startups while leveraging the
resources of multinational corporations. AI-driven
automation will streamline decision-making, enhance
productivity, and minimize overhead. AI agents will take on
complex tasks that currently require multiple employees,
further reducing the need for large teams. This
transformation will enable small teams to achieve
remarkable feats. Sounds impressive! But will this make us all
rich, or will it instead increase inequality, which is already
soaring?
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HOW AI-POWERED AUTOMATION WILL TRANSFORM
THE JOB MARKET

AI-powered automation is expected to have a significant
impact on jobs in the coming years. Here are some key
statistics and forecasts. McKinsey’s latest analysis indicates
that demand for high-skill workers will rise, particularly in
healthcare and STEM-related professions. At the same time,
demand for workers in occupations such as office staff,
production workers, and customer service representatives
will decline. Automation, supported by generative AI (gen AI)
tools, is likely to play an increased role as well: current gen AI
and other technologies have the potential to automate work
activities that absorb up to 70 percent of employees’ time
today. These shifts will mean that up to 12 million workers in
Europe and the United States will need to change jobs. 22

 Over 120 million workers are poised to undergo
retraining in the next three years as AI reshapes industry
demands. 23

 14% of workers have already experienced job
displacement due to AI. However, this is lower than the

22 McKinsey "Jobs lost, jobs gained: What the future of work will mean for jobs, skills,
and wages" 2024 https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/jobs-lost-
jobs-gained-what-the-future-of-work-will-mean-for-jobs-skills-and-wages

23 McKinsey "Jobs lost, jobs gained: What the future of work will mean for jobs, skills,
and wages" 2024 https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/jobs-lost-
jobs-gained-what-the-future-of-work-will-mean-for-jobs-skills-and-wages

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/jobs-lost-jobs-gained-what-the-future-of-work-will-mean-for-jobs-skills-and-wages
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/jobs-lost-jobs-gained-what-the-future-of-work-will-mean-for-jobs-skills-and-wages
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/jobs-lost-jobs-gained-what-the-future-of-work-will-mean-for-jobs-skills-and-wages
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/jobs-lost-jobs-gained-what-the-future-of-work-will-mean-for-jobs-skills-and-wages
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30% of workers worldwide who fear AI might replace
their jobs within the next three years.

 AI could replace up to a quarter of work tasks in the US
and Europe, but it may also create new jobs and boost
productivity. It could potentially increase the total annual
value of goods and services produced globally by
approximately 7%. 24

 On average, simulations indicate that around 70% of
companies will have embraced the AI revolution and
adopted at least one type of AI by 2030.

 High-income countries like those in the EU are expected
to be better positioned to adapt to the changes required
by AI-led automation than middle- to low-income
countries. However, up to one-third of work activities
could be displaced by 2030 due to automation in high-
income countries.

 About 14% of jobs in OECD countries are estimated to be
highly automatable (i.e. to be at least 70% likely to be
automated).25

24 McKinsey "Jobs lost, jobs gained: What the future of work will mean for jobs, skills,
and wages" 2024 https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/jobs-lost-
jobs-gained-what-the-future-of-work-will-mean-for-jobs-skills-and-wages

25 OECD, 19 January 2021 "What happened to jobs at high risk of automation?"
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2021/01/what-happened-
to-jobs-at-high-risk-of-automation_ffdb138f/10bc97f4-en.pdf

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/jobs-lost-jobs-gained-what-the-future-of-work-will-mean-for-jobs-skills-and-wages
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/jobs-lost-jobs-gained-what-the-future-of-work-will-mean-for-jobs-skills-and-wages
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2021/01/what-happened-to-jobs-at-high-risk-of-automation_ffdb138f/10bc97f4-en.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2021/01/what-happened-to-jobs-at-high-risk-of-automation_ffdb138f/10bc97f4-en.pdf
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Robotization is closer than we can imagine. NVIDIA's Physical
AI, described as models that autonomously perform complex
real-world tasks, is already boosting efficiency in factories
and warehouses for companies like BYD Electronics and
Siemens. Their Isaac AI platform supports the development
and production of millions of AI-powered autonomous
machines and robots, including industrial arms and
humanoid robots. 26

PROFOUND IMPACT ON SOCIETY AND THE FABRIC OF
SOCIAL STRUCTURES

Numerous profound societal impacts are anticipated as
digital technologies reshape workplaces. It has become
common to discuss how the automation of repetitive tasks by
AI inevitably results in the displacement of certain job roles.
Entire professions and industries might become obsolete. To
adapt, society needs to invest in education and continuous
learning to equip individuals with the skills required for these
new roles. The move towards flatter hierarchies and cross-
functional collaboration will reshape organizational
structures, enhancing agility and boosting overall

26 Meghan Morris, Jun 3, 2024 "Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang says robots are the next
wave of AI – and 2 kinds will dominate" Business Insider
https://www.businessinsider.com/nvidia-ceo-jensen-huang-pushes-robot-revolution-
taiwan-computex-speech-2024-6

https://www.businessinsider.com/nvidia-ceo-jensen-huang-pushes-robot-revolution-taiwan-computex-speech-2024-6
https://www.businessinsider.com/nvidia-ceo-jensen-huang-pushes-robot-revolution-taiwan-computex-speech-2024-6
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participation in society. The rise of remote and hybrid work,
coupled with the gig economy enabled by digital tools, will
continue to decentralize work. Organizations will have access
to a global talent pool, offering more flexibility and better
work-life balance to employees.

The dynamics of work and social interaction will evolve as
more people work remotely and collaborate digitally.
Traditional office spaces and the daily commute may become
less central to social life. Communities will need to find new
ways to foster social bonds and a sense of belonging beyond
traditional work settings. Alternatively, could offices become
social spaces with coworking functions? This change will
transform how communities function, as the need for
physical proximity to workplaces decreases. However, this
transformation won't happen overnight; it may take another
10-20 years.

Governments will need to become more flexible, which is a
challenging task given the current autocratic and nationalistic
tendencies in many countries. Amid the excitement over new
technological possibilities, we frequently disregard the
rigidity of governmental structures and the prevailing
“scarcity” mindset. This is especially pertinent when
considering the aging population in the Global North, which
typically resists embracing new experiences and radical
innovative solutions, including different forms of flexibility.
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As AI empowers smaller, highly productive teams to
accomplish tasks that once required large organizations,
coordination costs will drastically decrease.

Management layers, communication expenses, and
organizational complexities will fade away. Could this
possibly ignite a greater sense of agency among individuals
outside the traditional workforce?

However, while the benefits of digital transformation are
immense, there is a risk of exacerbating economic and social
inequalities. Those with access to education and advanced
skills will flourish, while others might find it challenging to
adapt to the new economy. Society must address these
disparities with inclusive policies, ensuring that reskilling and
employment opportunities are accessible to everyone.

Some pressing ethical questions are already emerging today,
and they will only become more acute soon. Apart from the
"usual suspects" like data privacy, job displacement, and the
ethical use of AI, there are additional concerns to consider.

1. Will companies face heavier taxation for replacing people
with technology?

2. Could this funding be used to provide financial support
and find meaningful activities for those left outside of
this productivity paradigm?
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3. And, on a more philosophical and crucial long-term note,
will this increase personal agency or, conversely, drive
people into passivity?

Last but not least are the concerns about income. In a
Harvard Business School BiGS interview, Sam Altman of
OpenAI noted that “The shape of jobs will change.”
He elaborated, saying, “It is important to be upfront with people
that these impacts might happen. One of the most important
things to figure out is how the government can help play a role.
Given the magnitude of the economic change, how we think
about the erosion of the social contract and how people view the
balance between capital and labor will require serious societal
debate.” 27

What is the best course of action moving forward, and who is
responsible? Clearly, the incorporation of new technologies in
the workplace will bring about radical changes in job roles,
organizational frameworks, and societal norms. Again, this
transformation won’t happen overnight. It may take far
longer than initially predicted in the hype. For now, we are
left with more questions than answers.

27 Meghan Morris, Jun 3, 2024 "Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang says robots are the next
wave of AI – and 2 kinds will dominate" Business Insider
https://www.businessinsider.com/nvidia-ceo-jensen-huang-pushes-robot-revolution-
taiwan-computex-speech-2024-6

https://www.businessinsider.com/nvidia-ceo-jensen-huang-pushes-robot-revolution-taiwan-computex-speech-2024-6
https://www.businessinsider.com/nvidia-ceo-jensen-huang-pushes-robot-revolution-taiwan-computex-speech-2024-6
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Chapter 2.

AI’s Disruption of
Traditional Roles

“One of the things that annoys me most about people who work on AI is
when they stand up with a straight face and say, ‘This will never cause
any job elimination. This is just an additive thing. This is just all going to
be great.’ This is going to eliminate a lot of current jobs, and this is
going to change the way that a lot of current jobs function, and this is
going to create entirely new jobs. That always happens with
technology.”

Sam Altman, CEO of OpenAI
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Considering that the vast majority of people were peasants
until relatively recently, even up to the 20th century in some
regions, it highlights the potential profound changes the
digital revolution, particularly the mass adoption of AI, will
bring. These changes will start with our habits, lifestyle, and
work, extending to governance and state formation. Just as
the predominant state form transitioned from monarchy to
democracy in the 20th century, democracy will likely undergo
a massive transformation, adopting the network nature of
technology, specifically its distributed form.

Humans have long anticipated technology to automate
routine jobs – a golden dream dating back to antiquity. The
concept of automata can be traced back to ancient myths.
For instance, in Greek mythology, Hephaestus, the god of
blacksmiths, created mechanical servants to assist him.
Additionally, the myth of Talos, a giant automaton made of
bronze, is another example. In fact, the Greeks and Romans
created early versions of automata. Hero of Alexandria, a
Greek engineer and mathematician from the 1st century AD,
created numerous automated devices, such as a water-
powered mechanism for opening temple doors and a
mechanical theater.

In the Middle Ages and Renaissance, inventors like Al-Jazari
(1136–1206) and Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) designed
and constructed diverse automata. Al-Jazari created complex
water clocks and mechanical devices, while Leonardo
designed a mechanical knight. Human genius has always
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been fascinated by the prospect of creating machines that
can perform beneficial tasks.
The recently unveiled ability of artificial intelligence to
generate impressive results in traditionally "artistic" fields like
design and writing has both surprised and frightened many.
It is crucial to recall that even multimodal generative AI,
despite delivering stunning results, is still driven by human
prompts and requires talent behind those prompts. However,
if Artificial General Intelligence (AGI) or even
Superintelligence is attained, as some speculate, even that
dynamic might shift to our disadvantage.

Another significant shift currently underway involves
transforming non-cognitive workers into cognitive ones.

A cognitive worker is an individual whose primary job
responsibilities entail mental processes rather than physical
labor. These workers use their cognitive abilities to carry out
tasks that require thinking, reasoning, problem-solving,
creativity, and decision-making. This implies that roles
traditionally viewed as routine and manual are evolving to
require more mental engagement and problem-solving skills.
Due to technological advancements and automation handling
repetitive tasks, workers are now expected to adapt, learn,
and apply cognitive skills to manage and monitor these
automated processes. This transition underscores the
increasing demand for continuous learning and the
enhancement of cognitive abilities across diverse job sectors.
As a result, the workforce is becoming more versatile,
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capable of handling complex tasks that demand both
technical know-how and cognitive agility.

How will the AI deployment lead to an increase in cognitive
workers and transform non-cognitive workers into cognitive
ones? Here are some examples:

Agricultural Sector

Farming used to be considered more hands-on than high-
tech. With AI technologies like precision agriculture, drones,
and automated machinery, farmers are now diving into data,
interpreting results, and making savvy decisions powered by
AI insights. Farming has definitely entered the digital age,
blending traditional skills with cutting-edge innovations to
optimize both yield and sustainability. This shift is not just
improving efficiency but also helping address global
challenges like food security and climate change. As a result,
the modern farmer is part technologist, part environmental
steward, shaping the future of agriculture.

Manufacturing Industry

In manufacturing, AI-powered robots and automation
systems are taking over the repetitive tasks once handled by
human workers. Now, those same workers are stepping up to
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oversee and manage AI systems, troubleshoot technical
glitches, and make sense of the complex data churned out by
AI algorithms. It’s a shift that calls for some serious
brainpower. Cognitive skills like problem-solving, critical
thinking, and sharp decision-making are now front and
center.

Customer Service

AI chatbots and virtual assistants are shaking up customer
service by taking care of routine inquiries and basic support.
With the bots handling the simple stuff, human agents can
now dive into more complex interactions that demand
empathy, creativity, and some serious brainpower. As a result,
customer service representatives are evolving into cognitive
workers, tackling higher-level problem-solving and
relationship-building like pros. Ultimately, companies are
seeing the benefits too, with improved customer loyalty and
more efficient service operations as a direct result of this
human-machine collaboration.

Healthcare Sector

AI is making waves in healthcare with diagnostic algorithms
and predictive analytics, boosting the capabilities of medical
professionals. As AI takes on administrative tasks and
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crunches data, healthcare workers are stepping up to
interpret AI-generated insights, collaborate with AI in
treatment planning, and navigate the ethical complexities of
patient care. The role of a healthcare professional is
becoming as much about cognitive skills as it is about
bedside manner. This shift transforms healthcare workers
into cognitive professionals who leverage AI to improve
clinical outcomes.

Essentially, some jobs will disappear, some will undergo
significant changes, and some will remain secure but likely be
improved. As technology advances, many roles will need to
evolve, pushing workers to acquire new skills. However, some
jobs are set to become future-proof, thriving as AI and other
innovations enhance them. These roles will leverage
technology to handle routine tasks, allowing workers to focus
on complex, creative work while boosting efficiency and
productivity. The future isn’t about losing jobs. It’s about
leveling them up.

A 2023 McKinsey study stated that less than 5% of
occupations are entirely automatable. “However, in about
60% of occupations, at least one-third of the tasks could be
automated." 28

28 McKinsey Global Institute , Sept. 3, 2023 "How automation is shaping the future of
work" https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/themes/how-automation-is-shaping-
the-future-of-work

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/themes/how-automation-is-shaping-the-future-of-work
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/themes/how-automation-is-shaping-the-future-of-work
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JOBS MOST AT RISK OF AUTOMATION

Sector Role
Susceptible
to
Automation

Nature of
Change

Skills Required
for Transition

Routine Manual
and Physical
Tasks

Machine
operators,
assembly line
workers

Replaced by
robotics and AI;
shift to
overseeing
automated
processes

Cognitive skills to
manage and
oversee
automation

Data Entry and
Processing

Data entry
clerks,
processors

AI performs
tasks more
efficiently;
decline in
demand

Complex
cognitive abilities
like data analysis

Customer
Service and
Retail

Cashiers,
stock clerks

Introduction of
self-checkout
and automated
inventory
systems

Advanced
cognitive skills
for complex
customer
interactions and
technology
management

Transportation
and Logistics

Truck drivers,
delivery
personnel

Autonomous
vehicles and
drones

Cognitive skills to
oversee and
maintain
automation



Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath Mindset

89

The shift from non-cognitive to cognitive jobs highlights the
importance of continuous learning and skill development.
Workers must adapt by acquiring new cognitive skills,
enabling them to perform more complex tasks that are
difficult to automate. This transition ensures that employees
remain relevant in an increasingly automated work
environment. 29

The primary challenge is figuring out how to encourage
people without a continuous learning mindset to engage with
more complex topics. It is well known that many people, after
completing their formal education, are hesitant to learn new
things. In fact, a significant number only consider exploring
new areas of knowledge after the age of 40. Managers
working on reskilling and upskilling programs often report
limited success due to this lack of ability and unwillingness to
learn.
Allie K. Miller, the Number 1 Most Followed Voice in AI
Business with 1.5M followers, and a leading AI entrepreneur
and advisor (formerly at Amazon and IBM), argues that AI will:

Certain roles will see an increase: AI and machine learning
positions like data scientists, ML engineers, and AI ethicists
are expected to expand. Enterprises are hesitant to delegate
all liability to AI or no-code platforms.

29 Vijayakumari Seevaratnam, Russell Manfield, The University of Queensland, 3 Oct
2023 "The three Cs of the 21st-century workplace: cognition, character and career"
TIMES HIGHER EUDCATION https://www.timeshighereducation.com/campus/three-cs-
21stcentury-workplace-cognition-character-and-career

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/campus/three-cs-21stcentury-workplace-cognition-character-and-career
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/campus/three-cs-21stcentury-workplace-cognition-character-and-career
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Many roles will be augmented: AI will improve roles in
diverse fields (marketing, law, recruitment, sales) by aiding in
tasks like content creation, campaign optimization, document
review, case research, and risk assessment. Nearly every job
will become AI-enhanced, similar to the impact of the internet.

Decrease in routine roles: Jobs involving predictable tasks,
like junior-level data entry, will decline. This shift raises
questions about career advancement and the transition from
education to employment. Will traditional colleges adjust to
teach more strategic and creative skills? Will technical STEM
skills receive more emphasis? Alternatively, will specialized
education in trades, healthcare, and tech certifications gain
prominence?

Creation of new roles: New positions such as AI Operations
Manager, AI Avatar Manager, and AI Agent Builder will
emerge. Roles intersecting AI with various industries (e.g., AI
Healthcare Specialist, AI Financial Advisor) will also be created.
The world is evolving swiftly, with new job categories on the
horizon.

Impact on millions of jobs: Predictions vary, with estimates
from the World Economic Forum and Goldman Sachs
suggesting significant job losses and gains due to AI. In the
near term, the impact could influence 10-25% of the global
workforce.
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AI is reshaping the workforce, turning "non-cognitive" roles
into "brainy" ones. The takeaway? Sharpen those cognitive
skills, stay adaptable, and embrace lifelong learning. In the
future, for many humans thriving will be about teaming up
with machines. But do we really want this future? We can
explore some alternatives. Let’s discuss it in the next book on
the topic.

SKILLS GAP AND NEED FOR ADAPTABILITY

The skills gap in the age of AI refers to the disparity between
the skills required to effectively utilize and manage AI tools
and the skills that employees currently possess. This gap
promises to become significant because AI is transforming
the workplace and creating new demands for skills that were
not previously necessary. As Gilbert Houngbo, Director-
General of the International Labour Organization noted, “The
impact of AI on jobs was not going to be ‘an employment
apocalypse’, but that reskilling, upskilling and lifelong learning
would be key to managing the transition to augmentation." 30 It's
not merely about refining our thinking, being slightly more
creative, or adding some flair to our current work. We are
facing a profound transformation in what defines valuable
skills.

30 World Economic Forum, Feb 6, 2024, 6 work and workplace trends to watch in 2024,
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2024/02/work-and-workplace-trends-to-watch-2024/

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2024/02/work-and-workplace-trends-to-watch-2024/
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When will generative AI, automation, and other technologies
be fully integrated into our workplaces and daily lives? It's
difficult to pinpoint the exact timeline. Predictions might be
inaccurate because we currently see significant reservations
from both companies and the general public. However, if
resistance diminishes, we will witness artificial intelligence
seamlessly integrated into most processes. To work
effectively with AI, we'll need to enhance some "old" skills and
cultivate new ones. AI will drive us to enhance various
aspects of our work and personal lives. In fact, AI can
enhance human capabilities by motivating personal and
professional self-improvement. How? Thriving in the AI era
requires individuals to develop a versatile skill set that
enables effective collaboration between humans and AI.
These skills can be broadly categorized into three areas.

Digital Skills – abilities and knowledge needed to effectively
use digital technologies and tools. As digital transformation
rewires industries, these skills are becoming must-haves
across the board.

Digital
Literacy

Familiarity with digital platforms and hybrid models for
collaboration and continuous learning in the AI-driven
workplace.

AI Literacy Understanding AI capabilities, limitations, and potential
biases to leverage AI tools effectively.

Data
Interpretation

Contextualizing and critically evaluating AI-generated
insights and recommendations.
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Cognitive Skills – the mental abilities used for thinking,
learning, problem-solving, memory, attention, and decision-
making, which allow individuals to process information and
perform everyday tasks.

Problem-Solving

Creativity

Ability to think critically and solve complex problems
in an AI-driven environment

Developing innovative thinking to complement AI's
automation of routine tasks.

Originality Generating unique ideas and solutions that AI
systems cannot replicate.

Strategic Thinking Identifying opportunities for AI integration and
foreseeing long-term implications.

Curiosity and
Questioning

Probing AI outputs and asking insightful questions to
guide further inquiry.

Interdisciplinary
Thinking

Connecting ideas across different fields to generate
insights that AI might miss.

Futures Literacy Understanding and anticipating future trends and
challenges to make informed decisions.

Complexity Literacy Grasping complex systems and interdependencies to
navigate and address multifaceted problems.
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Human Skills – abilities that enable individuals to interact
effectively with others.

Emotional
Intelligence

Understanding and managing emotions, both in
oneself and others.

Interpersonal
Skills

Effective communication, active listening, and
teamwork for effective work with AI systems
and human colleagues.

Adaptability Quickly adapting to changing technologies and
workflows.

Ethical Reasoning Making value judgments and considering the
ethical implications of AI applications.

Communication Clear and concise communication for effective
collaboration and knowledge sharing in the
digital age.

Leadership Guiding teams in the effective use of AI and
managing the impact of AI on the workforce.

Continuous
Learning
(Superlearning)

Continuous learning and upskilling.
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Two skills deserve a closer look, as they are gaining
importance but are still relatively unknown: Futures Literacy
and Complexity Literacy.

Futures Literacy

The concept of Futures Literacy originated in the field of
futures studies and was formally introduced by the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) in the early 2000s. This approach emerged as a
way to enhance individuals' and organizations' abilities to
understand, anticipate, and navigate the complexities of the
future.
Futures Literacy is the capability to understand and use the
future(s) to anticipate and prepare for potential challenges
and opportunities.31 It involves the ability to think critically
and creatively about the future, recognizing that it is not
predetermined and can be shaped by our actions and
decisions. Futures literacy is gaining traction in business and
governance as organizations recognize its value amidst
growing uncertainty. But what is this skill all about? Futures
literacy equips individuals and organizations to anticipate,
analyze, and navigate rapid changes. It enables us to envision
multiple potential futures, critically examine emerging trends,

31 Stefan Bergheim, August 2024, “On the Competence of Futures Literacy,”
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/383122741_On_the_Competence_of_Futures_
Literacy

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/383122741_On_the_Competence_of_Futures_Literacy
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/383122741_On_the_Competence_of_Futures_Literacy
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and make informed decisions. This skill helps us address
ethical considerations proactively, adapt to shifting skill
requirements, and develop robust AI governance policies.
Most importantly, it empowers us to shape our futures
actively and responsively. Today, a growing number of
Futures Studies and Foresight practitioners and scholars
worldwide offer training in these essential skills.

Complexity Literacy

Complexity Literacy is the ability to understand, navigate, and
manage complex systems and situations. It involves
recognizing the interconnections and interdependencies
within systems and understanding how small changes can
have significant impacts.
It enables individuals to handle the non-linear, dynamic, and
often unpredictable nature of complex problems in social,
economic, environmental, and technological domains. This
involves grasping concepts like emergence, feedback loops,
and systemic interdependencies and applying this
understanding to real-world situations. In the era of
Supercomplexity we live in today, Complexity Literacy seems
to be a must-have skill. Why? Empowering decision-makers,
leaders, and citizens to transcend simplistic, linear thinking.
Fostering holistic, adaptive approaches, helping to identify
leverage points for change within complex systems,
anticipating unintended consequences, and crafting resilient,
sustainable solutions.
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Undoubtedly, this skill is vital for leadership roles. But
wouldn’t every individual benefit from a basic understanding
of complexity? A basic understanding of complexity helps
reduce the fear of uncertainty and empower people to take
action.

Complexity literacy is taught and learned through various
channels, although it is not as formalized or widespread as
traditional academic subjects. Some universities offer
courses or programs related to complex systems, often in
departments like Systems Science, Complexity Science,
Environmental Studies, Sustainability, Business Management
(focusing on complex organizational systems). Institutions
like the Santa Fe Institute in the USA specialize in complexity
science and provide educational programs. It remains a vast
field to explore and would serve as a superb training topic for
management training companies.
Futures Literacy and Complexity Literacy are powerful skills
for shaping our collective future and empowering us as
confident actors. As challenges mount, we must sharpen our
cognitive abilities and learn to make ethical decisions that
extend beyond just human existence, encompassing all life
on Earth.

Superlearning

Continuous learning is a standalone skill that demands
special attention. The relentless pursuit of continuous
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learning can be termed as superlearning. Julie Sweet, Chair
and CEO of Accenture, emphasizes the importance of
continuous learning. At Accenture, the trait of continuous
learning is so valued that it is a core part of their interview
process. Sweet explains, "We ask one question to every person,
regardless of whether you're a coder, strategist, doctor, or
working in HR. We ask: what have you learned in the last six
months? We don't care if it's how to bake a cake; we need people
who love to learn. That question is incredibly insightful. You have
to have people who want to learn and build a learning culture."32

Interestingly, this drive for continuous learning is a hallmark
of polymathic individuals (they possess this strongly as a
personality trait; more about it in PART III) . Polymaths are
superlearners, and this trait is why the polymathic mindset is
poised to dominate the future. Historically, monomaths or
hyperspecialists have concentrated exclusively on their
domain, sometimes diving deeper or automating the skills
and knowledge they acquired through education. Yet, this
approach is no longer sufficient. The modern era demands
adaptability and an insatiable curiosity. The ability to keep
learning and adapting goes beyond being beneficial; it stands
as a necessity. Superlearners epitomize this crucial need of
our time, reviving humanity's inherent curiosity as a
superpower in the stage of human achievement.

32 Harvard Business Review, May 06, 2022 "Accenture CEO Julie Sweet on the Most
Important Skill Job Seekers Need Today" https://hbr.org/2022/05/accenture-ceo-julie-
sweet-on-the-most-important-skill-job-seekers-need-today

https://hbr.org/2022/05/accenture-ceo-julie-sweet-on-the-most-important-skill-job-seekers-need-today
https://hbr.org/2022/05/accenture-ceo-julie-sweet-on-the-most-important-skill-job-seekers-need-today
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LIMITATIONS OF INDUSTRIAL MINDSET

What happens when someone fixates on a single field in a
constantly evolving world? A hyper-specialized approach, a
relic of the Industrial Age, delivers deep expertise but has its
pitfalls–especially in today’s dynamic environment.
Innovations outside that narrow focus can lag, missing the
broader picture and slowing progress where it matters most.
The risk here is that one's skills and knowledge may become
obsolete if the field undergoes significant changes or
disruptions. Additionally, problem-solving capabilities may be
constrained. Complex problems call for diverse perspectives
and interdisciplinary approaches.
A monomaniac mindset risks overlooking innovative
solutions that arise from blending insights across fields.
Another downside? Intellectual isolation. When you’re laser-
focused on one area, you can easily lose sight of broader
trends and breakthroughs happening just beyond your
narrow view. This isolation can hinder collaboration and the
ability to communicate effectively with professionals from
other disciplines. Moreover, creativity may be compromised.
Engagement with diverse fields often sparks new ideas and
perspectives. Without this cross-pollination of concepts,
creativity can stagnate, capping the potential for
groundbreaking discoveries and advancements. In contrast, a
polymathic approach breeds flexibility and wide-ranging
understanding.
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JOBS SAFE FROM AUTOMATION

The standard opinion, prevalent across articles and social
media influencers, is that specific jobs and skills will continue
to be significant despite the era of extensive automation.
These roles require a level of adaptability, creativity, and
human interaction that current AI technology struggles to
replicate effectively, making them less susceptible to
automation. Such jobs include healthcare workers, teachers,
creatives, lawyers, and tradespeople. The essential skills
believed to endure are soft skills, critical thinking, problem-
solving, creativity, industry-specific expertise, and human
interaction skills.

Why don't we consider changing the variable here? Changing
the variable may result in more accurate outcomes. The
critical aspect lies not in the specific professions and skills
that will remain relevant, but rather the level of mastery
within these areas. Today, we witness AI enhancing the
efforts of highly skilled professionals while diminishing the
work of mediocre specialists. In the era of widespread
automation, it's not enough to simply be a healthcare worker,
teacher, creative, lawyer, or tradesperson. What sets
individuals apart is their expertise and proficiency. AI tools
can enhance the capabilities of top-tier professionals,
allowing them to achieve unprecedented levels of efficiency.
Conversely, those with only average skills may find
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themselves outpaced and outperformed by AI-driven
solutions.

Therefore, the focus should be on attaining a high level of
mastery in one's specialization(s). Integrating AI means that
professionals need to continuously improve and refine their
skills to effectively utilize the technology.

Recent global experiences with implementing generative AI
show that it not only aids specific jobs, but also distinguishes
between excellence and mediocrity, elevating the former and
rendering the latter obsolete.

Numerous jobs are growing increasingly complex, requiring
multifaceted expertise. According to a report by Pegasystems
Inc., 71% of employees globally perceive an increase in the
complexity of their roles, driven by factors like escalating
customer expectations, information overload, managing
internal workflows, overseeing projects and teams, keeping
pace with rapid changes, and coping with limited resources.
Within the Asia-Pacific region, half of the workforce highlights
the increase in diverse systems as a key source of job
complexity, with one in three employees citing technology as
a complicating factor due to its complexity and steep learning
curve. 33

33 PEGA. WORKFORCE TRENDS REPORT 2022 "Demystifying complexity in the
modern workforce" https://www.pega.com/business-
complexity?utm_source=emd&utm_medium=pr&utm_content=complexity-report

https://www.pega.com/business-complexity?utm_source=emd&utm_medium=pr&utm_content=complexity-report
https://www.pega.com/business-complexity?utm_source=emd&utm_medium=pr&utm_content=complexity-report
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The World Economic Forum's Future of Jobs Report 2020
notes that employers expect increasingly redundant roles to
decline from 15.4% of the workforce to 9% by 2025,
indicating a shift towards more complex and emerging
professions. The report also emphasizes the increasing need
for new skills across industries, particularly in sectors such as
the green economy, data and AI economy roles, and new
positions in engineering, cloud computing, and product
development. 34

How can we handle the increasing complexity of jobs?
Already in the early 2000s, Dr. Riel Miller, the pioneer of
UNESCO Futures Literacy and a leading authority on using
the future to change what people see and do, offered the
concept of a learning-intensive society. In such a society,
learning becomes the predominant source of value-added
and the key driver of economic and social progress. The
average intensity of know-how, know-what, know-who, and
know-why in daily life increases significantly. It represents a
shift from industrial and knowledge societies.

In light of AI, this concept has suddenly become an urgent
necessity. We will be compelled to transform the industrial
education and work model into a learning-intensive society.
Why? The fast-paced growth of AI calls for humans to keep
pace. The long-anticipated shift will happen organically,
driven by AI’s relentless progress. Here, once again citing Sam

34 World Economic Forum, Oct. 2020 "The Future of Jobs Report 2020"
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2020.pdf

https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2020.pdf
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Altman: “I think everyone’s job will look a bit more like that. We
will all operate at a higher level of abstraction and have access to
much more capability. We’ll still make decisions, perhaps
trending more towards curation over time, but we’ll make
decisions about what should happen in the world.” 35

This clearly emphasizes the growing importance of cognitive
abilities and the 'leveling up' of human capabilities. AI's
impact on the workforce is clear. It boosts the capabilities of
top performers and raises the stakes for everyone else. In a
learning-intensive society, continuous improvement and
lifelong learning are crucial. With AI stepping into roles once
reserved for humans, simply having a job or skill is no longer
sufficient.

Mastery and adaptability are now the name of the game.

As AI 'encroaches on human turf,' the push for a learning-
intensive society shifts from theory to a must-do reality.
Many now believe humanity can ease up on learning,
expecting machines to handle our tasks. But, in reality, we’ll
need to know far more. This awareness, however, is still
largely missing.

EMERGING OPPORTUNITIES CREATED BY AI

35 SKIM AI, June 03, 2024 10 "Generative AI Quotes by OpenAI CEO Sam Altman"
https://skimai.com/10-generative-ai-quotes-by-openai-ceo-sam-altman/

https://skimai.com/10-generative-ai-quotes-by-openai-ceo-sam-altman/
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Considering these changes, the key focus must be on
continuous learning. This concept, although introduced by
the Chinese polymath Confucius in the 5th century BCE, is
now on everyone's lips. Yet, continuous learning has never
been a fundamental aspect of the industrial society's
education system. So, how can we reintegrate it? The most
logical step would be to learn from those who are driven by
learning – the lifelong learners who have existed across all
ages and civilizations. And who are these individuals?
Polymaths.

Polymaths, with their pursuit, development, and integration
of in-depth knowledge across multiple fields, subject matters,
or areas of human activity, embody the essence of
continuous learning. They are not confined to a single field
but instead seek knowledge in various areas, constantly
expanding their understanding and skills. They are the
superlearners.

By studying the methods and approaches of polymaths, we
can gain valuable insights into how to cultivate a mindset of
perpetual learning. Polymaths thrive on curiosity and
adaptability. They demonstrate that learning is not a one-
time event but an ongoing process. Their ability to connect
disparate ideas and innovate across fields offers a blueprint
for how we might navigate our futures. By embracing the
polymathic approach, we can spark a culture of continuous
improvement and resilience. Moreover, polymaths teach us
the importance of interdisciplinary knowledge and its
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integration. In an era where AI handles specialized tasks, the
ability to integrate insights from different domains becomes
invaluable. This synthesis of knowledge can lead to
breakthroughs and innovations that a narrow focus might
miss.

The transition to a learning-intensive society will require
us to embrace continuous learning, or "superlearning."

Why don’t we draw inspiration from polymaths who have
mastered this art?
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Part III

SHIFT TO A
POLYMATH MINDSET
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Chapter 1.

Defining the Polymathic
Approach

„Throughout my life, many times I had to face people who told
me: 'Focus on just one thing.'" Then one day I replied: "If I must
focus on one thing, I will focus on myself." And I am much more
than just one thing."

Pablo Ruz Salmones

What is a polymath? The term 'polymath' has its origins in
Ancient Greece. It is derived from the Greek word
"polymathēs," which means "having learned much." This term
combines two elements: "poly," meaning "many," and
"mathēs," which means "learned" or "knowledge." In the
Western tradition, the concept of the polymath became
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particularly prominent during the Renaissance, a period that
celebrated the ideal of the well-rounded individual who
pursued knowledge across various disciplines. However, the
phenomenon of persons knowledgeable and skilled in
several fields is well known across the world and has its
equivalents in most cultures. Some people argue that this
term is outdated because it evokes strong associations with
historical polymaths like Leonardo da Vinci (whose glory
seems to be seemingly unreachable for modern humans).
Why stick to it when there are other terms that are perhaps
more self-explanatory?

 Multidisciplinary expert
 Multidisciplinary professional
 Multidimensional expert
 Renaissance Man/Woman
 Versatile scholar
 Interdisciplinary scholar
 Multitalented individual
 Multifaceted specialist

These terms are accurate and self-explanatory, but they are
simply too long. The term 'polymath' sounds crisper, even if it
is less clear to those unfamiliar with it. Polymathy
researchers and enthusiasts prefer to use the term for its
plain beauty and elegance. Besides, it’s one of those cases
where an old term is getting a second life.
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STRUCTURED APPROACH TO POLYMATHY

There is no universally accepted definition of a polymath.
However, one of the most widely recognized and
comprehensive definitions is provided by Dr. Michael Araki, a
leading scholar in the field of polymathy, who is affiliated
with UNSW Sydney, Australia: Polymathy is the pursuit,
development, and integration of in-depth knowledge across
multiple domains, subject matters, or areas of human
endeavor. He outlines polymathy through three core
elements: breadth, depth, and integration.

Breadth refers to the range and diversity of knowledge
across different fields. A polymath typically has expertise in at
least three distinct areas, or two (seemingly) disparate
disciplines.

Depth signifies the level of knowledge and proficiency within
these fields, distinguishing a polymath from a mere dabbler.

Integration is the ability to connect and synthesize concepts
from different domains, creating innovative solutions and
insights.
Each of these dimensions is further divided into three facets,
which together offer a comprehensive view of polymathy. 36

36 Araki, M. E. (2015). Polymathic leadership: Theoretical foundation and construct
development. (Master's thesis). Pontifícia Universidade Católica, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
Available at SSRN: http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.366622

http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.366622
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Breadth

The first dimension, Breadth, emphasizes the accumulation
and diversity of knowledge and experiences across various
domains and fields. It includes three facets:
Domain Breadth: Involves acquiring a wide range of
knowledge across different domains.
Field Breadth: Emphasizes interacting with various experts
and communities, promoting broad exposure.
Personal Breadth: Includes engaging in diverse personal
interests, enabling wide-ranging exploration.

Imagine your mind as a vast, fertile garden. Domain Breadth
involves planting a variety of seeds, each representing
knowledge from different fields, making your garden richer
with diversity. Field Breadth is like collaborating with expert
gardeners who have unique skills, whose diverse techniques
help you grow a more robust and varied garden. Personal
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Breadth involves experimenting with unique plants and
techniques, which adds creativity and variety. By cultivating
these dimensions, you can create a vibrant, diverse garden of
knowledge and experiences.

Depth

The second dimension, Depth, focuses on gaining deep
expertise in specific areas through the following:

Domain Depth: Accumulating extensive knowledge and skills
within a specific domain.
Field Depth: Actively engaging in expert communities,
advancing through membership stages, and gaining peer
recognition.
Personal Depth: Applying mental effort, rigor, and reflection
in personal inquiries, leading to deep personal understanding
and growth.

Mastering the polymathic Depth domain could be compared
to mastering a musical instrument. Domain Depth is like
learning the fundamentals, where accumulating extensive
knowledge and skills involves diligently practicing scales,
chords, and techniques, laying the groundwork for advanced
playing. Field Depth is comparable to joining an orchestra,
where engaging in expert communities, collaborating, and
gaining peer recognition is akin to rising to the position of a
first-chair musician. Personal Depth is like composing music,
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requiring deep personal engagement, creativity, and
introspection, leading to unique compositions that reflect
profound personal understanding and growth.

Integration

The third dimension, Integration, emphasizes synthesizing
knowledge across various domains and fields to promote
innovation and comprehensive understanding. It includes:

Domain Integration: Combining knowledge from different
domains to generate new insights and uncover fundamental
connections.
Field Integration: Cross-pollinating within or between expert
communities, bringing novel perspectives to enrich the field.
Personal Integration: Merging personal insights with
domain knowledge, linking diverse interests into a cohesive
framework, and effectively connecting oneself with the world.

The polymathic dimension of Integration can be compared to
architectural design. Domain Integration is like designing a
building, where architects combine principles of engineering,
aesthetics, and environmental science to create innovative
structures. This synthesis of information from multiple fields
reveals fundamental connections, much like how architects
merge different disciplines to design cohesive and functional
buildings. Field Integration resembles collaborating with
experts during the construction process, with engineers,
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interior designers, and landscape architects contributing
specialized knowledge. The architect integrates these
perspectives to enrich the project, akin to introducing novel
viewpoints to advance a field. Personal Integration is
comparable to an architect developing a signature style,
blending personal vision with professional expertise to create
unique and recognizable designs. This process links diverse
interests into a cohesive framework, effectively connecting
oneself with the world through a unified and distinctive
approach.
This structured approach to polymathy encourages gaining
and deepening knowledge while highlighting the need to
integrate diverse insights and experiences. This blend
promotes innovation and thorough understanding, resulting
in a well-rounded and interconnected grasp of different fields
and domains.

POLYMATH AND OTHER POLYMATHIC TYPES

The desire for human versatility is profound, surpassing the
myth of specialization that has been promoted to us over the
last 150 years. There are various types of personalities that
can be considered polymathic: generalists, multipotentialites,
scanners, slash-persons, T-shaped and O-shaped individuals,
and others. They represent a breadth of knowledge across
diverse fields. However, what distinguishes them from
polymaths is their relatively lesser depth of expertise within
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each field or domain. They also cross-pollinate and integrate
across their fields of interest, much like polymaths do. So,
what’s the difference then?

Since the release of David Epstein's bestseller Range, which
highlights the advantages of generalists, questions about the
distinction between a polymath and a generalist keep
popping up. The distinctions are nuanced but worth
exploring to solve this puzzle once and for all. Essentially, it’s
about a different approach to knowledge and expertise.

POLYMATH AND GENERALIST

A polymath is an individual who possesses deep expertise in
multiple, often (seemingly) disparate fields or domains. They
don't just know a bit about several areas; they master them.
For instance, one of the popular examples of a polymath is
Benjamin Franklin, one of the Founding Fathers of the United
States. He played a crucial role in the American Revolution
and was instrumental in the drafting and signing of the
Declaration of Independence in 1776. Beyond that, Franklin
excelled in science and invention, writing and publishing,
politics and diplomacy, philosophy and ethics, education and
civic engagement, economics and finance, and had interests
in music and art, making him a true polymath. Like many of
history’s grand polymaths, his influence stretched far beyond
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politics, playing a crucial role in the scientific and intellectual
growth of early America.
Polymaths often integrate knowledge from their varied
interests to create groundbreaking insights, blending the best
of different disciplines. This deep and broad mastery allows
them to innovate and contribute uniquely to each field they
touch.
In contrast, a generalist has a broad but more superficial
understanding of many subjects. They are versatile and
adaptable, able to connect the dots across different domains
without necessarily diving deeply into any single one.
Generalists thrive in environments that require a wide range
of skills and the ability to pivot quickly between tasks or
projects. They are the jacks-of-all-trades, often excelling in
roles that require a holistic view rather than deep expertise.

Take two versatile giants like Walt Disney and Charlie Chaplin
– on the surface, they may seem like kindred spirits. But while
Chaplin leans towards the polymath end of the scale, Disney
is the poster child for a generalist’s broad creativity. Same
stage, different acts!

Charlie Chaplin was a true polymath. He was not only an
iconic actor but also a skilled director, composer,
screenwriter, and producer. Chaplin personally crafted nearly
every aspect of his films, demonstrating deep expertise and
artistry in each role. Did you know that Chaplin not only
wrote music for many of his films but also won an Oscar for
Best Original Score for Limelight? He was meticulously
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involved in the filmmaking process. This level of mastery
across multiple disciplines is what sets him apart as a
polymath.

Walt Disney, on the other hand, was more of a generalist
with a visionary’s mindset. While he was certainly creative, his
genius lay in his ability to blend various fields like animation,
storytelling, theme park design, and business. Disney wasn’t
deeply involved in the technical aspects of animation or the
fine details of his theme parks, but he had a broad
understanding and a skill in bringing together talented
specialists to execute his vision. His strength was in
conceptualization, management, and pioneering new ideas
rather than developing a high level of expertise in each
individual area.

Let‘s take another prominent pair, Buckminster Fuller and
Frank Lloyd Wright. Both were pioneering architects with far-
reaching influence, yet they embodied different kinds of
versatility.

Buckminster Fuller was a polymath who not only designed
structures but also delved deeply into engineering,
sustainability, and systems thinking. His innovations, such as
the geodesic dome, were driven by his commitment to
creating sustainable and efficient designs. Fuller’s work
extended beyond architecture into broader social and
environmental concerns, reflecting his deep expertise across
multiple disciplines.
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Frank Lloyd Wright, on the other hand, exemplifies the
generalist approach. Known primarily for his architectural
designs, he also engaged with interior design, landscape
architecture, and urban planning. While he wasn't as deeply
involved in the technical aspects of engineering as Fuller,
Wright’s influence was broad, and he integrated various
elements of design to create harmonious, aesthetically
distinct structures like Fallingwater and the Guggenheim
Museum. His approach was rooted in a generalist’s
adaptability and vision for cohesive design, rather than
Fuller’s systems-oriented focus.

While both were revolutionary in architecture, Fuller applied
a polymathic perspective, blending various fields into his
work, while Wright used a broad generalist approach to
design, focusing on creating holistic environments that
blended architecture with nature.

Another brilliant duo of versatile minds was Isaac Asimov and
Carl Sagan.
Isaac Asimov was a polymath with a formidable range in
science fiction, chemistry, history, and more. He authored
works on numerous topics, demonstrating deep expertise
and insight across both science and the humanities.

Carl Sagan, though deeply knowledgeable in astronomy, was
more of a generalist communicator. Sagan’s ability to explain
complex scientific ideas to the public through writing and
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television made him a popularizer of science. His generalist
approach allowed him to cover diverse topics like
extraterrestrial life, philosophy, and public policy, rather than
focusing exclusively on one scientific field.

Together, Asimov and Sagan illustrate how both polymaths
and generalists can profoundly influence public
understanding – one through mastery across many domains,
the other by connecting a broad range of ideas to a wider
audience.

A truly beautiful modern example is a polymath-generalist
pair, Neri Oxman and Björk. While Neri Oxman is a polymath
who blends design, biology, and technology, Björk represents
a generalist's approach in the realms of music, art, and
technology.

Neri Oxman is known for her work at the intersection of
design, biology, computing, and material science. As a
professor at the MIT Media Lab, she founded and leads the
Mediated Matter research group, where she explores ways to
merge design and biology to create sustainable materials and
structures. Oxman’s expertise spans architecture, design,
environmental science, and bioengineering, showcasing her
polymathic ability to blend art, science, and technology.

Björk is a generalist whose career spans music, visual art,
and technological experimentation. Known for her boundary-
pushing approach to music, she incorporates diverse
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influences from electronic music to traditional Icelandic folk.
Björk has also ventured into the worlds of virtual reality, app
development, and digital art, often collaborating with
technologists and artists to create multi-sensory experiences.
While she doesn’t specialize deeply in any one area outside of
music, her ability to explore and connect these different
realms has made her an influential figure in contemporary
art and music.

Last but not least, we have corporate leaders Jeff Bezos and
Tim Cook.
Jeff Bezos is often considered a polymath due to his
expertise spanning e-commerce, cloud computing, media,
and aerospace. As the founder of Amazon, he transformed
multiple industries through his deep understanding of
logistics, technology, and consumer behavior, and later
expanded into space exploration with Blue Origin.

Tim Cook, the CEO of Apple, embodies a generalist’s
strengths. While he isn’t as technically specialized as his
predecessor, Steve Jobs, Cook’s broad knowledge in supply
chain management, operations, and corporate strategy has
allowed him to scale Apple into one of the most profitable
companies in the world. Cook’s generalist approach has
helped him navigate diverse business areas and steer Apple’s
sustained growth.
Here is a comparison table for these two multifaceted types:
the polymath and the generalist.
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Aspect Polymaths Generalists

Depth vs.
Breadth

Exhibit breadth in
multiple areas,
mastering two or
three fields over
years.

Prioritize breadth over
depth, acquiring a
working knowledge of a
dozen different areas.

Integration
vs.
Application

Integrate deep
knowledge to create
innovative ideas,
applying principles
from one field to
another.

Apply broad
understanding to adapt
and manage diverse
situations effectively.

Specialization
vs. Versatility

Specialize in multiple
areas, achieving high
expertise and
recognition in those
fields.

Versatile, handling a wide
range of tasks and roles,
well-suited for managerial
positions or dynamic
industries.

Learning
Approach

Driven by deep,
intrinsic curiosity,
pursuing self-directed
and intensely focused
learning.

Follow a more eclectic
path, driven by a desire to
acquire useful knowledge
and skills across a broad
spectrum.

When envisioning these two types, certain images can help
us better grasp their essence. For instance, we might picture
a generalist as a spotlight and a polymath as a prism: A
generalist directs focused light on several areas, illuminating
specific aspects of each. A polymath, like a prism, refracts
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that light into a spectrum of insights, revealing deeper
connections and hidden nuances across various disciplines.

Another vivid comparison would be: the generalist as a
garden, the polymath as a rainforest. A generalist nurtures
multiple areas of knowledge, much like a well-tended garden
filled with diverse plants. A polymath, on the other hand,
flourishes like a rainforest. A forest, where diverse
ecosystems not only coexist but also intricately intertwine,
forming a more complex and self-sustaining environment.

Ultimately, polymaths and generalists represent different but
equally valuable approaches to knowledge and skill
acquisition. Polymaths leverage deep expertise across several
fields to innovate and integrate, while generalists utilize their
broad knowledge to adapt, manage, and connect diverse
areas. Each player plays a critical role within the
supercomplexity.

UNDERSTANDING POLYMATHS THROUGH
ANALOGIES

The nature and role of a polymath can best be understood
through analogies from various aspects of life. Let’s continue
our game of explanatory images: What if we think of a
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polymath as a smartphone, a corporation, fascia,
permaculture, a Gesamtkunstwerk, or even complexity itself
to illustrate their multifaceted, integrative, and adaptive
qualities?

Polymath as a Smartphone

People often compare themselves to the most prevalent
technology of their time. In the past, the brain was likened to
a mechanical set, then to a computer. Today, we can
compare a polymath to a smartphone and a specialist to an
analog phone. A specialist, like an analog phone, is highly
effective within a limited scope, excelling in a single function.
In contrast, a polymath resembles a smartphone – capable of
performing multiple tasks, integrating various apps and
functions to address diverse needs seamlessly. However, an
even more fitting comparison for a polymath is with
multimodal AI, which we will explore in the second part of
this book.

Polymath as a Corporation

A polymath can also be compared to a multinational
corporation, skillfully operating across a variety of intellectual
terrains just as a global enterprise maneuvers through
diverse markets. Similar to how a corporation operates
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across multiple sectors worldwide, a polymath engages with
a spectrum of disciplines – from science and art to literature
and technology.

Each department within a multinational, whether R&D,
marketing, or logistics, reflects the polymath's deep expertise
in specialized fields, showcasing their advanced capabilities
and profound knowledge. But how does this extensive
knowledge base translate into meaningful innovation?

The key is in integration. Multinational corporations thrive by
seamlessly blending diverse departments into a unified
strategy, balancing local nuances with a global vision.
Likewise, a polymath weaves together insights from various
domains, crafting a cohesive and strategic approach to
problem-solving. This ability to synthesize disparate ideas
into a comprehensive whole empowers both the organization
and the polymath to excel, innovate, and lead.

Now, imagine this: if famous historical polymaths were
corporations, which ones would they be?

 Leonardo da Vinci as Apple
If Apple is known for redefining technology with a blend of
design and functionality, then Leonardo da Vinci was the
original prototype. He was blending art and science with a
flair that would have made Steve Jobs jealous. Leonardo’s
sketchbooks are as iconic as an iPhone launch, each page an
early blueprint for merging beauty and engineering. In his
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hands, even a humble parachute became a masterclass in
cross-disciplinary genius.
 Benjamin Franklin as General Electric (GE)
If Benjamin Franklin were alive today, he’d probably have GE
on speed dial. Beyond discovering electricity Franklin wanted
to power the world with ideas, much like GE’s mission to
electrify and innovate across industries. From lightning rods
to bifocals, Franklin was the OG multitasker, and GE’s vast
portfolio, from jet engines to MRI machines, would surely
make him proud. Both are pioneers in everything they touch,
proving that a little spark of curiosity can ignite entire sectors.

 Thomas Jefferson as IBM
Think of Thomas Jefferson as the original multitasker. From
drafting the Declaration of Independence to dabbling in
architecture and founding a university, he was a Renaissance
man. IBM, with its decades of impact across tech and
consulting, mirrors Jefferson’s adaptability and knack for
reinvention. Both keep up with the times while managing to
juggle a hefty roster of specialties.

 Ibn Sina (Avicenna) as Siemens
Avicenna, the ultimate medical pioneer, was all about
diagnosing the human condition – much like Siemens
diagnoses just about everything else. Siemens’ reach across
healthcare, energy, and infrastructure matches Avicenna’s
vast influence in medicine, philosophy, and science. Both
have shown a relentless drive to push human progress
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forward, leaving legacies that are just as vital today as they
were centuries ago.

 Galileo Galilei as Samsung
Known as the father of modern science, Galileo’s
contributions to physics, astronomy, and mathematics could
be compared to Samsung’s broad reach. Just as Samsung
excels in electronics, telecommunications, and appliances,
Galileo pushed boundaries in various sciences, sparking
advancements that would change the course of history.

 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe as Disney
Goethe’s life was a blend of poetry, science, and politics; he’s
the original creative powerhouse. And Disney? A master of
storytelling and world-building with a bit of science thrown in
(Imagineering!). Both Goethe and Disney did not stick to a
single genre. They crafted entire worlds and brought the
fantastical into everyday life, becoming cultural icons who
defy easy categorization.

Polymath as Permaculture

Permaculture represents a sustainable agricultural system
that harmoniously integrates with natural ecosystems to
establish self-sufficient and regenerative environments. One
of the core principles of permaculture is mixed organic
cultures instead of monocultures. Imagine a permaculture
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farm where trees, bushes, vegetables, and herbs coexist,
layered atop one another, mirroring their natural habitats.
Carefully chosen plant species coexist in symbiosis rather
than competition. The polymathic approach has two
advantages: resilience and high productivity, mirroring the
same strengths of this unique ecosystem. A distinctive
feature of permaculture includes raised beds and keyhole
gardens, where different plants are laid on top of each other
in terraced steps. This structure increases the growing area
and creates different microclimate zones, helping to increase
productivity by enabling the simultaneous cultivation of
multiple crops on the same plot. Resilience is attained
through the integration of polycultures and the environment.
When plants, insects, and animals interact with each other,
supporting one another and regulating the natural balance,
the ecosystem as a whole can effectively combat diseases,
repel pests, and attract organisms that will help to maintain
the equilibrium. They can cope with heat, cold, and other
environmental extremes, and there is no need to water,
weed, fertilize, or perform other typical horticultural
maintenance. Ultimately, the fruits and vegetables grow big
and healthy. Permaculture farmers use natural ecosystems
as models, ecosystems also reflected in the polymathic
dimension of integration: naturally sustainable, wonderfully
resilient, and able to produce outstanding results.

Polymath as a Gemsatwkunstwerk
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The German term Gesamtkunstwerk, meaning "total work of
art," describes a creation where different art forms merge to
form a cohesive whole. Popularized in Germany and Austria
during the 19th and early 20th centuries, it became central to
modern art but waned in the postmodern era, though it's still
used today for multimedia works. Why does this concept,
highlighting the integration of various art forms as equals,
resonate with the polymathic personality? Unlike superficial
blends, Gesamtkunstwerk embodies profound integration,
reflecting how polymaths combine diverse interests and skills
into a cohesive entity. Whether through intellectual pursuits,
arts, or sports, polymaths embody this interconnectedness,
often engaging in activities like martial arts, dance, or
philosophy. The idea of Gesamtkunstwerk highlights the
artistic act of creating oneself by fully integrating all
dimensions of one's being, a journey demanding substantial
effort to realize one's full potential.

Polymath as a Connective Tissue

Imagine a network within our bodies that connects every
muscle, nerve, and organ, ensuring their seamless
collaboration. This network is called connective tissue. It
reminds us of a polymath who excels in various fields,
weaving together knowledge from science, art, technology,
and more. Connective tissue has been known and studied for
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centuries, but its importance and complexity have only been
fully appreciated in recent years. Historically, connective
tissue was considered merely a passive structure, seen as an
insignificant membrane surrounding our muscles, organs,
and skeleton, something that medical students would
disregard and discard during autopsies. Today, the study of
connective tissue stands as one of the most exciting fields in
science. Why? Recent advancements in medical research,
fueled by imaging technology and anatomical studies, have
revealed its crucial role in body mechanics, communication,
and overall health. A polymath integrates diverse knowledge,
creating a unified understanding that drives innovation and
creativity, just as connective tissue integrates our body’s
functions. Interestingly, polymaths not only synthesize this
knowledge within themselves but also play a similar role in
society. Since they often frequent different professional
communities, they cross-pollinate ideas from various
domains, integrating expertise from one field to another. In
doing so, they inspire people with ideas they might never
encounter.

Polymath as Complexity

The late 20th century witnessed a paradigm shift in the
history of science with the emergence of a new field that
contrasts with reductionist science: Complexity Science. This
field focuses on understanding complex systems made of
interconnected parts that interact unpredictably and evolve
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constantly. This resonates with the nature of a polymath.
Let’s set a polymath on a journey through various
fundamental concepts that underpin Complexity Science
such as emergence, self-organization, adaptation, nonlinear
dynamics, networks, robustness, resilience, and scaling laws.

Emergence in complexity science, where simple interactions
lead to complex systems, is a perfect analogy for the
polymathic mindset. A polymath, by integrating knowledge
from diverse fields, demonstrates how unrelated ideas can
converge into innovative solutions and new paradigms. The
synthesis mirrors the emergent properties in complex
systems, where the whole becomes greater than the sum of
its parts. Much like how basic rules in nature give rise to
intricate patterns and behaviors, a polymath's
interdisciplinary approach and holistic understanding drive
significant insights and advancements. Importantly, this often
happens spontaneously and organically.

Self-Organization - A polymath's pursuit of knowledge is
often driven by curiosity and intrinsic interest. Their learning
process may self-organize as they explore diverse topics
without rigid external guidance, resulting in a cohesive and
comprehensive grasp of various subjects. A polymath
interested in art, history, and philosophy may naturally
gravitate towards studying the Islamic Golden Age or the
Renaissance period, where artistic, scientific, historical, and
philosophical aspects intertwine.
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Nonlinear Dynamics - The application of knowledge from
one field to another by a polymath can lead to nonlinear
effects, where small insights or innovations in one domain
can have significant impacts on a seemingly unrelated field.
For example, a polymath could utilize principles from chaos
theory in mathematics to revolutionize choreography in
dance. They could create groundbreaking dance routines that
seem spontaneous and organic, captivating audiences and
reshaping conventional ideas of movement and performance
by applying the unpredictable yet patterned nature of chaotic
systems.

Adaptation - Polymaths are the ultimate shape-shifters of
learning, able to tackle a wide range of challenges and switch
up their problem-solving tactics across fields with ease. An
environmental scientist who is also well-versed in economics
might adapt their research methods and policy
recommendations to address complex environmental issues
in a way that considers economic constraints and incentives.

Scaling Laws - Polymaths' capabilities can scale with the
complexity of the problems they tackle, enabling them to
address larger and more intricate challenges. For instance, a
polymath with training in biology and architecture might
apply principles from molecular biology to the field of
architecture. By mimicking the efficient, scalable structures
found in cellular systems, they could design buildings that
optimize space, energy use, and resilience. This approach
could lead to innovative architectural solutions that are not
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only aesthetically pleasing but also sustainable and adaptable,
illustrating how scaling laws from one discipline can
significantly influence another.

Robustness and Resilience - A polymath's diverse skill set
enhances their ability to tackle challenges head-on and adapt
seamlessly to shifting circumstances. It’s their secret formula
for resilience in the relentless pursuit of knowledge and
problem-solving. For example, consider a polymath who is
both a computer scientist and a musician. When faced with a
challenging problem in artificial intelligence, they might draw
on their understanding of musical composition and
improvisation to create innovative algorithms that mimic the
creative processes of human thought. This unique approach
not only empowers them to effectively tackle technical
obstacles but also allows them to flexibly adapt to new
methodologies. Their musical expertise showcases how
interdisciplinary skills create a resilient framework for
innovation.

It's no surprise that versatile talents thrive in complexity.
Polymaths are complexity natives.

The deep reason they feel so comfortable in this age of
supercomplexity is their alignment with the concept of
"becoming," which can be simplified to lifelong learning – a
crucial skill and requirement of our time.
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Polymath as a Human Manifestation of Becoming

Another fascinating perspective, adding yet another color to
the multifaceted image of a polymath, is closely tied to
complexity. Today, the concept of "becoming" finds its
relevance across various fields: organizational theory,
psychology, education, sustainability, science, and the arts.
This perspective encourages a holistic and dynamic
understanding of complex systems, whether in individual
psychologies, organizational structures, or ecological
environments.

 In psychology and personal development, it highlights
the importance of continuous personal growth and self-
actualization.

 Educational theory incorporates this concept by focusing
on lifelong learning and adaptability in curriculum design.

 The concept of "becoming" in organizational theory
emphasizes the dynamic and evolving nature of
organizations as they adapt to changes in their
environment to remain competitive and successful.

 In sustainability and environmental studies, it is key to
understanding dynamic ecological processes and
developing adaptable sustainability strategies.
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 In science and technology, the concept is vital for
appreciating the ongoing nature of scientific and
technological progress.

 Finally, in art and literature, this idea influences themes
of identity, change, and experiential fluidity.

The transition from being to becoming symbolizes a
profound shift in perceiving reality and tackling life's
challenges. It promotes a flexible, open, and adaptable
mindset, essential in our dynamically changing world.
Polymaths, those lifelong learners, embody this philosophy.
They are not merely acquiring knowledge; they are actively
integrating insights and synthesizing understandings. Their
pursuit is dynamic, evolving, and process-oriented.

In the world of a polymath, knowledge is like an endless
river, constantly flowing and broadening, with a focus on
relentless learning, discovery, and growth. Polymaths thrive
where ideas merge, insights blend, and understanding is in
perpetual motion.

It’s only natural that polymathic individuals, as natives of
complexity, often emerge as active inter-system thinkers and
creators.
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The Rise of the Intersystems Thinker

Systems thinking, born in the 20th century and championed
by great polymaths, once guided our understanding of
complexity. But as life becomes more intricate, even systems
thinking is being outgrown. Today’s polymaths are evolving
into intersystems thinkers, capable of perceiving the intricate
web of connections that link disparate systems. They adopt a
panoramic perspective, viewing the grand web of
interrelations rather than fixating on individual threads.
These thinkers are essential for addressing multifaceted
challenges that require collaborative, interdisciplinary
approaches. Who are these visionary minds?

 Systems scientists
 Researchers in complex systems
 Advocates of design thinking
 Policy analysts
 Agents of change
 Innovative entrepreneurs
 Social innovators

These are the trailblazers who navigate diverse streams of
thought and bridge gaps between disciplines. They are the
sought-after minds in sectors as diverse as healthcare,
education, technology, and business, called upon to address
some of the most pressing issues of our time: the climate
crisis, poverty, and social inequality.
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As Systems Scientists, they are crafting new frameworks to
decode the relationship between humanity and nature,
paving the way for policies that are both resilient and
sustainable. As Complex Systems Researchers, they unravel
the origins of complex systems, laying the foundations for
more efficient structures across various domains. As Design
Thinkers with empathy at their core, they sculpt products
and services that resonate with users, enhancing lives and
experiences. As Policy Analysts, they craft policies with a
deep understanding of systemic interplay, aiming to
maximize efficacy and minimize unforeseen impacts. As
Changemakers, they become architects of equity and justice,
using their deep systemic insights to unearth the roots of
societal issues and cultivate lasting solutions. As
Entrepreneurs, they create startups that are more than just
businesses. Their companies become solutions to the
complex social and environmental challenges we face. As
Social Innovators, they blend creativity and systemic insight,
reimagining ways to tackle social and environmental issues
with a focus on sustainability and scalability.

Apart from its immense practical applicability, isn’t it just
beautiful?

One of the key messages of polymathy is the abundance of
human potential.
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We are capable of so much more than what the industrial age
propagated. This is the perfect message for the new era we
are entering! This approach is crucial as technology demands
adaptability and creativity. And we have it, the plethora of it.
Like many things, once the mindset shifts, humanity’s vast,
untapped potential reveals itself in unprecedented ways. And
now, more than ever, is when we need it.
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Chapter 2.

Polymath Mindset in the
World of Work

What is a mindset? A mindset is a set of beliefs, attitudes, and
ways of thinking that shape how a person perceives and
responds to situations. It influences how individuals
approach challenges, learning, and their interactions with
others.

A polymath mindset is driven by relentless curiosity and a
deep engagement with various fields. Such individuals
naturally see connections between different domains without
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specifically focusing on them. They draw insights from one
area and apply them creatively to another. This spontaneous
integrative thinking leads to a holistic view of problems and
opportunities, sparking groundbreaking ideas and novel
solutions. As a result, diverse experiences and knowledge
continually fuel each other, driving ongoing learning,
creativity, and innovation.

In research literature, the polymath mindset was first
described by Bharath Sriraman, an academic known for his
work in the fields of mathematics education, creativity, and
interdisciplinary studies.37 He articulates that polymaths are
driven by a pursuit of knowledge, truth, and beauty, excelling
across diverse fields and bridging gaps between mathematics,
arts, and sciences. Their interdisciplinary approach enables
them to challenge existing paradigms, innovate, and connect
seemingly unrelated domains. Sriraman emphasizes the
importance of nurturing this mindset in education, seeing it
as vital for preparing students for the interdisciplinary
demands of the 21st century.

Michael Araki elaborates on this concept within the
framework of polymathic leadership.38 His concept of the
"polymathic mindset" revolves around the idea that leaders
should cultivate a broad range of knowledge and skills across

37 Sriraman B., 2009 Mathematical paradoxes as pathways into beliefs and polymathy:
An experimental inquiry, Bharath Sriraman, ZDM: the international journal on
mathematics education 41(1):29-38 DOI:10.1007/s11858-008-0110-3
38 Araki, Michael. (2015). Polymathic Leadership: Theoretical Foundation and Construct
Development.
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multiple disciplines. This mindset is not just about
accumulating diverse knowledge, but also about integrating
and applying this knowledge creatively and effectively to
solve complex problems.

Those with a polymath mindset often display the following
traits:

Trait Description

Insatiable Curiosity A natural inclination to question, explore, and
seek out new information.

Open-mindedness Willingness to engage with diverse
perspectives and ideas.

Adaptability Ability to switch between different modes of
thinking and learning.

Interdisciplinary
Thinking

Seeing connections between seemingly
unrelated fields and applying knowledge from
one area to solve problems in another.

Drive for Lifelong
Learning

Continuous pursuit of knowledge and skills
throughout one’s life.
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Polymath mindset involves accumulating knowledge and
integrating it in meaningful ways. It promotes a holistic
approach to problem-solving and creativity, leveraging the
richness of diverse experiences and disciplines.

Adopting – or rather, rediscovering – the polymath mindset,
as seen throughout history, could profoundly transform
humanity. Thus, we could deepen our understanding of the
world, enhance decision-making, and develop a more
cohesive response to the challenges we face. This type of
thinking encourages adaptability, making people more
resilient to change, especially in fast-evolving environments.
It can also foster a deeper sense of self-fulfillment, as each
new interest or skill fuels ongoing personal growth, leading to
a richer, more diverse life experience.

One of the primary reasons for adopting a polymath
mindset is the growing lifespan of humans.

As we stay active and healthy for much longer (pushing the
century mark in some countries), what can we do with all this
time? We’ll have the capacity to take on multiple professional
roles, learn, and explore far more, simply because we’ll have
the time. Covering 3-5 different specializations will become
the norm, not only because we can, but because the world
will practically beg for polymaths. How will this shift happen?
A key factor is the demographic situation. With populations
expected to decline, more people will be needed to replace
those retiring now and in the near future. This could lead to
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individuals taking on two or even three roles, naturally
increasing the demand for polymaths. The argument that
many jobs will be automated and vanish is vague, as we
cannot yet predict how many roles will actually be lost. Most
likely, jobs will simply be modified. Already today, especially
in small and mid-sized organizations, we see employees
juggling two or three roles – mainly because it saves money
and addresses the talent shortage.
And ultimately, imagine the possibility of a new human
renaissance. Historically, polymaths have been the catalysts
for major advancements. Could reviving this mindset spark a
new era of flourishing by harnessing the interconnectedness
of modern knowledge? When society opens up to diverse
skills and perspectives, it has the power to set off a cultural
and intellectual renaissance, sparking a lively and inclusive
exchange of ideas. Such a shift could add depth and richness
to every corner of our lives. Returning to a polymath mindset
can empower humanity to realize its full potential, especially
with the assistance of artificial intelligence. How exciting is
that?

It feels like a wonderful prospect. But circling back to the
subtopic of this book – the impact of technology – will a
polymath mindset actually make a difference? What role does
polymathy play in ensuring a human-safe adoption of AI and
other technologies? And when it comes down to it, will a
polymathic approach really matter if we finally make the
long-awaited shift from an industrial mindset?
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ADDRESSING AI CHALLENGES THROUGH POLYMATHY

The list of commonly discussed challenges related to
generative AI is long, including bias and fairness,
misinformation, intellectual property, ethical use, quality
control, transparency and explainability, security concerns,
resource intensity, human-AI interaction, and regulatory and
legal issues. All these are more “technical” questions. Yet, in
the case of such a paradigm-shifting technology (arguably the
most significant techno-social innovation to date), the shift in
awareness is essential. Returning to the historical reference
made earlier in the book, we can't keep going on with the
industrial-era mindset. Or, even more precisely, with the
mindset of specialization that emerged during the agrarian
revolution over 10,000 years ago. The main challenge – in
order to work effectively with AI – is to adopt a polymathic
mode, which is where generative AI or AGI is heading.
Humanity requires a mindset shift from a monomathic to a
polymathic approach.

Why does polymathy matter here? Because AI’s challenges
are not one-dimensional puzzles you can solve with a single
set of skills. They are more like a kaleidoscope, where ethics,
economics, neuroscience, and a glint of poetry shift with
every turn, creating new patterns that must be deciphered in
real time. A narrow, specialized approach may help refine
algorithms, but it is not enough to understand the larger
consequences. Polymaths, with their ability to synthesize



Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath Mindset

143

knowledge from disparate domains, are well-positioned to
foresee and navigate these complexities. The polymath is
usually the one who comes up with the question, „Is this AI
making life better, or just more complicated?"

AI development, for example, cannot be isolated from ethics,
sociology, and law. A polymathic perspective pushes us to ask
the big questions: What values are embedded in AI systems?
How do these systems impact human dignity? A polymath’s
ability to cross disciplines helps ensure that our approach to
AI is not just technically competent but socially aware and
morally grounded. Next, addressing AI challenges through
polymathy means nurturing innovation. Many of AI’s current
advancements stem from individuals who draw on multiple
fields.
Take Geoffrey Hinton, often referred to as the "Godfather of
AI" and recently awarded the Nobel Prize. His background
spans computer science, artificial intelligence, cognitive
psychology, and neuroscience. Polymathic thinkers are
uniquely suited to spot opportunities where AI can drive
positive change in ways specialists might overlook. And when
it comes to the workplace, polymaths are the ultimate
adaptors. As AI redefines jobs and reshapes industries, we
need people who can reinvent themselves – and the roles
around them. A polymath can tackle these shifts head-on,
finding new ways to make work meaningful, even as robots
muscle in on the scene.
The truth is, the key to addressing AI challenges lies in
recognizing that these are not purely technical problems.
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They are multi-layered, touching on the future of education,
global governance, and the essence of humanity. Promoting
polymathy in education and industry equips individuals and
organizations to respond to the evolving AI environment with
greater creativity, thoughtfulness, and responsibility. Why is
this? Because the polymathic approach offers a framework
for continuously evolving solutions. It allows us to keep pace
with AI’s rapid advancements while remaining anchored in
the human-centered values we seek to protect.

In a world where AI is reshaping our existence, polymathy
serves as the bridge between technology and humanity.

But what does adopting a polymath mindset mean for people
in the world of work? Let’s compare a polymath with a
monomath by looking at two brilliant personalities.

Modern polymaths, like Tim Berners-Lee, exemplify the
power of interdisciplinary thinking. As the inventor of the
World Wide Web, Berners-Lee drew from his diverse
background in physics, computer science, and information
management to create a technology that reshaped global
communication and access to information. His ability to
integrate knowledge from multiple fields has resulted in an
innovation that transcends industries and impacts nearly
every facet of modern life.
In contrast, specialists like Andrew Ng, a leading figure in
artificial intelligence and machine learning, have a deep focus
on these specific areas. Andrew Ng‘s work has led to
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groundbreaking advancements, including his work with
Google Brain and Baidu, which pushed the boundaries of AI’s
capabilities. While his contributions are pivotal within the AI
space, they remain more concentrated in a single domain,
highlighting the distinction between the polymathic
adaptability of someone like Berners-Lee and the specialized
expertise of figures like Ng.
Both paths are essential. However, in the era of AI, the
capacity to integrate knowledge across disciplines may offer
more comprehensive and transformative solutions.

Beyond that, adaptability and problem-solving in complex,
uncertain situations are now must-haves. And with the
climate crisis in the mix, things get even more layered. It’s no
longer just about green initiatives; every industry will feel the
shake-up. The demand will grow for those who can think
beyond their specialty and pull insights from a variety of
fields. We will increasingly need these polymathic
professionals (like cross-pollinators in a diverse ecosystem)
bringing together insights that allow industries to thrive in
changing conditions.

Curious to see how adaptability and problem-solving skills
work in polymaths and monodisciplinary professionals?

Let‘s have a look:
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Adaptability

Aspect Polymaths Monomaths

Omnilearners
(monomaths)

Thrive on versatility,
quickly adapting to new
environments and
challenges due to a broad
knowledge base.

Specialized focus can
limit adaptability to
changes outside their
specialty.

Superlearners
(Continuous
Learning)

Natural curiosity and habit
of exploring various
disciplines, enhancing
responsiveness to change.

Significant investment
in mastering one
domain can make them
resistant to adopting
new methodologies.

Fusionists
(Integrators)

Exposure to different fields
allows them to draw
parallels and apply
concepts from one domain
to another, fostering
innovation and
adaptability.

Intense focus on a
single field can make
shifting gears
challenging.

Resistance to
Change

- More resistant to
venturing into
unfamiliar territories.

Slow Adjustment - May take longer to
adjust in a rapidly
evolving landscape due
to specialized training
and narrow focus.
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Problem-Solving Abilities

Aspect Polymaths Monomaths

Creative
Solutions

Excel at finding
creative solutions by
integrating knowledge
from diverse fields,
resulting in innovative
approaches.

Bring deep analysis
and understanding
to problem-solving
within their field,
identifying subtle
nuances.

Holistic
Perspective

Approach problems
holistically by
considering various
angles and potential
impacts for more
effective solutions.

Provide highly
specialized and
advanced solutions
when facing
problems specific to
their expertise.

Resourcefulness Draw upon a wide
range of knowledge
and skills to tackle
complex, multifaceted
issues.

Provide thorough
and detailed
solutions with a
concentrated focus,
leveraging their
specialized
knowledge.
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Impressive, isn’t it? This doesn’t mean that monomaths are
inferior; it simply means that, in the face of pressing
challenges, the polymathic skillset appears much more
future-proof.
But the best part here is that cultivating a polymath mindset
can be a game-changer even for those who wouldn’t call
themselves polymaths.

While true polymaths naturally juggle a variety of interests,
the mindset itself – curious, interdisciplinary, and open-
minded – is something anyone can adopt.

For specialists who might not fancy themselves as
Renaissance thinkers, a polymathic approach simply means
widening the lens a bit. Imagine a healthcare professional
exploring AI. Rather than sticking to clinical applications alone,
they explore the ethics of AI-driven diagnostics, investigate
legal debates on patient data, and consider the psychological
impact on patients. They don’t need to be experts in all these
areas, but a little curiosity goes a long way. Suddenly, they’re
better equipped to anticipate AI’s ripple effects in healthcare
and spot potential issues before they become full-blown
problems.

The power of a polymath mindset lies in its inclusiveness. It’s
less about mastering every discipline and more about
connecting the dots across them. The world doesn’t need
everyone to be a polymath, but it certainly needs more
people willing to think like one.
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Chapter 3.

Polymathy in Action in the
Business World

Polymath Investors

When it comes to multidisciplinarity in business, surprisingly,
many investors and entrepreneurs talk about the necessity of
a wide range of diverse knowledge to succeed. Numerous
business leaders have noted at various times that world-class
entrepreneurs are often polymaths.
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Li Lu, a Chinese-American investor and hedge fund manager,
called "the Chinese Warren Buffett," advises on how to build
a better investment mind: “You have to be naturally interested
and curious about everything – any kind of businesses, politics,
science, technology, humanities, history, poetry, literature;
everything really affects your business." It will help you. And then
occasionally you will find a few insights out of those studies that
will give you tremendous opportunities that other people couldn’t
think of.” 39

Marc Lasry, an American billionaire businessman and hedge
fund manager, echoes Lu: “You’ve got to mesh many different
disciplines into one. That’s our edge.”

Charlie Munger was a famous American billionaire investor,
businessman, former real estate attorney, architectural
designer, and conglomerate executive, the right-hand man of
the famed investor Warren Buffet. Munger was a strong
advocate for developing a broad base of knowledge across
multiple disciplines. He believed that this approach allowed
him to see connections and opportunities that others might
miss. As a convinced advocate of multidisciplinarity in
investment, he shared: “For some odd reason, I had an early
and extreme multidisciplinary cast of mind. I couldn’t stand
reaching for a small idea in my own discipline when there was a
big idea right over the fence in somebody else’s discipline. So I

39 39 Eleanor Olcott Sept.7, 2023 "No other investor has a life story quite as unbelievable
as Li Lu" Financial Times https://www.ft.com/content/5308cd9f-037e-4524-a6d8-
7388b3514199

https://www.ft.com/content/5308cd9f-037e-4524-a6d8-7388b3514199
https://www.ft.com/content/5308cd9f-037e-4524-a6d8-7388b3514199
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just grabbed in all directions for the big ideas that would really
work. Nobody taught me to do that; I was just born with that
yen.” He continues: “It’s kind of fun to sit there and out-think
people who are way smarter than you are because you’ve trained
yourself to be more objective and more multidisciplinary.
Furthermore, there is a lot of money in it, as I can testify from my
own personal experience.” 40

As it often happens to significant polymaths, Munger became
a legend. His approach to learning and decision-making,
often referred to as a 'latticework of mental models,' has
inspired many in the fields of investing, business, and
personal development. His emphasis on continuous learning,
rationality, and drawing insights from diverse areas of study
continues to influence investors and thinkers today.

Robert G. Hagstrom is one of the world's best-known stock
market authors and Warren Buffett experts. The experienced
portfolio manager has written numerous successful books on
investment, including the New York Times bestseller “The
Warren Buffett Way”.41 His expert recommendation:
“Investment decisions are more likely to be correct when ideas
from other disciplines lead to the same conclusions. That is the
top payoff – broader understanding makes us better investors…
True learning and lasting success come to those who make the

40 Bill Murphy Jr., Dec. 2023, 2023 "99 Brilliant Charlie Munger Quotes That Explain Why
Warren Buffett Trusted Him So Much" https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/99-brilliant-
charlie-munger-quotes-that-explain-why-warren-buffett-trusted-him-so-much.html

41 Hagstrom, Robert G. The Warren Buffett Way. John Wiley & Sons, 1994.

https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/99-brilliant-charlie-munger-quotes-that-explain-why-warren-buffett-trusted-him-so-much.html
https://www.inc.com/bill-murphy-jr/99-brilliant-charlie-munger-quotes-that-explain-why-warren-buffett-trusted-him-so-much.html
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effort to first build a latticework of mental models and then learn
to think in an associative, multi-disciplinary manner.”

Christopher Begg, an investment advisor and professor,
teaches courses at Columbia Business School: “Our core
philosophy starts with the belief that making intelligent, rational
decisions requires a multi-disciplinary framework that informs
broad and deep understanding.” 42

Considering the experience of prominent investors, one
aspect stands out concerning multidisciplinary thinking and
strategy. While polymaths are often associated with risk-
taking and novelty-seeking, a polymathic approach can also
achieve success through different strengths. This is
exemplified by Berkshire Hathaway, led by Warren Buffett,
and until 2023 by his right-hand man Charlie Munger. It is a
globally renowned conglomerate known for its conservative
business approach, holding diverse investments in sectors
like insurance, manufacturing, and utilities. Buffett's
investment philosophy emphasizes long-term value over
short-term gains, avoiding speculative ventures and excessive
debt. Instead, it focuses on stability and intrinsic value. This
strategy has kept Berkshire Hathaway minimally involved in
the tech sector until recent years, emphasizing its cautious
and reliable business model. Interestingly, the conservative
nature of Berkshire Hathaway coexists with Warren Buffett

42 August 1, 2017 "Investment Thoughts. Building an Investment Checklist -
Part 1" https://mastersinvest.com/newblog?offset=1502000598267

https://mastersinvest.com/newblog?offset=1502000598267
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and Charlie Munger's polymathic tendencies and their
advocacy for a multidisciplinary approach to investing.

This paradox might actually underscore the essence of their
success. Could it be that their broad interests and deep
understanding across various fields have equipped them with
unique insights into the value and potential of businesses,
allowing them to make informed, prudent investment
decisions? Buffett’s and Munger’s polymathic qualities,
characterized by a voracious appetite for knowledge from
diverse domains, arguably contribute to their ability to assess
the long-term sustainability and ethical dimensions of their
investments. This breadth of understanding could serve as a
strong foundation for their conservative approach, enabling
them to see beyond short-term market trends and focus on
the intrinsic value of companies. Moreover, their
multidisciplinary thinking likely nurtures a culture of curiosity
and continuous learning within Berkshire Hathaway. This
encourages the company to remain adaptable despite its
predominantly conservative stance.
This adaptability, enriched by a wide array of knowledge and
perspectives, might be key to navigating the complexities of
the global market. The fusion of conservative investment
strategies and a polymathic, multidisciplinary approach could
indeed be a foundation of Berkshire Hathaway's resilience
and enduring success.

Notably, the interplay between a conservative business
model and a polymathic, interdisciplinary approach to
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leadership and innovation is not unique to Berkshire
Hathaway. Such integration can be found across various
sectors and among numerous esteemed business leaders.

POLYMATHIC BUSINESS LEADERS

The famous polymath dilemma revolves around the fact
that versatile professionals, thinkers, and doers shape our
world, yet humanity lacks a social norm for acknowledging
this.

Despite being entrenched in the old-fashioned industrial age
'specialization' mindset, the world of work struggles to
recognize that possessing a polymathic personality is crucial
for reaching leadership positions and creating a true impact.
A quick look at the cohort of people who founded businesses
like Steve Jobs, Elon Musk, Richard Branson, Bill Gates, Jack
Ma, Pavel Durov, Larry Page, Sergey Brin, and Jeff Bezos
reveals a pattern. These individuals not only had a vision but
also transformed the way we work, travel, shop, and eat.
Tech billionaires not only influence the global business
landscape; they invent our future. How much of this is linked
to their multifaceted nature? As it turns out, polymathic
synergies are at the core of business innovations, especially
among serial entrepreneurs and within the startup
environment.
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Elon Musk's ventures, such as Tesla and SpaceX, could be
seen as embodying a bold, innovative approach rather than a
traditionally conservative one. However, Musk's polymathic
nature – his deep involvement and understanding across
fields such as physics, engineering, manufacturing, business,
and software – has enabled him to identify and pursue long-
term value in industries that others found too risky or
complex. His approach to solving problems through first
principles reasoning, a method derived from physics,
demonstrates how a deep, interdisciplinary understanding
can drive innovation. Musk’s enterprises push the boundaries
of what's possible, and his strategic decisions often reflect a
profound grasp of fundamental sciences and a dedication to
achieving long-term, transformative goals.

Steve Jobs' leadership at Apple exemplified how a
polymathic approach to technology, design, and user
experience can create a conservative yet profoundly
impactful business strategy. Jobs' interest in fields as diverse
as calligraphy, design, and Zen Buddhism influenced Apple's
product design and user interface, leading to revolutionary
products like the iPhone and iPad. These innovative products,
while innovative, were built on the conservative principle of
focusing on simplicity, user experience, and quality. Jobs'
broad range of interests helped form a unique corporate
ethos at Apple, blending technological innovation with arts
and humanities, leading to a robust business model that
focuses on creating long-lasting, high-value products.
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Jeff Bezos epitomizes a polymath who develops his expertise
methodically by focusing on one task at a time, or
"multitasking serially." As the founder of Amazon and one of
the wealthiest individuals globally, Bezos engages in diverse
fields including space travel, digital assistants, robotics,
movies, books, and journalism. His polymathic nature is
evident in his passion for recovering abandoned NASA
spacecraft from the ocean, a task he undertakes with
submarine crews. From childhood, Bezos displayed a keen
interest in understanding and fixing things, driven by his
engineering skills and curiosity. His early ventures included
organizing a science and literature summer camp and
designing playground equipment for low-gravity
environments. Inspired by his grandfather, a NASA employee,
Bezos developed a deep love for space. His blend of curiosity,
methodical learning, and diverse interests underscores his
polymathic success.

Bill Gates is renowned for his engagement with diverse fields
and insatiable curiosity. He reads up to 50 books annually on
a wide range of subjects, including history, literature, politics,
psychology, and healthcare, absorbing and analyzing vast
amounts of information. Gates memorizes up to 90% of what
he reads at a rapid pace and often reads multiple books on a
single topic to form well-rounded opinions. His method
involves thoroughly understanding subjects and then
collaborating with top experts to advance his knowledge
further. This approach, combined with his ability to see
systems from unique angles and ask probing questions,
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exemplifies his polymathic intellect. Gates believes that
future innovators will be polymaths, capable of reasoning
across multiple disciplines. His intellectual universe is
characterized by its complexity, clarity, and
multidimensionality.

Paul Allen was a co-founder of Microsoft together with his
school friend Bill Gates, and was considered a visionary of
the networked world. Although he never reached Bill Gates’
level of fame (being worth “only” 20 billion), his versatility was
remarkable. This American business magnate was a
computer programmer, researcher, venture capitalist, sports
team owner, and philanthropist. With his wealth, he pursued
many avocations; as a serial entrepreneur and impact
investor, he was also socially engaged, funding big projects in
medicine, aerospace, science, and technology. Other
passions included music, art collecting, filmmaking, and
exploration (Allen had a very personal interest in marine
exploration and shipwrecks, and he became a well-known
deep-sea explorer who found the wrecks of historical military
shipwrecks). Together with his sister, they were the owners
and executive producers of a television and film production
company, and their films have received recognition, including
Grammys and Emmys.

Amar Gopal Bose was a polymathic Indian-American
entrepreneur, inventor, researcher, and professor known for
founding the Bose Corporation, revolutionizing sound
systems. His diverse interests began in his teens as a
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passionate violin player who also fixed radios. With a Ph.D. in
electrical engineering from MIT, Bose combined his love for
music and technology, leading to the creation of high-fidelity
audio equipment. His pursuit of concert-quality sound for
homes stemmed from his dissatisfaction with the available
hi-fi sets. Bose's contributions extended to designing
acoustics for iconic spaces like the Sistine Chapel and the
Staples Center. Bose's polymathic approach, integrating
music, engineering, and teaching, fueled his innovative
success.

Brunello Cucinelli is a unique figure in the fashion and
business world, seamlessly blending fashion, philosophy, and
entrepreneurship while maintaining deep humanistic values.
Born in 1953, Cucinelli transformed his modest beginnings in
the 1970s into a billion-dollar empire, becoming known for
his distinctive approach to business and life. He abandoned
engineering to study philosophy and theology, which
influenced his business ethos. Cucinelli revitalized the Italian
town of Solomeo by restoring old buildings, building a
theater and park, and ensuring high wages and fair
treatment for his employees. His vision of "Humanistic
Capitalism" emphasizes fair profit with minimal harm to
humanity and creation. Recognized internationally and
consulted by leaders like Jeff Bezos, Cucinelli’s approach,
described by Tatler as integrating religion, science, and
humanism, represents a forward-thinking model of inclusive
sustainability.
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As you may have noticed, these are all male names – first as
founders, then as CEOs. But what about the women? They're
certainly out there. While the statistics on polymathy still
need deeper research, if you take a closer look around, you'll
find that female polymaths are just as numerous. Some have
even led major corporations. Here are a few notable
examples.

Ginni Rometty is a former CEO of IBM, whose career at IBM
saw her transition from systems engineering to consulting
and then to executive leadership. With a background in
computer science and electrical engineering, she guided IBM
through transformations in AI and cloud computing. She is
known for her strategic vision and interdisciplinary approach
to leading one of the world’s tech giants.

Marissa Mayer, the former CEO of Yahoo, started her career
at Google, where she made a name for herself with roles in
product management, engineering, and design. With a
background in symbolic systems and computer science,
Mayer leveraged her technical expertise and interest in user
experience to shape Yahoo’s strategy during her tenure as
CEO.

Indra Nooyi, the former CEO of PepsiCo is not just known for
her work in business but also for her influence on public
policy and global health. With degrees in physics, chemistry,
and business, Nooyi’s interdisciplinary education informed
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her transformative leadership at PepsiCo, where she
championed health-focused initiatives and sustainability.

Simone Menne is the former CFO of Lufthansa and
Boehringer Ingelheim (Germany). She has made a name for
herself not only in finance but also in the art world. She is an
art collector, gallery owner, and passionate photographer.
Her versatility and interest in art and culture have shaped her
perspective as a leader and paved the way for her success as
a manager and cultural promoter.

In the case of business polymaths, success comes from their
combination of versatility and business talent. Their
polymathy allows them to recognize opportunities, issues,
and resources available, find the right people, make plans,
and focus on the end goal. This makes them great innovators
and problem-solvers, which is crucial for business.

MULTI-INDUSTRY CXOs

What about the less prominent but highly effective CxOs
(CEO, CFO, COO, CIO, CTO, CMO, and CHRO)? Many of them
are highly polymathic. The complexity of such roles demands
personal multidimensionality. Multi-industry CxOs are
dynamic leaders blending diverse expertise across various
industries, embodying the essence of polymathy in their
strategic vision and leadership. Often, it’s a fusion of technical
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know-how with sharp business acumen, or a melding of
degrees in disparate fields.

In fact, when a company snags a successful CEO from a
different industry, it's like a shot of adrenaline to the stock
market. Investors buzz about the CEO's storied past, their
commanding presence, and the unique leadership style they
bring to the table. Examples? Lou Gerstner (IBM), Meg
Whitman (eBay), and Alan Mulally (Ford): These CEOs added
significant value to their organizations by leveraging their
experiences from previous industries. Natalie Ryan's
categorization of CEOs at SPMB Executive Search reveals
their multifaceted nature, which closely aligns with the
concept of polymathic leadership.
Technical CEOs blend deep technical know-how with strategic
vision. What combinations are possible?

Finance and operations-oriented CEOs merge financial
acumen with crisis management skills, which are crucial in
troubled companies. P&L Owning Divisional General
Managers combine budget savvy with team leadership,
essential for growth. Go-to-market-oriented CEOs integrate
marketing expertise with customer-focused strategies, which
are vital in today's consumer-centric landscape. Founder
CEOs, with their diverse backgrounds, epitomize the
polymathic approach, being adaptable and innovative in
early-stage startups.
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This diversity in skills and experiences underpins the
essence of polymathic leadership – versatility and expertise
applied to dynamic business challenges.

The Chief Transformation Officer (CTO) is a rising star in
the corporate world, acting as a vanguard of significant
organizational change. These leaders have evolved from
overseeing projects to driving strategic transformations,
encompassing not only technology but also culture,
innovation, and digital transformation. They are tasked with
reinventing business models, improving customer
experiences, and fostering a culture of change and
innovation. Polymathic leaders, especially in roles like Chief
Business Transformation Officer, are crucial. They must
anticipate and adapt to evolving customer expectations and
stay ahead of the competition. These leaders need a
comprehensive understanding of business processes and
customer issues to develop and implement effective
strategies. This ensures profitability and fosters
organizational growth. They also play a critical role in guiding
and aligning top management, middle management, and
frontline workers with the organization's mission through a
unified operating model. In other words, the CTO is the one
who turns the ship before anyone else realizes it's sinking –
or that it can fly.
Companies that engage multi-industry CxOs benefit from the
diverse domain knowledge and skill sets they offer: broad
perspective, adaptability, innovative thinking, risk
management, networking and relationship-building, cultural
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sensitivity, resilience, talent attraction, cross-industry insights,
and change management. Here is how.

A CxO with experience across multiple industries brings a
unique blend of insight, adaptability, and strategic foresight.
They see what others miss. Their broad background allows
them to spot opportunities and solutions that others might
overlook, leveraging a rich understanding of varied market
dynamics, regulatory nuances, and business models. This
adaptability translates into innovative thinking, as they draw
on their diverse experience to introduce fresh ideas and
creative solutions in their current roles. Their cross-industry
exposure also enhances their approach to risk management.
Every industry is different. Each sector faces its own set of
challenges, and a multi-industry CxO develops a well-
rounded, comprehensive view on handling risks – a crucial
asset in today’s complex business landscape. Additionally,
they tend to build vast, diverse networks, which become
invaluable for forging partnerships, understanding different
customer needs, and accessing insights from a range of
sectors. Transitioning between industries refines a CxO’s
cultural sensitivity, equipping them to lead diverse teams and
excel in global environments. They know what works. Their
ability to adapt to new corporate cultures and business
practices shows both resilience and an openness to different
perspectives, which strengthens their leadership. For
companies seeking leaders with fresh perspectives, multi-
industry CxOs are a valuable asset. They bring a new outlook
that inspires teams, attracts talent, and enhances the
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organization’s innovation capacity. Their ability to carry best
practices from one industry to another can lead to significant
improvements and cross-sector learning. Finally, these
leaders excel at managing change. Having navigated
numerous transitions, they bring a steady, experienced hand
to guiding organizations through transformation – a critical
skill in an era of rapid business evolution. All of these are
hallmarks of Polymathic Leadership.

COMPANIES POWERED BY POLYMATHS

Are there companies consciously building on polymath

power? Absolutely! Take Condé Nast, for instance – a global
media giant. Founded in 1909 and headquartered in New
York City, it’s behind some of the most iconic lifestyle, fashion,
and culture magazines around, like Vogue, The New Yorker,
Vanity Fair, GQ, Wired, and Architectural Digest. Its iconic
Artistic Director and Vogue Editor-in-Chief since 1988, Anna
Wintour, emphasized the importance of polymaths in today's
world. It‘s remarkable, because Anna Wintour, widely
regarded as the most powerful woman in fashion, has
shaped the global fashion scene for decades and acted as a
fairy godmother to countless designers' careers. In her
speech at the Oxford Union, covering topics from business to
fashion and life experience, she offered career advice that
championed the polymath approach. As she put it:
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“It is crucial to have multiple interests and skill sets, to have tried
and possibly failed at many different undertakings. The young
people that we hire today at Condé Nast are fearless polymaths –
hardworking and passionate, creative and curious.” (43)

Some companies have intentionally adopted a polymathic
approach to hiring and developing their talent. For instance,
Design Prodigy, a Singapore-based digital marketing agency,
has embedded its philosophy in its slogan: “Fearlessly solving
tough marketing problems with Polymaths, Technology, and
Data.” Faced with the rapidly evolving digital marketing
landscape, the agency underwent a significant
transformation in 2016 by hiring polymathic individuals and
adopting a holacratic-inspired organizational model. This
shift quickly led to securing Fortune 500 clients, including
beating four global agencies to win SAP APJ in 2018. Despite
the pandemic, the agency’s revenue tripled. Founder Marc
Goh was inspired by Peter Drucker’s insights on knowledge
worker productivity and observed that high-potential talents
often left mechanistic organizations. He realized that
polymaths, who seek holistic fulfillment and possess diverse
skills, were key to his company's transformation. Through
strategic connections and innovative programs like the
“Ungoogleable Challenge,” Design Prodigy attracted and
nurtured polymathic talents, resulting in increased

43 03.04.2015 Anna Wintour speaks at the Oxford Union.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WxlrjalADs8&t=634s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WxlrjalADs8&t=634s
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productivity, innovation, and sustained growth. In 2023, the
agency won a gold award in B2B Marketing.

Tech companies like GitHub, Spotify, and Slack appreciate
"multipotentialite" polymaths, individuals who possess a
broad range of skills and experiences. They recruit
generalists who can adapt and apply their diverse knowledge
to various challenges within the organization.

ROLI (UK) explicitly seeks polymaths to leverage their broad
skill sets for innovative solutions. By bringing in individuals
with diverse experiences, ROLI cultivates a creative and
dynamic work environment.

The Australian recruitment firm Majer Recruitment
advocates for hiring polymaths, emphasizing their ability to
integrate knowledge across disciplines, which is particularly
valuable in roles that require strategic thinking and cross-
functional collaboration.

Google's famous 20% time policy, where employees can
spend 20% of their work time on projects that interest them
outside of their primary job responsibilities, has led to
innovations like Gmail and AdSense. This policy supports the
polymath way of working by allowing employees to explore
new areas and bring a wide range of skills and perspectives
to their projects.
These companies understand that polymaths, with their
ability to synthesize knowledge across fields and drive
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innovation, are vital for staying competitive in fast-changing
markets. Hiring polymaths is a strategic move for
organizations aiming to tackle complex challenges and thrive.

Why settle for a Swiss Army knife when you can deploy an
entire workshop? Companies powered by polymaths know
that it's not about finding multitaskers. Having people who
can mold diverse skills into innovative solutions is what
matters. Polymathic professionals are the ones rewriting the
playbook, turning unpredictability into their playground.
Those who give them the space to showcase their mastery
are left stunned – and end up winning.



Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath Mindset

Part IV

POLYMATHIC LEADERSHIP
AND

TALENT DEVELOPMENT



Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath Mindset

169

Chapter 1.

Polymathic Leadership

One of the first authors to discuss polymathic leadership was
Michael A. Genovese, in his book "Building Tomorrow's
Leaders Today: On Becoming a Polymath Leader" published
in 2014.(44Genovese understood polymath leaders as broadly
educated individuals with varied and extensive knowledge.
Polymath leaders possess flexibility, adaptability, and the
ability to use a wide range of talents and tools. Polymath

44 Michael, A.Genovese.. (2013). Building Tomorrow's Leaders Today: On Becoming a
Polymath Leader. 10.4324/9781315856513.
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leaders are described as ambidextrous, capable of spanning
various leadership styles from hierarchical to empathetic.
Genovese argued that polymath leaders need a classical
liberal arts background, focusing on critical thinking,
creativity, and integrative learning. Genovese identified
essential leadership skills for polymath leaders, including
emotional intelligence, communication skills, judgment,
empathy, flexibility, moral courage, self-awareness, and
global awareness. Polymath leaders must be lifelong learners,
adaptable to rapid changes. They must be capable of making
connections across diverse fields. Polymath leaders have an
adaptive leadership style, diagnosing situations and applying
the appropriate leadership style. Polymath leaders often
practice situational leadership, switching between command-
oriented (masculine style), relationship-oriented (feminine
style), and situation-driven (androgynous style) as needed.

A particularly intriguing concept in polymathic leadership is
the "pentathlete leader" present in the U.S. Army's
leadership framework. This concept, championed by General
Peter Schoomaker and Secretary of the Army Dr. Francis J.
Harvey, emphasizes the need for leaders to be multi-skilled,
strategic, and creative thinkers, capable of thriving in
complex and uncertain environments. The term was first
used by General Schoomaker in 2004 and has since been
integrated into formal Army leadership instruction at various
levels, including the Primary Leadership Development Course
and the Army War College. Historically, the pentathlon,
originating from ancient Greece and adapted into the
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modern Olympic pentathlon, combined diverse military skills
into a single competition. This historical context highlights
the importance of both mental and physical agility,
endurance, and versatility.

POLYMATHIC LEADERSHIP CONCEPTUALIZED

Since polymathy is a relatively uncharted territory in research,
there is only one cutting-edge theoretical paper on
polymathic leadership. Dr. Michael Araki, a polymath scholar
and professor at UNSW Sydney, Australia, breaks new ground
with his insights.45 Traditional leadership fits into seven main
molds: Autocratic, Authoritative, Pacesetting, Democratic,
Coaching, Affiliative, and Laissez-faire. These leadership
styles range from the tightly controlled autocratic to the free-
flowing laissez-faire. Araki presents Polymathic leadership as
a pattern of leader behaviors that encourages and inspires
followers to advance to higher levels of depth, breadth, and
connectedness of ideas, knowledge, and competence. Araki
argues that this kind of leader behaviors and the kind of
collective behavior it inspires are especially positive in dealing
with problems and situations that are characterized by being
difficult, complex, volatile, uncertain, and ambiguous.

What are the main characteristics of this leadership paradigm?

45 Araki, Michael. (2015). Polymathic Leadership: Theoretical Foundation and Construct
Development.
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Leadership
Aspect

Description

Holistic
Problem-Solving

Utilizing a diverse skill set to address complex
challenges from various perspectives, valuing
interdisciplinary collaboration, and leading
teams with diverse expertise.

Adaptive
Learning

Promoting a growth mindset, encouraging team
members to diversify their skill sets, and
fostering a culture of curiosity and open-
mindedness.

Visionary
Leadership

Seeing connections between different concepts,
effectively communicating a compelling vision,
and viewing challenges as opportunities for
innovation.

Inclusive
Team Building

Assembling diverse teams, promoting an
inclusive culture where every member's
perspective is valued, and encouraging creative,
cross-disciplinary thinking.
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Polymathic Leadership can be defined as a leadership style
characterized by interdisciplinary thinking, operating in
increasing complexity and uncertainty, lifelong learning,
creative problem-solving, and the ability to integrate
knowledge from various fields.

One of the most important characteristics, which is truly
unique: polymaths are the complexity natives – they thrive
where others get lost. While traditional leaders may shy away
from intricate challenges, polymathic leaders dive in with
fascination. They enjoy complexity, turning it into a
playground of possibilities and tackling it with a playful yet
strategic approach.

Getting back to the pentathlete leaders concept, we can
identify three key traits for pentathlete leaders that
correspond to typical polymathic abilities. Leaders need to
quickly adapt to changing situations. This goes beyond
flexibility and requires exposure to unfamiliar and
challenging environments to develop this agility. Effective
judgment combines experience and extensive study.
Professional development and self-study are crucial for
cultivating sound decision-making skills in leaders. Innovative
thinking is essential for leaders, who must be creative
problem-solvers. This involves fostering innovation within the
structured environment, encouraging individual creativity
and new approaches to challenges. Interestingly, Pentathlete
Leadership researchers emphasize that too often, in the
context of military leadership, it is reduced to a list of
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individual skills and unit missions. Competence remains
crucial, but today’s leaders need proficiency in a wide array of
missions and tasks. Mastery of these skills alone isn't enough;
a polymath leader's true value lies in their ability to integrate
and apply diverse knowledge and skills holistically. “A
Pentathlete is a STRONG multi-skilled leader that first and
foremost is a strategic and ceative thinker. A builder of leaders
and teams. An individual that must be a competent full-spectrum
warfighter, or an accomplished professional supporting that
warfighter.” as Dr. Francis J. Harvey, the Secretary of the Army,
noted.

What are the key traits of a polymathic leader then?
Based on Araki’s model, we can translate the leadership
profile to the polymath makeup as follows:

Breadth and Depth of Knowledge

Polymathic leaders, by definition, possess a wide range of
knowledge across multiple domains as well as significant
depth of expertise in certain areas. This combination allows
them to connect ideas from disparate fields to generate
innovative solutions. Take remarkable political polymathic
leaders – they're all multidimensional. How?

Benjamin Franklin, a Founding Father of the United States,
had expertise spanning science, invention, diplomacy, writing,
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and political theory. He was a diplomat, inventor, and prolific
writer.

Theodore Roosevelt, the 26th President of the United States,
excelled in politics, military affairs, conservation, writing, and
history. He was also a naturalist, historian, and author.

Thomas Jefferson, the 3rd President of the United States
and the principal author of the Declaration of Independence,
had talents that included architecture, law, politics, writing,
and agriculture. He was a renowned architect and writer.

Winston Churchill - As Prime Minister of the United
Kingdom, Churchill was a master of politics, military strategy,
writing, and history. Winston Churchill was a respected
historian and writer.

Mahatma Gandhi, the Leader of the Indian Independence
Movement - He may have looked like a monomaniac at first
sight. Mahatma Gandhi's expertise was multifaceted,
covering law, philosophy, activism, and writing. Mahatma
Gandhi was a philosopher, lawyer, and influential writer.

These leaders leave a powerful legacy, clearly showing that
their multidimensional personalities and talents were the
driving force behind their impact. In the same way, today’s
polymathic leaders, especially in business, draw from diverse
fields to deliver truly impactful leadership. In modern politics,
however, the scarcity of polymaths often results in rather
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mediocre leadership steering global affairs. However, one
dazzling example is available.

Ursula von der Leyen, the current president of the
European Commission, is a modern polymath with an
impressive mix of achievements across various fields. With a
career that reads like a greatest hits of academic and
professional success – she has studied economics, medicine,
and public health – she has navigated both the medical world
and high-stakes political arenas. From serving as Germany's
first female Minister of Defence to steering the ship as
President of the European Commission, her ability to juggle
complex challenges across healthcare, defence, and
European governance is nothing short of remarkable. Ursula
von der Leyen demonstrates a remarkable ability to see the
bigger picture and connect the dots across various fields,
which she brilliantly manifests in her work. On top of that,
she's also a mother of seven children – a whole new
dimension of polymathy when it comes to multitasking skills.
Compared to politics, today’s business world seems far more
adept at embracing polymathic leadership, channeling it into
greater productivity across diverse fields.

Adaptability and Versatility

Polymaths can pivot and adapt to new situations more easily
than specialists due to their diverse domain knowledge and
skill sets. For example, during a crisis, a polymathic leader
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might draw on their knowledge of psychology to manage
team stress, their understanding of finance to secure funding,
and their technical expertise to troubleshoot the problem.
Steve Jobs exemplified adaptability, as his knowledge
spanned technology, design, and business. When he returned
to Apple, Steve Jobs was able to turn the company around by
leveraging his broad skill set to innovate in product design,
streamline operations, and redefine the brand.

Curiosity and Love of Learning

Polymathic leaders are driven by an insatiable curiosity and a
deep love of learning. They continuously seek to expand their
knowledge and skills, often pursuing new subjects
passionately. Examples?
Alibaba’s founder Jack Ma is a typical example of a curious
polymathic business leader. Ma's interests range from
business to philosophy, martial arts, and Tai Chi, which he
practices and even incorporates into his leadership
philosophy. His approach to Alibaba was always grounded in
a broad understanding of global trade, cultural differences,
and digital trends, which he continuously explored through
travel, reading, and engaging with experts across fields.
As the CEO of Microsoft, Satya Nadella’s curiosity and
learning mindset helped transform Microsoft from a stagnant
giant into an agile, forward-looking tech leader. He’s a strong
advocate for a “growth mindset” and encourages learning
and adaptability across the company. Nadella himself is an
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avid reader and frequently cites books that inspire him, like
Mindset by Carol Dweck and Nonviolent Communication by
Marshall Rosenberg, signaling his curiosity beyond
technology into areas like psychology and philosophy.
The Netflix co-founder Reed Hastings has consistently
pushed himself to learn about different industries and
cultural trends. Hastings has a background in computer
science and education, and he’s known for experimenting
with unique ideas to grow Netflix and foster a distinctive
corporate culture. His interest in diverse cultures and the
global market led Netflix to invest in local content across
multiple countries, adapting to various languages and
cultural nuances.
They do not stick to their primary industry; they roam across
diverse fields, always on the hunt for fresh ideas and
perspectives.

Humility and Openness

At first glance, it may seem paradoxical that polymathy – the
mastery of several domains – leads to humility. But this is
often the case. Why? Because the more one learns, the more
one realizes how limited one's knowledge truly is, as the
famous saying goes. Polymaths are humble and acknowledge
that they don't know everything. This humility makes them
open to new ideas and perspectives from others. For
example, a polymathic leader in a tech company may seek
input from experts in fields they are less familiar with, such
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as marketing or legal affairs, appreciating the value these
perspectives offer. As mentioned above, Reed Hastings, the
co-founder and CEO of Netflix, exemplifies many traits of a
polymathic leader. Holding a bachelor’s degree in
mathematics and a master’s degree in computer science
from Stanford University, Hastings's career spans software
development, education, and entertainment. His adaptability
and versatility have been pivotal in transforming Netflix from
a DVD rental service to a streaming giant and now into a
major producer of original content. Aware of his limitations in
the entertainment realm, Hastings wisely brought in industry
veterans to steer Netflix’s move into original content. This
move underscores his humility and willingness to tap into
external expertise, fueling the company's continued
innovation and success.

Ability to Connect the Dots

A key strength of polymathic leaders is their talent for seeing
the big picture and linking seemingly unrelated ideas across
different fields. This ability drives them to craft innovative
solutions to complex challenges. Take Sergey Brin, Google’s
co-founder, for example. His expertise in computer science
and mathematics, combined with his wide-ranging interests
in AI, robotics, and biotechnology, has allowed him to
connect dots others might miss, leading to groundbreaking
innovations. In the early days of Google, Brin was known for
asking candidates the interview question, “Teach me
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something I don't know in the next five minutes." This
question was designed to assess their creativity, depth of
knowledge, and quick-thinking skills. It not only challenges
applicants but also offers Brin a chance to learn, as he
remains open to gaining fresh insights and perspectives,
even from potential hires. His vision for Google extended
beyond a search engine to a company that pioneers in
various areas like autonomous vehicles with Waymo, life
sciences with Verily, and innovative technologies through
Google X.46 Brin's ability to synthesize information from
diverse domains has led to groundbreaking solutions and
positioned Google as a leader in multiple industries. This
interdisciplinary approach has driven the creation of
products and services that have transformed not only the
tech landscape but also our everyday lives.

Cross-Disciplinary Synergy

Polymaths serve as bridges between specialized working
groups, facilitating communication and collaboration across
disciplines. Prominent examples include Indra Nooyi, former
CEO of PepsiCo, who combined her expertise in business,
marketing, and technology to drive innovative strategies and
foster collaboration across different departments within the
company. Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor of the World Wide
Web, bridged computer science, information systems, and

46 Richard L. Brandt, 2011, „The Google Guys: Inside the Brilliant Minds of
Google Founders Larry Page and Sergey Brin“, Penguin Publishing Group
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social sciences to create a revolutionary platform that
transformed global communication and information sharing.
Michael Bloomberg, founder of Bloomberg L.P. and former
mayor of New York City integrated his knowledge of finance,
media, and politics to implement data-driven governance and
improve urban management. Angela Merkel, the former
Chancellor of Germany, utilized her background in physics
and her extensive political acumen to navigate complex
international relations and foster collaborative solutions to
global challenges. These leaders exemplify how bridging
multiple disciplines can lead to innovative solutions and
effective collaboration in their respective fields.

Spirit of Collaboration

Polymaths thrive in collaborative settings where they can tap
into others' expertise. What makes them so effective? They
communicate organically across disciplines, effortlessly
bringing diverse teams together.
For instance, during the Manhattan Project, a typical
polymathic leader, J. Robert Oppenheimer adeptly united
scientists from diverse disciplines. Oppenheimer was a
remarkable polymath, dazzling not just in physics but in the
humanities. He mastered theoretical physics, leading
groundbreaking work in quantum mechanics and nuclear
physics, while simultaneously being fluent in Latin, Greek,
and Sanskrit, which he used to explore ancient texts. His
deep appreciation for literature and philosophy added a rich
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layer to his scientific pursuits. Oppenheimer was also a
dedicated educator. He taught at the University of California,
Berkeley, and the California Institute of Technology. His talent
for teaching complex subjects and his active participation in
the academic community further highlighted his polymathic
nature. As the scientific director of the Manhattan Project, his
exceptional leadership and interdisciplinary collaboration
brought together diverse scientific talents to achieve a
monumental task. The outcome was indeed achieved, serving
as both a significant lesson and a stark warning for humanity.

Buckminster Fuller, the architect, inventor, and systems
theorist with a penchant for radical ideas, showed us just
how polymaths can bring together diverse minds to tackle big,
thorny problems. His Dymaxion House – a futuristic dream
of sustainable living – saw engineers, environmentalists, and
urban planners rubbing elbows and swapping ideas. Fuller’s
gift for speaking everyone's language turned this quirky
housing project into a fruitful collaboration, with each
specialist adding their own notes to his grand vision of
affordable, eco-friendly homes. The house itself may not
have caught on, but its influence on sustainable architecture
and prefab concepts is unmistakable.

Francis Collins, a physician-geneticist with a broad
background in medicine, genetics, and biochemistry, led the
Human Genome Project (HGP) from 1993 to 2003. This
colossal undertaking involved thousands of researchers from
various fields, including biology, medicine, bioinformatics,
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and ethics, working together to sequence the entire human
genome. Collins’s talent for steering through scientific and
ethical minefields helped stitch together the expertise
needed to map our genetic blueprint. Thanks to his
polymathic touch, the HGP has forever transformed
personalized medicine, genetics, and biotech, proving that
with the right leader, even the most complex areas of
knowledge can be unraveled.

Mae Jemison, an engineer, physician, and former astronaut,
leads the ambitious 100 Year Starship Project, aimed at
making human interstellar travel a reality within a century.
She brought together astrophysicists, biologists, ethicists, and
artists, recognizing that achieving such a vision requires more
than just scientific expertise. Jemison bridges these fields,
promoting collaboration where art and ethics shape science,
making her a true example of how polymaths can effectively
lead cross-disciplinary endeavors.

Under Ginni Rometty's polymathic leadership, IBM brought
Watson to life – a groundbreaking AI with natural language
processing and data analysis capabilities. This ambitious
project blended computing, linguistics, data science, and
business strategy, tapping into expertise from a broad
spectrum of fields. Rometty’s grasp of these diverse domains
enabled the collaboration necessary to make Watson a
success, especially in areas like healthcare, where Watson
aids in diagnostics.
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HOW POLYMATHIC LEADERS DIFFER FROM OTHER
TYPES OF LEADERS IN TERMS OF DECISION-MAKING

Aspect Polymathic Leaders Other Leaders

Holistic
Problem-
Solving

Tackle complex challenges
from multiple angles,
integrating various domains

Tend to solve problems
within their specialized
domain

Adaptive
Learning

Cultivate a growth mindset,
encourage continuous
learning

May focus on
maintaining expertise in
their primary field

Visionary
Leadership

See connections between
unrelated concepts to craft a
compelling vision

Vision may be limited to
their specific area of
expertise

Inclusive
Team Building

Assemble diverse teams,
fostering a culture of
inclusivity

May prefer teams with
similar backgrounds for
easier alignment
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Embracing
Uncertainty

Comfortable with ambiguity,
view challenges as
opportunities

May see challenges as
threats, prefer clear,
defined situations

Integration
of Diverse Skills

Use diverse skills to create
innovative solutions

Solutions often rely on
diverse knowledge

Capacity to
Adapt to Change

High capacity to adapt to
fast-paced changes

May struggle to adapt
quickly to new or
unexpected changes

Organizational
Impact

Highly effective in complex
and dynamic environments

May be more effective in
stable, well-defined
environments

Role Suitability Great asset as CxO and in
cross-functional teams

Typically excel in
specialized roles

It‘s interesting to hear those polymathic leaders speaking
about their work. Welcome Alex Tourski, a visionary who is
shaping the next generation of the internet (by turning it
inside-out) through the Post-Platforms Foundation. With an
academic background in physics and economics, he is a
seasoned multi-industry CxO with deep expertise in legal
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matters and cryptography. Besides, he is skilled in crafts.
Here’s how he describes his journey to this life project, which
has the potential to transform all our lives:

“In the 20th century, you could make a single invention and be
successful: a transistor, a computer, the internet, or Facebook."
But the 21st century has systemic requirements: it’s not about
“inventions” anymore but about systemic projects that don’t
necessarily invent anything new. Instead, they reconfigure
existing solutions and technologies in a way that creates
significantly more advanced systems. Our project for creating a
Web 3.0 Data Space is a good example. It takes a simple first step
– detaching data from platforms. However, this opens a treasure
chest, leading to data sovereignty, elimination of data silos and
platform monopolies, infinitely long data storage, e-reputation,
reliable legal control of our data, eradication of fake news, and
much more.
But to achieve such a “reconfiguration,” the power of polymaths
is needed. This requires combining knowledge of technology,
cryptography, business strategies, legal experience, and more in
one person’s mind. A hyperspecialist cannot grasp this
complexity. Lacking this comprehensive understanding, the
project is unattainable. One must possess multidisciplinary
expertise in one's head. Otherwise, one cannot build a system.”

In short, polymathic leaders don’t just think outside the box –
they redesign the whole box, add a few new compartments,
and maybe turn it into a spaceship.
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WHERE POLYMATHIC LEADERSHIP SHINES THE MOST

Polymathic Leadership is particularly well-suited for leaders
in:

1. Innovation-driven industries – Leaders in technology,
R&D, startups, and creative sectors thrive on
interdisciplinary thinking and generating fresh ideas.

2. Complex and dynamic environments – Leaders in fast-
paced or rapidly changing fields like digital
transformation or global markets benefit from
adaptability and broad knowledge.

3. Multinational companies – Leaders managing diverse
cultures and markets can navigate varied challenges
more effectively with a polymathic approach.

4. Educational and knowledge-based organizations –
Leaders in academia or think tanks who need to value
and promote broad knowledge and diverse skills.

5. Crisis situations – In times of uncertainty or crisis, where
swift and creative action is crucial, the strengths of a
polymathic approach shine through.
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POLYMATHIC LEADERSHIP WITHIN THE FRAMEWORK
OF INNER DEVELOPMENT GOALS

One intriguing perspective on polymathic leadership is
through the lens of the new framework, the Inner
Development Goals (IDGs). It’s aimed at fostering personal
growth and sustainable leadership to address global
challenges. A brainchild of a collaboration between over
1,000 researchers, HR and Sustainability practitioners, and
thought leaders, the IDGs arose in response to a crucial
realization: achieving the UN's Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) requires more than just external action. It
demands a fundamental shift in how we think, feel, and
interact with the world around us. One has to start with inner
transformation. IDGs focus on developing qualities like self-
awareness, empathy, resilience, and ethical decision-making.
Inner development goes beyond conventional ideas of
success, focusing instead on cultivating cognitive and
transformative skills that allow individuals to navigate life
with a deeper sense of purpose and agency.

Inner Development Goals encompass five dimensions.

Being – Relationship to Self
Thinking – Cognitive Skills
Relating – Caring for Others and the World
Collaborating – Social Skills
Acting – Driving Change
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Each dimension contains specific skills and capacities.

For instance, "Being" includes self-awareness and integrity,
while "Thinking" encompasses critical thinking and systems
thinking. How does this relate to polymathy and polymathic
leadership? It’s a perfect match. The concept of polymathy,
particularly polymathic leadership, aligns seamlessly with the
Inner Development Goals (IDGs) on multiple levels. Let’s
explore this fascinating connection.

One key IDG is "Being - Relationship to Self," which includes
self-awareness, mindfulness, and a sense of purpose.
Polymathic leaders, through their continuous learning and
exploration, frequently cultivate deep self-awareness and
purpose by extracting insights from various fields and
experiences. This self-awareness helps them navigate
complexities with a calm and focused mind, crucial for
effective leadership.

Another IDG, "Thinking - Cognitive Skills," underscores
critical thinking, perspective-taking, and sense-making.
Polymaths excel in these areas because their varied
knowledge base allows them to see connections others might
miss. They can integrate information from various domains,
making them adept at identifying novel solutions to complex
issues, which is essential for sustainable development and
problem-solving.
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The IDG "Relating - Caring for Others and the World"
highlights empathy, communication, and collaboration.
Polymathic leaders, with their diverse experiences, are
typically more empathetic and open-minded. They grasp
diverse viewpoints and cultures, which enhances their ability
to communicate effectively and collaborate across borders.
This skill is crucial for building inclusive and sustainable
communities.

Furthermore, the IDG "Collaborating - Social Skills" involves
trust-building, co-creation, and conflict resolution. Polymathic
leaders, accustomed to working in varied fields, often excel in
collaborative environments. Their broad knowledge helps
them mediate conflicts and foster trust by appreciating and
integrating diverse perspectives.

Finally, "Acting - Driving Change" focuses on courage,
resilience, and adaptability. Polymaths, by nature, are lifelong
learners and adapters. They embrace change and uncertainty,
qualities necessary for driving sustainable transformations in
an ever-evolving world.

The good news is that the list of polymathic leaders is long,
and they can be found everywhere (you might be one
yourself, or perhaps your friends or colleagues are
polymaths). To illustrate this point, consider a leader well-
versed in both environmental science and economics. This
polymath is better equipped to propose sustainable business
models, integrating diverse knowledge to create innovative
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solutions. Add to that an understanding of psychology and
communication, and you have someone who can not only
create solutions but also effectively inspire others to
implement them.

What's even more interesting is that both IDGs and
polymathy emphasize:

 Systems Thinking (Understanding the
interconnectedness of various elements in our world)

 Cognitive Flexibility (The ability to adapt our thinking to
new situations and perspectives)

 Lifelong Learning (A commitment to continuous growth
and acquisition of knowledge)

 Holistic Problem-Solving (Drawing frommultiple
disciplines to address complex challenges)

 Self-Awareness (Understanding our own biases,
strengths, and areas for growth)

 Ethical Considerations (Weighing the broader
implications of our decisions and actions)

Thus, any polymath is already embodying the IDGs.
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But how can we cultivate these qualities in individuals who do
not possess them? It starts with a shift in mindset. The shift
to a polymath mindset. Instead of viewing education as a
means to an end, we can enjoy it as a lifelong journey. Rather
than pigeonholing ourselves into narrow specialties, we
should strive to broaden our horizons. The polymath mindset
goes much deeper. Imagine a world where our leaders are
not just politicians or businesspeople, but polymaths who
navigate the complexities of climate change, economic
inequality, and technological disruption with ease, bringing a
multifaceted, humanistic perspective. How would our
problem-solving approach change?

POLYMATHIC LEADERSHIP IN EMERGING TRENDS

Why will Polymathic Leadership gain traction in the future?
The answer lies in the growing number of trends where
Polymathic Leadership proves to be the most effective and
straightforward solution, such as:

Rising Complexity and Interconnectedness
As business and societal challenges grow more tangled and
interconnected, the need for a wider knowledge base and
interdisciplinary approaches becomes critical. Polymathic
Leadership will be key to tackling these challenges with a
holistic perspective.
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Technological Breakthroughs
As AI and biotechnology race ahead, leaders will need broad
technical savvy to keep up. Polymathic Leadership hones the
skill to spot and strategically ride these technological waves.

Surge in Creativity and Innovation
In a world where automation is on the rise, creativity stands
out as a vital differentiator. Polymathic Leadership, with its
focus on cross-disciplinary thinking and idea fusion, will be
even more valued in cutting-edge industries.

Commitment to Lifelong Learning
The push for continuous education will only intensify.
Leaders must embrace the challenge of constantly acquiring
new disciplines and skills – a cornerstone of the polymathic
approach.

Demand for Hybrid Skills
The future is less about specializing in a single area and more
about integrating technical, creative, and interpersonal skills.
Polymathic Leadership nurtures these hybrid capabilities,
making them indispensable in the evolving workplace.

Focus on Sustainability and Ethical Leadership
As global challenges like climate change and social inequality
escalate, the need for sustainable and ethical leadership
becomes more urgent. Addressing these complexities is far
more effective with a multifaceted, responsible mindset
suited to polymathic leadership.
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Shift in Educational Models
We’ll see a growing trend in education towards
interdisciplinary and project-based learning, better equipping
future leaders for the demands of Polymathic Leadership.

HOW TO INTEGRATE POLYMATHIC LEADERSHIP INTO
EXISTING LEADERSHIP STRUCTURES

Are you intresteed to start cultivating the polymath midnset
in your roganizaion? To integrate Polymathic Leadership into
existing leadership structures, the following tips can be
helpful.

Start small:

 Identify polymathic professionals in your organization

 Launch pilot projects, begin with small, transdisciplinary
projects that allow leaders and teams to bring together
different disciplines, functions and perspectives. This can
serve as a practical introduction to applying polymathic
principles.

 Offer training and workshops that introduce leaders and
teams to the basics of polymathic thinking and help them
acquire new skills.
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Support cultural change:

 Cultivate a culture of lifelong learning where continuous
education and skill development are valued and
rewarded.

 Create an environment where creativity and
unconventional ideas are welcome. Inspire your team to
explore new approaches and learn from mistakes.

 Set up mentoring programs where experienced
polymathic leaders can share their knowledge and
experience with others.

Adapt leadership style:

 Make flexibility a cornerstone of your leadership style.
Encourage leaders to adapt to new challenges and
experiment with different approaches.

 Incorporate polymathic principles into existing
development programs by offering leaders opportunities
to broaden their expertise across various disciplines.

Leverage technology and resources:

 Use digital tools to facilitate knowledge sharing and
collaboration across disciplines.
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 Provide resources such as time, access to educational
opportunities, and materials to support leaders and
teams in developing polymathic skills.

Make successes visible:

 Share best practices by highlighting successful examples
of polymathic leadership within the organization to
demonstrate how this approach works in practice.

 Celebrate achievements that result from polymathic
thinking and action to foster acceptance and
commitment to this leadership style.

PROGRAM: STRATEGIC POLYMATHY TRAINING

Can polymathic leadership be trained? Certainly. This can be
achieved through meticulously designed leadership training
programs that foster polymathic awareness and advanced
skills, such as the Strategic Polymathy Training program
(contact the author of this book for details).

This training program weaves together three pivotal fields:
complexity, polymathy, and futures studies & foresight.
Though relatively new, each field brings captivating insights,
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reshaping leadership to align more closely with today’s
multifaceted global developments.

Thus, Strategic Polymathy:

 Empowers leaders to break down silos, leverage
interdisciplinary expertise, and drive sustainable success
by anticipating and shaping future trends.

 Equips leaders to analyze intricate systems, pivot rapidly
in response to change, and pioneer innovative solutions
in a dynamic and unpredictable environment.

 Encourages leaders to draw from a broad range of
disciplines to foster innovative thinking and adaptive
strategies.

Leaders who draw from a spectrum of fields are primed to
craft solutions that are not only holistic but future-ready.
With tools like futures thinking and foresight, they learn to
navigate today’s complexities and anticipate tomorrow’s
unknowns, staying sharp and one step ahead. Beyond that,
they cultivate a vision for their own futures and, drawing on
complexity and polymathic thinking, shape a more promising
tomorrow. Do we have real-life examples of this fascinating
combination? Absolutely, we do.

Nassim Nicholas Taleb, known for his work on risk,
uncertainty, and complex systems, brings a polymathic
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approach to understanding how societies can build resilience
in the face of "Black Swan" events. His ideas on antifragility
and complex adaptive systems have influenced fields ranging
from finance to public policy, demonstrating how futures
thinking and complexity theory can be applied to practical
decision-making.

Founder of the Future Today Institute, Amy Webb is a
futurist who combines expertise in complexity, data science,
and futures thinking to forecast trends and guide strategic
decision-making for businesses and governments. Her work
spans multiple domains, from AI to biotechnology, making
her a model polymath who uses complexity and futures
methodologies to prepare organizations for transformative
shifts.

A game designer and researcher in future studies at the
Institute for the Future, Jane McGonigal combines
complexity theory and the science of play to develop
simulation games that help people envision and prepare for
complex futures. Her work draws on psychology, sociology,
and systems thinking to explore how humans can tackle
future challenges and enhance their resilience.
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LEADING CROSS-FUNCTIONAL TEAMS

Cross-functional teams have become a cornerstone in high-
performing companies. Comprising members from different
departments, they unite diverse skills, expertise, and
perspectives to drive innovation and tackle complex
challenges. Their collaborative nature is vital to their success.
In fact, cross-functional teams play pivotal roles across
industries, shining in numerous standout examples. In
software development, a team composed of engineers, sales,
marketing, and customer service professionals collaborates
to create new applications, ensuring a comprehensive
approach from inception to delivery. Similarly, design teams
bring together representatives from design, development,
marketing, and management, working collectively to ensure
products align with user needs and market demands. In the
banking industry, project teams often include legal and
finance experts alongside other specialists to tackle specific
challenges, providing a well-rounded strategy to address
complex issues.

However, the challenge with cross-functional or
multidisciplinary teams (despite their similarities, they are not
identical) lies in the unique language each discipline speaks,
making communication difficult. Here is a compelling real-life
example: in a team of scientists working on Large Language
Models, consisting of philosophers of language, linguists, and
computer scientists, the lack of a common language hinders
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collective advancement, even among these closely related
groups.

In the current business environment, the push for cross-
functional teams is stronger than ever. What are the driving
forces? There is a rising demand for personalized customer
experiences, and seamless coordination and innovation are
crucial. However, cross-functional teams often face
challenges such as misaligned goals, communication
breakdowns, lack of trust, coordination issues, siloed thinking,
and geographical limitations. A leader who can facilitate such
teams is crucial. It turns out that this is not an easy task due
to the siloed mentality (the hyper-specialist, or industrial
mindset). Who can play this role best? A polymath.

A polymath, with their broad knowledge across various
fields, makes an ideal leader for a cross-functional team.
Unlike traditional leaders who often come from a single
functional area, a polymath can bridge gaps between
different specialties, fostering collaboration and innovation.

Their diverse expertise allows them to understand and
integrate the unique perspectives and skills of team
members, aligning efforts towards shared goals. This
capability is crucial in cross-functional teams, which thrive on
a culture of collaboration and are evaluated on metrics like
innovation, creativity, and customer satisfaction.
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This is well supported by recent research conducted by the
co-CEOs of ProjectNext Leadership 47 among their clients.
They interviewed a dozen CEOs of mid- to large-size
companies. One key challenge emerged consistently: their
frustration at not being able to get their executive teams to
work together.

It turns out that cross-functional leadership remains a
significant challenge due to siloed thinking.

They identified key traits of successful cross-functional
leaders:

1. Expanded Mindsets: Leaders prioritize enterprise goals,
integrate others' expertise, and demonstrate humility.
They see their role as seeking out expertise from all
areas. They show humility by integrating others'
knowledge, understanding that success comes from
building the right team rather than doing everything
themselves. One leader mentioned, "My job is to bring
together the wisdom of various experts and create a
cohesive strategy.“

2. Connective Skills: Leaders build trust and find
collaborative solutions through curiosity and empathy.
They foster understanding and trust by actively working
to understand the motivations and constraints of their

47 ProjectNext Leadership https://projectnextleadership.com/wp-
content/uploads/2023/04/ProjectNext-Leadership-Leading-Across-Paper.pdf

https://projectnextleadership.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/ProjectNext-Leadership-Leading-Across-Paper.pdf
https://projectnextleadership.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/ProjectNext-Leadership-Leading-Across-Paper.pdf
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colleagues and stakeholders. One interviewed leader
remarked, "To move forward, you must comprehend what
your colleagues are experiencing."

3. Innovative Practices: Leaders create collaborative
solutions and build relationships, emphasizing trust and
mutual effort. “They “make purple” with their cross-
functional colleagues. As one leader told us, “I bring red,
you bring blue, and together we create something purple –
something different and better than either of us would have
created alone.” This leverages the idea of bringing a
“sketch” to a conversation: not starting from scratch, but
also not forcing a fully developed plan on others who
weren’t involved in creating it.

Does this sound familiar? This mirrors Polymathic Leadership,
which emphasizes breaking down organizational silos and
nurturing interconnected thinking, curiosity, and empathy.
The rarity of such broad-minded and lateral-thinking leaders,
highlighted by the consulting company’s research, explains
their infrequent presence. If polymathic leaders were more
prevalent, we would likely witness significant improvements
in corporate culture, innovation, and societal contributions.

Industries can benefit from polymaths leading cross-
functional projects due to the diverse skills and expertise
they bring to the table. Here is how.
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Polymaths in the tech industry can lead cross-functional
projects that combine expertise in programming, engineering,
design, and business. This is particularly valuable in the
development of innovative software products and services
that require a deep understanding of multiple disciplines.

Polymaths in healthcare can lead projects that integrate
knowledge frommedicine, biology, engineering, and business.
This is crucial for developing cutting-edge medical devices,
treatments, and pharmaceuticals that require a
multidisciplinary approach.

Polymaths in finance can lead projects that combine
expertise in economics, accounting, law, and business. This is
essential for developing innovative financial products and
services that require a deep understanding of multiple
financial and regulatory disciplines.

Polymaths in energy and sustainability can lead projects
that integrate knowledge from engineering, environmental
science, economics, and policy. This is crucial for developing
sustainable energy solutions and addressing the complex
challenges of climate change.

Polymaths in education and research can lead projects that
combine expertise in pedagogy, psychology, technology, and
subject matter. This is essential for developing innovative
educational programs and research initiatives that require a
multidisciplinary approach.
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The good news is that educational institutions, grounded in
polymathy, are pioneering learning methodologies for this
purpose. For example, the London Interdisciplinary School, a
new polymathic university in the UK, has launched a program
called Cross-Functional Leadership, which is based on
interdisciplinary methods.

Below are some case studies of successful cross-functional
projects. Spotify organizes employees into multidisciplinary
squads that function like mini-startups. Each squad consists
of people with different expertise, such as software
development, design, and product management, to rapidly
prototype and iterate on features. This collaborative
approach allows Spotify to stay agile and continuously
improve its service to meet user needs.48 Apple's cross-
functional team, known as "Project Purple," worked together
for over two years to develop the first iPhone. The team
consisted of diverse engineers who managed to overcome
numerous challenges, including miscommunications and
high-pressure deadlines. The project allowed team members
to try new roles and skill sets, leading to the successful
development of the iPhone.49 Company A, a large Swedish
retail company, implemented cross-functional projects to

48 Dovile Miseviciute, April 18, 2024 "What Is Cross-Functional Collaboration?"
https://teamhood.com/team-performance/cross-functional-collaboration/

49 Seth Viebrock "Cross-Functional Team Collaboration for Effective Go-To-Market
Strategies" https://www.o8.agency/blog/cross-functional-team-collaboration-effective-go-
market-strategies

https://teamhood.com/team-performance/cross-functional-collaboration/
https://www.o8.agency/blog/cross-functional-team-collaboration-effective-go-market-strategies
https://www.o8.agency/blog/cross-functional-team-collaboration-effective-go-market-strategies
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adapt to changing consumer behavior. However, the
implementation was challenging due to activities and a lack
of project competence, which hindered the success of these
projects. Thomas Edison's cross-functional team worked
together to develop the lightbulb. Edison's approach involved
bringing together experts from various fields, including
chemistry, physics, and engineering, to collaborate on the
project. The collaborative effort resulted in the successful
development of the lightbulb. During the development of the
iPhone, an engineer led the marketing strategy, showcasing
the flexibility and adaptability of cross-functional teams. This
approach allowed the team to overcome challenges and
deliver a successful product.
These case studies demonstrate the benefits of cross-
functional collaboration in driving innovation and achieving
significant business outcomes.
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Chapter 2.

Developing Polymathic
Talent

Industries today grapple with an array of challenges that
demand unparalleled adaptability and innovation.

 Customer expectations are constantly evolving, with
needs shifting daily.
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 Product and service life cycles are now at their shortest,
compelling businesses to continually innovate and
transform.

 The relentless push for development aligns with the
dynamic nature of customer demands, making
transformation and innovation routine functions within
organizations.

 The scarcity of ready-made talent becomes evident.

 Traditional education and training programs struggle to
keep pace with the rapid evolution of required skills.

 The future is expected to see up to 50 percent of
professions needing upgrades due to advancements in
artificial intelligence.

It appears to be a growing problem, doesn't it? One solution
could be to unlock the power that has been latent or even
restricted until now – the immense potential of polymaths.
Polymathic professionals, who already exist within
companies or in the job market, could fill this gap but are
often overlooked for various reasons. It's time to rethink
talent strategies and tap into this hidden reservoir before it
slips further under the radar.
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WHY ARE POLYMATHS OVERLOOKED?

When People & Culture managers hear about polymaths,
they are usually surprised. They say, "Polymaths seem to be
the perfect employees – always willing to learn and develop,
proactive, creative, inventive, knowledgeable – a dream! But
we don't see them. Where are they?" No wonder! Most truly
bright polymaths face enormous difficulties even entering an
organization.

The first barrier is that polymaths often "tailor" their CVs to
hide their polymathic talents. People typically adjust their CVs
to match the specific vacancy they are applying for, which
often means omitting education or work experience that
might seem irrelevant or unfavorable for the position. Many
polymaths have impressive and diverse portfolio careers, but
they fear revealing this breadth to potential employers.
Consequently, the HR department, even if they do hire these
individuals, may still be unaware of their extensive
knowledge and skills in different areas. Some polymaths
continue to keep these skills hidden throughout their entire
time with the company.

The second barrier is that once polymaths secure a position
within an organization, they often continue to conceal their
other interests and domain knowledge. They avoid appearing
as if they are not fully dedicated to their current role, fearing
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that showcasing their diverse skills might be viewed as a lack
of commitment to their primary responsibilities.

Polymaths, with their wide-ranging knowledge and skills
across multiple domains, are uniquely equipped to adapt to
evolving job demands. But do traditional hiring practices and
organizational structures appreciate their value? More often,
they prioritize specialized expertise. This is the main issue

many polymathic professionals face – they don’t fit in and are
often labeled "overqualified." When HR departments lack
awareness of the benefits of hiring such talent (or simply
haven’t been instructed to consider it), they tend to pass on
these candidates. Today, especially with the growing reliance
on ATS filtering, true talent is slipping through the cracks. Yet
sometimes, they make it through. How? When the hiring
manager has polymathic leanings themselves or when they
are experienced enough to recognize that versatile talent is a
tremendous asset.

How can polymaths, present in various fields, contribute their
multidisciplinary expertise in enriching ways? They are
particularly well-suited for roles in sales, marketing,
innovation, product development, and leadership positions.
Companies that harness the potential of polymaths can
bridge critical skill gaps while fostering a workforce that is
more dynamic, innovative, and resilient. 50

50 Carlota Corzo, March 2023 "Polymaths & Work"
IU International University of Applied Sciences DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.2.32498.07364
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KEY TRAITS AND CHARACTERISTICS OF POLYMATHIC
INDIVIDUALS

The main trait that immediately distinguishes a polymathic
individual is an insatiable curiosity. This individual is
perpetually curious and passionate about learning. As
mentioned above, polymaths can be called Superlearners.
Superlearning – the ability to learn continuously and
intrinsically – is a crucial trait. Superlearning, this drive for
continuous, explorative learning, is precisely why the
polymathic mindset is set to dominate the future.

Historically, a hyperspecialist would focus solely on their
domain, sometimes digging deeper, sometimes merely
automating the skills and knowledge acquired through
education. However, this will no longer suffice. The new era
demands versatility and curiosity. The ability to continuously
learn and adapt will become a necessity for those who want
to coexist and collaborate with smart AI. Superlearners
embody this crucial need of our time, bringing back
humanity's innate curiosity as a superskill on the stage of
human endeavor. Not surprisingly, this very skill is
considered “the one” skill everyone needs in the age of AI,
according to the World Economic Forum.51

51 Sept.11, 2017 World Economic Forum."This is the one skill your child needs
for the jobs of the future" https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/09/skills-
children-need-work-future-play-lego/

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/09/skills-children-need-work-future-play-lego/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/09/skills-children-need-work-future-play-lego/
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However, that's not all there is to polymaths. There are
several other traits that, when combined, create the
distinctive polymathic personality disposition. According to
temperament research based on the neurochemical model52,
people with strong polymathic traits have five prominent
characteristics:

 Preference for Novelty
 Probabilistic Thinking
 Plasticity
 Strong Dopaminergic System
 Sustained Attention or Mental Endurance.

Preference for Novelty

(Novelty Seeking)

Polymathic individuals have a preference for novelty, which
makes it challenging for them to perform tasks that require
repetitive behavior. They often underperform if there isn't
enough novelty in a task. This tendency is particularly notable
in children; while some children are content with repetitive
actions, polymathic children are constantly seeking novelty,

52 Trofimova I. Araki M. The importance of activity-specific differentiation
between orientation-related temperament traits, Current Psychology, 1-11
(2023) https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-023-04996-1

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-023-04996-1
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which can be highly challenging for their parents and
teachers. Naturally, the same occurs in the world of work.
Polymathic employees often struggle with repetitive, simple
tasks and are always on the lookout for new challenges and
opportunities for exploration.
Overall, polymathic people are quick learners,
comprehending tasks and messages rapidly due to their high
cortical capacities. Their physical integration is usually as
active as their mental integration. Polymaths possess a
unique strength: the configuration of their mu receptor
system, which modulates memory, mood, and motivation,
along with high endorphin production, makes them feel
secure. They are not afraid of uncertainty because they trust
their ability to adapt and survive.
Once polymaths master a game, process, or skill, they receive
their neurological "reward" and tend to move on to
something new. This constant pursuit of new information
leads to the creation of novel neural connections, making it
easier for them to continue learning. The more they know,
the more effectively they harness the power of associative
learning, relating new information to what they already know
and recognizing the relationships between seemingly
unrelated knowledge.

Probabilistic Thinking

(Likelihood-based thinking)
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Probabilistic thinking involves gathering extensive
information about the frequency and causes of events to
predict their future occurrence. It’s about constructing and
refining a personal "map of reality" to make accurate
predictions and expectations about the world. This skill is
closely related to polymathy because both require the ability
to process and organize new information effectively.
Polymaths with strong probabilistic thinking can quickly sort
through information and reference various contexts,
analyzing relevant factors to understand how things work.
This ability allows them to predict outcomes accurately and
identify inconsistencies and gaps that others might miss.
Interestingly, a person with probabilistic thinking approaches
decision-making in several unique ways. They emphasize
uncertainty, acknowledging and accepting the inherent
unpredictability of the future, unlike traditional methods that
rely on absolutes and fixed outcomes.
This person estimates the likelihood of different outcomes
and makes decisions based on these probabilities, rather
than relying solely on binary choices or deterministic thinking.
They adopt a holistic approach, combining quantitative data
with qualitative insights to gain a comprehensive
understanding of complex situations. This is in contrast to
traditional methods, which often focus on a single aspect or
variable.
Their approach fosters adaptability and flexibility by
considering multiple scenarios and their probabilities,
allowing for more nuanced and effective decision-making in
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rapidly changing environments. No wonder, many futurists
are polymaths.

Plasticity

(Mental Flexibility)

Plasticity indicates flexibility, the ability to switch fluidly
between courses of action as circumstances demand. The
higher the degree of brain plasticity, the greater the ability of
neural networks in the brain to change through growth and
reorganization. Polymaths can exhibit higher levels of
phenotypic plasticity compared to specialists. This is because
polymaths are individuals who excel in multiple fields or
disciplines, often possessing a broad range of knowledge and
skills. This broad range of expertise can enable them to adapt
to different environments and respond to various selection
pressures, leading to higher levels of phenotypic plasticity.
Much like a river that shifts its path in response to changing
terrain, polymaths navigate challenges by redirecting their
diverse skill sets where they are most needed.

Strong Dopaminergic System

(High levels of motivation and reward response)
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Polymaths, like other creative individuals, possess a strong
dopaminergic system in their frontal lobes. Dopamine, a
neurotransmitter, plays a crucial role in our ability to
experience pleasure, think creatively, and plan effectively.
Dopamine aids us in striving, focusing, and finding things
interesting, which are essential qualities for polymaths.
Another notable feature is the kappa opioid receptor system,
which is associated with neuroticism. Recent studies have
found an inverse relationship between polymathic traits and
neuroticism. This means that polymaths are less frustrated
and anxious about the fear of failure. They understand that if
one project doesn't work out, another one likely will.
Additionally, they receive dopamine rewards for their
curiosity, keeping them in a consistently positive state. This
resilience allows polymaths to innovate and adapt more
readily in various domains. Perhaps this is why polymaths are
never quite satisfied with resting on their laurels. Dopamine
is always whispering, 'What's next?' Unlike the anxious
perfectionist, the polymath knows the joy isn't in flawless
execution, but in the endless game of discovery.

Sustained Attention and Mental Endurance

(Long-term focus)

Sustained attention, or mental endurance, is the ability to see
tasks through to satisfactory completion. This characteristic
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distinguishes polymaths from dabblers, multipotentialites,
and scanners, who often struggle with long-term engagement
in projects. Polymaths typically do not abandon tasks; instead,
they persist in developing their ideas and visions. This trait is
linked to the function of the acetylcholine systems in the
prefrontal cortex. While a polymath explores one subject,
another subject continues to work in the back of their mind.
This ongoing mental integration allows polymaths to benefit
from crossing projects and drawing connections between
them.

Based on these traits, a polymath individual develops a
unique set of skills known as superskills, distinguished by
their higher complexity and remarkable ability to transfer
and transform knowledge across various domains.

It's almost as if polymaths have an extra gear – where others
see distraction, they see opportunity. Their minds, always at
play, weave connections that others might not even notice
until they're staring at a finished masterpiece.

POLYMATHIC SUPERSKILL

Driven by their superlearning ability (rooted in personality
traits like openness to experience and curiosity) polymaths
tend to cultivate a distinctive skill set. This skill set goes
beyond typical meta-skills, encompassing a wide range of
specialized abilities.
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These skills do not exist in isolation; they are developed as
an integrated set. Each skill complements and enhances the
others, forming a cohesive whole. For a polymath, these
skills are inseparable, as they naturally build on and
reinforce one another, creating a synergy that amplifies
their effectiveness.

Therefore, we call it the “Superskill”.

Rapid Depth

This skill involves quickly gaining a deep understanding of
complex subjects. Polymaths excel at absorbing information
rapidly and thoroughly, which allows them to link ideas
across different fields. This cognitive flexibility fosters
neuroplasticity, enabling them to adapt and excel in diverse
areas. In the work environment, Rapid Depth enables
polymaths to quickly master complex subjects, offering swift
proficiency and innovative solutions by linking ideas across
fields. This cognitive flexibility allows them to adapt
seamlessly to new roles and projects, enhancing
collaboration and driving continuous improvement. Their
ability to communicate complex concepts clearly and
implement best practices swiftly makes them invaluable
assets in dynamic, fast-paced settings.
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PolyScope

The ability to zoom in and out across various fields provides
both depth and breadth of understanding. This panoramic
view is crucial for grasping the complexity of interconnected
systems, making it essential for addressing multifaceted
issues in ecology, technology, and society. In the work
environment, PolyScope enables individuals to zoom in and
out across various fields, providing both depth and breadth
of understanding. For example, in a technology company
developing a new eco-friendly product, someone with
PolyScope can deeply understand the technical aspects of the
product while also considering environmental regulations,
market trends, and consumer behavior. This holistic
perspective allows them to integrate insights from
engineering, environmental science, and business strategy,
leading to innovative solutions that address multifaceted
issues effectively.

Concept Blend

The ability to merge ideas from different domains can lead to
innovative and creative solutions. This skill enables multilevel
creative thinking and problem-solving. Conceptual blending is
key to the visionary's toolkit, transforming complexity into a
playground. How does it happen in an industry? For example,
by merging principles from textiles, engineering, and sports
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science, Nike created Flyknit, a lightweight and sustainable
material for footwear. This innovation not only enhanced
athletic performance but also introduced more
environmentally friendly production methods, blending
fashion, functionality, and sustainability. The development of
CRISPR technology is another prime example of concept
blending. It combines biology, medicine, and computational
techniques to allow precise modifications of DNA. This fusion
has opened up new possibilities in genetics, disease
prevention, and agriculture, transforming the field of
biotechnology. Imagine all this happening in the head of one
person - because this is exactly the case of a polymathic
concept blend.

The Polymathic Superskill is an indispensable asset for any
organization aiming for innovation and adaptability.

Polymaths’ cognitive flexibility and ability to quickly link
diverse concepts foster collaboration and drive continuous
improvement. These superskills transform challenges into
opportunities and complexity into clarity. Imagine the
potential if more organizations recognized and integrated
such versatile talents into their teams. How many
organizations are willing to bring such employees on board?
Many would, if they knew polymaths exist. However, several
challenges block organizations from engaging polymaths.
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POLYMATHS IN COMPANIES

The added value of a polymath for a company has been
addressed by a few researchers, such as Michael Araki,
Angela J. Cotellessa 53, 54 and Florian Stummer. Two possible
solutions exist: cultivating talents internally or spotting and
utilizing polymathic talents externally. This will bring about a
seismic shift. Polymath employees (polyployees, as termed
by Florian Stummer) 55 can see the incredible potential of
their integrative contributions, and companies can attract
and utilize talent based on new definitions.

Why do organizations struggle to recognize the value of
polymathic professionals? The answer lies in the deeply
ingrained business norms and organizational cultures that
undermine the contributions of versatile professionals.
First, there’s the specialization bias. Companies are obsessed
with the idea that deep expertise in a single area is more
valuable, overshadowing the broad skills polymaths bring.
This bias skews everything from hiring practices to
performance evaluations.

53 Araki, M., & Cotellessa, A. J. (2020). Creative Polymathy and the COVID-19 Crisis.
Frontiers in Psychology, 3580

54 Cotellessa, A. J. (2018). In Pursuit of Polymaths: Understanding Renaissance Persons
of the 21st Century (Doctoral dissertation, The George Washington University). ProQuest
Dissertations & Theses. 10749910

55 Stummer, F. (2022). The Polyployee. On the lived experience of Polymaths’
Engagement with Leadership Styles in Organisational Settings. GRIN Verlag
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Speaking of evaluations, traditional metrics are designed for
specialists. They favor deep, narrow contributions, making it
hard to quantify the diverse and often intangible
contributions of polymaths. This bias extends to recruitment
practices, where hiring processes typically seek specific skill
sets, sidelining polymaths whose resumes reflect a breadth
of experiences.
Risk aversion also plays a role. Organizations may view the
wide interests of polymaths as a lack of commitment,
preferring the perceived stability of specialists. This risk
aversion is exacerbated by cultural misalignment; work
environments heavily focused on specialization can stifle
polymaths, limiting their opportunities to engage and
innovate.
Finally, there’s a fundamental lack of understanding.
Many organizations simply do not understand how
polymaths operate and the unique benefits they bring,
preventing their effective integration into teams. Until
companies break free from these outdated norms, they will
continue to miss out on the immense value that polymaths
offer.

However, some companies do hire polymaths. Some
companies hire ONLY polymaths! Who are they? Typically,
startups or highly innovative companies are.
Scott McGregor, a serial startup co-founder and a polymath
himself, hired polymathic professionals for his projects. This
is what he shared: 'I tend to have a mix of multi-specialists and
hyper-specialists working for me at any one time. In startups, I
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tend to intentionally hire multi-skilled people because there is a
variety of jobs that need to be done and not enough budget to
hire people for each job needing to be done. When we are diving
into a very new technology, and there isn’t much training
material for mastery, hiring an expert who will help train my
polymaths is often helpful.”

But how did he identify polymaths? 'Most I discovered by
working as peers or friends before I had a hiring opportunity. I
probably wouldn’t have been able to recognize them from a CV. I
am not certain if I would have recognized them in interviews. I
often meet other polymaths through friends of friends at parties
or at conferences, often around activities that are NOT work-
related."
The most interesting part of his experience is the result: „All
of them repeatedly surprised me by inventing new products that
were groundbreaking. Of course, that is exactly what I hired them
to do, and I would have been surprised if they hadn’t done so. I
just never knew what that innovation would look like until the
team designed it."

Hiring versatile professionals is essential for a company
striving for innovation. How many polymaths are needed?
Probably three polymaths for a small-to-medium-sized
innovation company with 20-25 employees. For a more
innovative organization, the more polymaths, the better.This
question could be one of the first research topics for those
keen to dive into polymathy academically and provide
industries with valuable insights along the way.
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POLYMATH RECRUITMENT STRATEGY

Introducing a Polymath Recruitment Strategy requires a
multifaceted approach, encompassing employer branding,
innovative job ads, cutting-edge interview techniques, and
tools designed to assess polymathic potential. Forget the
traditional box-ticking approach; recruiting a polymath
demands that you tear up the old rulebook entirely. If you're
only looking for specialists, you might just miss the mind
capable of rewriting your industry's future.

Employer Branding

An effective employer branding strategy to attract polymathic
professionals involves showcasing the organization's
commitment to continuous learning, innovation, and
interdisciplinary collaboration. Highlight opportunities for
professional growth, diverse project involvement, and a
culture that values varied skill sets. This can position the
organization as a magnet for polymaths. Use every available
communication channel.

Many polymathic professionals may be unaware they are
polymaths.

Emphasize that their multidisciplinary background or
"unconventional" path will be valued. Leveraging social media,
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company blogs, and employee testimonials will further
reinforce this attractive image.
Using such slogans may attract the attention of polymathic
talent:

 "Do you thrive where others get lost? Join us."
 "Love connecting the dots across different worlds? Let's

talk."
 "More than one passion? We see that as your

superpower."

 "Curiosity has no limits here – neither does your
potential."

 "Why settle for one role when you can shape many? Be
part of our journey."

 "Wear many hats? We’ve got a place for you."
 "Diverse skills? We value every one of them."
 "Multiple strengths? Bring them all."
 "More than one specialty? We need your kind of

brilliance."

Once polymaths have joined your organization, the next
challenge is retaining them, as they require a highly
stimulating, information-rich environment. To achieve this,
companies can offer flexible roles and cultivate a culture of
innovation to keep them engaged long-term. Initiatives like
job rotations, cross-functional teams, or internally defined
"project marketplaces" provide polymaths with the autonomy
to choose projects that ignite their curiosity and utilize their
diverse skill set effectively.
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Crafting Compelling Job Ads

Crafting compelling job ads to attract polymathic
professionals involves highlighting the diverse and dynamic
nature of the role. Be clear and engaging. Emphasize the
variety of skills and interdisciplinary expertise the
organization values. Showcase opportunities for creative
problem-solving and innovation. By presenting the role as a
chance to leverage and expand diverse abilities, the job ad
will attract top polymathic talent.

Innovative Interview Techniques

As polymaths are an 'unknown' species for recruiters, there
are no popular tools to identify them. The situation is further
complicated by the fact that many polymathic candidates
"hide" or downplay their versatility by omitting certain skills
or positions that may seem too disparate for the desired role.
Relying solely on a CV is insufficient. First and foremost, there
needs to be a culture that creates a safe environment for
polymaths to apply with their authentic resumes and feel
welcomed to speak about their diverse skills without fearing
they will be seen as dabblers or overqualified. Let the
candidates feel this genuine interest in their versatility.

Here are some questions you can ask candidates to discover
their polymathic disposition:
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1. Can you tell me about a project you've worked on that
combined skills or knowledge from different fields?

2. How do you approach learning new skills or subjects
outside of your primary area of expertise?

3. Can you provide an example of when your knowledge in
one field helped you solve a problem in another?

4. What hobbies or interests do you pursue outside of work,
and how do they influence your professional life?

5. Describe a situation where you had to adapt to a
completely new domain or industry. How did you handle
the transition?

6. How do you stay current with trends and developments
in multiple areas of interest?

7. What motivates you to explore and engage with subjects
that are not directly related to your job?

8. How do you prioritize and manage your time when
working on projects that require diverse skill sets?

9. Have you ever worked in a role that required you to wear
many hats? How did you manage the different
responsibilities?

10. What do you think are the advantages and challenges of
having a multidisciplinary background?

11. Can you describe a situation where you collaborated with
people from various fields to achieve a common goal?

12. How do you handle uncertainty or ambiguity in projects
that involve multiple domains?

13. What role does curiosity play in your professional
development and daily work?
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14. How do you approach problem-solving when faced with
challenges outside your primary expertise?

In polymathy research, several tools have been developed to
help identify polymaths based on self-assessment. Some of
these include the Polymath Passport by Aksinya Staar, the
Polymath Questionnaire by Michael Araki, and the Polymath
Playground AI-based Test, also by Aksinya Staar, designed to
identify polymathic skills and ways of thinking. More work is
being done in this direction. If your organization is interested
in becoming an early adopter of these testing tools, please
contact the book's author.

Polymath-specialized Recruitment Agency

This could be the easiest solution to find the best-fitting
talent. The author of this book offered these services for
some time but now focuses on other professional activities.
The polymath search is not yet established as a business. It is
imperative that such an agency be founded and run by a
polymath themselves to ensure a deep understanding of the
unique traits and skills needed. Anyone who feels capable of

establishing such an agency should pursue it – this will soon
be a highly in-demand service. An organization can also seek
candidates within a polymath online community (such as
Polymaths Place on Facebook or Polymath Forum on
LinkedIn) for referrals or job postings.
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STATE-OF-THE-ART PEOPLE & CULTURE STRATEGY

Polymaths are highly adaptable, constantly learning, and
capable of inspiring others to learn. The industry needs
polymaths to facilitate the seamless adoption of change.
They can become true agents of transformation. But what if
an organization already has polymaths among its staff but is
unaware of it? This is often the case.
There are several ways to implement a strategy to identify
and nurture a polymath mindset in an organization. For
instance, Talent Marketplace and “Lunch and learn”.

Talent Marketplace

The concept of the Talent Marketplace, which aligns with the
idea of a Skill-Based Organization, was first introduced by
Deloitte in their 2017 Global Human Capital Trends report.
This concept emphasizes the dynamic matching of
employees' skills with the organization's needs, promoting
agility and better talent utilization. In Deloitte's recent
"Human Capital Trends 2023" survey, over 10,000
representatives from 139 countries were surveyed about the
current state of the workforce. 56 The results were clear: to
remain competitive in the future, companies must shift away

56 Deloitte, "Human Capital Trends 2023"
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/at/Documents/presse/at-deloitte-2023-
global-human-capital-trends.pdf

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/at/Documents/presse/at-deloitte-2023-global-human-capital-trends.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/at/Documents/presse/at-deloitte-2023-global-human-capital-trends.pdf
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from traditional job descriptions and instead focus on the
individual skills of their employees. Already, 71% of workers
take on tasks outside of their job description, and 63% work
on projects that aren't even included in their official job
profile. For a long time, companies have focused on hiring
individuals with specific skill sets for specific roles, often
overlooking the potential of those with a polymathic
disposition.
However, a promising HR solution that emerged before the
pandemic and has been successfully implemented by
industry giants such as Unilever, Coca-Cola, Pepsico, and
NASA is beginning to change this trend. This fascinating tool
is a talent marketplace-focused platform, a kind of mix
between LinkedIn and a personal matching service, enabling
agile use of talents. Ina Gantcheva, the Principal of Deloitte
Consulting LLP, highlighted that the internal marketplace
gave managers “access to a broader talent pool and
candidates who might not otherwise be visible. Managers
realized that applicants they may have dismissed previously
for having no experience in small business could be
successful if they brought transferable skills such as client
engagement, analytics, and communications, a realization
that broadened their talent pool for future internal and
external searches.” 57

57 Ina Gantcheva, Robin Jones, Diana Kearns-Manolatos, Jeff Schwartz, Linnet Lee,
and Manu Rawat "Activating the internal talent marketplace"
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/at/Documents/human-capital/at-internal-
talent-markets.pdf

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/at/Documents/human-capital/at-internal-talent-markets.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/at/Documents/human-capital/at-internal-talent-markets.pdf
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Talent marketplaces are becoming increasingly popular with
organizations. Several companies have implemented talent
marketplaces and are experiencing impressive results.
Schneider Electric credits its talent marketplace with helping
the enterprise unlock more than 200,000 hours and generate
savings of $15,000,000 in productivity gains and reduced
recruitment costs. Unilever achieved a 41% improvement in
productivity after launching its talent marketplace platform.58

Seagate's talent marketplace has generated savings of $1.4
million within 4 months of launch. AXA received 4,350
internal applications and saw an 11x increase in both internal
and external applications after implementing Phenom Talent
Marketplace.

The first AI-powered talent marketplace, Gloat, with global
deployment across 120 countries, goes beyond skill-to-role
mapping and uses a multi-strategy matching approach. This
allows managers to post job opportunities, part-time or
short-term assignments, mentorships, or any other initiative
that requires talent from the organization. This flexibility
allows companies like MasterCard to increase employee
satisfaction by over 80% and improve retention rates by 30%
within the first year of implementation.59

58 Josh Bersin, July 17, 2019 The Company As A Talent Marketplace: Unilever and
Schneider Electric Show The Way, https://joshbersin.com/2019/07/the-company-as-a-
talent-network-unilever-and-schneider-electric-show-the-way/

59 Matt Pittman, July 10, 2024 Gloat: Revolutionizing Workforce Agility with AI-Driven
Talent Management, https://brandonhall.com/gloat-revolutionizing-workforce-agility-with-
ai-driven-talent-management/

https://joshbersin.com/2019/07/the-company-as-a-talent-network-unilever-and-schneider-electric-show-the-way/
https://joshbersin.com/2019/07/the-company-as-a-talent-network-unilever-and-schneider-electric-show-the-way/
https://brandonhall.com/gloat-revolutionizing-workforce-agility-with-ai-driven-talent-management/
https://brandonhall.com/gloat-revolutionizing-workforce-agility-with-ai-driven-talent-management/


Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath Mindset

231

This next-generation talent marketplace platform allows
companies to access the talents and potential of all their
employees, regardless of their original roles. This
revolutionary approach would potentially enable employees
with polymathic abilities to be fully appreciated and involved.
However, the polymathic agenda must be communicated first.
Since companies are not aware of having or even needing
employees with specializations outside their industry, there
are no respective skill tags on these market platforms, but as
the awareness of polymathy spreads, the second step will be
to identify and unlock hidden talents. Companies could begin
requesting that employees list all of their skills, not only the
job-relevant ones. Imagine the impact this move would have!
In the near future, we may see the emergence of a global
polymath marketplace. Hopefully, it won't take too long.

Polymath Talks “Lunch and learn”

Internal talent market intelligence is a great tool for
corporations, but small- and medium-sized companies may
need a different approach. They can borrow a tool from
startups. Many startups are now implementing "lunch and
learns," where employees spend an hour during lunch
educating their colleagues on a topic of their choice. Subjects
can range from cryptocurrency to art history. This format,
Polymath Talks "Lunch and Learn," will not only enhance
connectedness within teams but also foster a polymath
mindset for continuous learning. It provides a more informal
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way of learning from colleagues, showcasing that people can
be knowledgeable outside their job-related domains.

HOW CAN ORGANIZATIONS LEVERAGE POLYMATHS?

Once polymathic professionals are identified in organizations,
a strategy can be developed to leverage this resourceful
talent. Here are some suggestions:

 Encourage diverse interests by creating opportunities for
team members to explore interests outside their primary
roles, leading to innovative solutions and products.

 Promote flexibility by encouraging team members to
learn from different projects and apply their diverse skills
to new challenges.

 Use polymaths to bridge departmental gaps, facilitating
better understanding and collaboration between
different departments.

 Create a culture of innovation by allowing team members
time to work on passion projects that may benefit the
company in the long run.

Polymathic professionals might require special handling. A.
Thiru, a C-suite HR professional from India, has no doubt that
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“polymaths bring different perspectives to the table.”
However, he points out, “They must be regarded as experts in a
select few areas. Polymaths can progress faster in their career as
long as they are willing to delegate decision-making authority to
the concerned members of their team, irrespective of their level
in the organization.” 60

Corporate structures often favor specialists for advancement,
leaving polymaths feeling undervalued or facing career
stagnation if their broad expertise goes unrecognized. There
are some critical points to consider, for instance that
polymaths might be overqualified for some roles, which can
result in job dissatisfaction and decreased motivation. To
address this, companies must offer sufficient intellectual
stimulation and opportunities for growth to keep polymathic
employees engaged and satisfied. Asia’s leading HR platform,
HRKatha, interviewed Kamlesh Dangi, Group Head of Human
Resources at InCred (India), on the topic. He raised a valid
concern that might unsettle traditional HR managers: “It may
be challenging to find a role that excites them due to their
diverse interests, making long-term retention difficult.” However,
those who find the right role (or even create new ones) for
polymaths will be rewarded with innovative solutions and
enhanced overall company performance.
At the same time, with their diverse abilities, polymaths are
sometimes seen as “go-to” problem-solvers for many projects,
leading to an unintentional over-reliance on their skills, which
can spread them too thin or foster unrealistic expectations.

60 Saheba Khatun, March 29, 2023 "Drawbacks and benefits of hiring polymaths"
https://www.hrkatha.com/features/drawbacks-and-benefits-of-hiring-polymaths/

https://www.hrkatha.com/features/drawbacks-and-benefits-of-hiring-polymaths/
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MBA IN POLYMATHY

The world's first MBA in polymathy and Transdiciplianry
Innvoation is now available (hybrid) at Apsley Business
School, London. Organizations might consider sponsoring
their employees for this one-of-a-kind program. This
opportunity can support their employees' development into
well-rounded leading professionals. This program is designed
to provide a comprehensive education that integrates diverse
fields of knowledge, fostering a multidisciplinary approach to
business and management. The program is structured to
cultivate a broad skill set, equipping students to tackle
complex, multifaceted challenges. As a Top-Up MBA designed
for professionals aiming to quickly advance their careers, it
offers dual accreditation from both the UK and US, backed by
AACSB (one of the world's leading business school accrediting
bodies). What sets this MBA apart is not just its
groundbreaking content, but its faculty – each lecturer is a
seasoned polymath, with expertise spanning multiple
disciplines. Many are also polymathy researchers and
thought leaders, making them uniquely qualified to guide
students in connecting dots across various fields – an ability
few can genuinely teach. Another unique feature of this MBA
program is its dedicated support for neurodivergent students,
providing highly individualized and tailored guidance.
Individuals are welcome to participate in the MBA program
independently, particularly if they are interested in rapid
development and adaptability to the changing market.
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DEVELOP NEW ROLES FOR MULTIDIMENSIONAL
PROFESSIONALS

Polymaths can help organizations stay adaptable and drive
necessary transformations. However, most typical roles in
organizations are not suited for professionals with diverse
skills and multidimensional expertise.
Research indicates a need to create new roles for these
versatile individuals. Besides, polymaths are most productive
when not micromanaged but trusted with the space and time
to deliver their solutions.

They are typically swift and adept at out-of-the-box thinking.
In a traditional setup, polymathic professionals are ideally
suited for roles such as Product Manager, Digital Media or
Advertising positions, Start-up roles, Consulting or Strategy
roles, Innovation or R&D positions, and Cross-Functional
roles. Polymathic professionals, as complexity natives, can be
highly valuable in roles that require conceptual thinking and
cannot be managed by hyperspecialized professionals.

Some new roles could include: Innovation Catalyst, Strategic
Visionary, Interdisciplinary Project Manager, Knowledge
Integrator, Customer Experience Designer, Corporate
Philosopher, Systems Thinker, Learning and Development
Architect, Sustainability Strategist, and Cultural Ambassador.
As individuals with an innovative spirit and highly exploratory
nature, polymaths are usually early adopters of new
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technologies. They are ideally suited for emerging AI-related
roles that intersect one or more disciplines with AI, such as AI
Ethics Navigator, AI-Human Collaboration Specialist, AI
Integration Strategist, Cognitive Diversity Engineer, AI-Driven
Sustainability Analyst, AI Policy Advocate, AI Learning
Facilitator, AI-Enhanced Creativity Consultant, AI Data Curator,
AI Trend Forecaster, and others.

TEAMS OF POLYMATHS

Currently, as polymathy research is a nascent discipline,
there is a lack of data on teams composed of
multidisciplinary individuals (polymaths) instead of
multidisciplinary or multifunctional teams. What could such
teams achieve? How would they differ from traditional ones?
Observations from informal or project-based collaborations
with polymathic professionals suggest they are less stressed
and tense. This is likely because polymaths are not confined
to silos and do not feel the need to defend their "turf," as
they possess knowledge in multiple domains and do not have
a strong allegiance to any single one, unlike specialists.
Polymaths thrive in dynamic environments, and their
versatility makes them quick to learn and adapt, something
traditional teams can struggle with. Think of a startup where
roles constantly evolve. While specialized teams may stumble
through reassignments, a team of polymaths would pivot
effortlessly, making change feel like just another Tuesday.
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Another point is that polymaths are brimming with ideas
from diverse fields, making their collaboration very versatile
and creative. In the end, the potential for polymathic teams
to outperform traditional ones is an exciting possibility that
could reshape how organizations approach talent
development and team composition. It’s a field ripe for
exploration and discovery.

SHAPING FUTURE ORGANIZATIONS

Polymaths are set to reshape the future of organizations,
bringing a powerful blend of adaptability, cross-disciplinary
thinking, and innovation. How can businesses stay nimble
when constant change is the new normal? Polymaths, with
their diverse skill sets, are natural adaptors. When faced with
new challenges, they switch gears effortlessly, adapting on
the fly, making them invaluable in industries that never stand
still. By bringing polymathic leaders into the fold, companies
can also cultivate a culture of curiosity and broad thinking.
This inspires teams to challenge the status quo and think
more expansively.

Important: It is not about swapping specialists for
polymaths. It’s about fostering a polymath mindset while
building a balanced mix of specialists and polymathic
professionals.
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Will companies that fail to strike this balance find themselves
stuck? Probably. The organizations that blend polymathic
versatility with specialized expertise will be the ones leading
the charge, outpacing their competition. They’ll be the most
resilient, the most innovative, and the best equipped to
navigate whatever the future throws their way.

TRAINING AND COACHING

Regarding polymath training, let's be honest: one cannot
simply train a person to become a polymath. Being a
polymath means having expertise in multiple fields, a process
that typically takes years to develop even in a single domain.
So, don't believe anyone who claims they can train people to
become polymaths overnight. However, what is possible and
indeed necessary in today's world is to inspire and motivate
people to discover their own polymathic potential, which is
often blocked or suppressed by societal and industrial-age
norms. It is a specific training methodology to help unfold
this potential, and that is achievable (contact the book author
for more information).
With the right training and coaching, functional specialists
can transform into successful multifunctional professionals.
This transformation involves a strategic approach to personal
and professional development, emphasizing the expansion of
skill sets and the cultivation of a broad knowledge base.
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Further, polymathy research shows that plenty of people
have latent polymathic tendencies, stifled by the rigid
industrial-age education system and society's narrow view of
career versatility. The good news? Many can revive and
sharpen their polymathic skills with the right training and
support. There is a massive human potential waiting to be
released.

How to Grow the Polymath Mindset in Organizations

1. Offer training programs that cover a diverse range of
disciplines beyond employees' primary specializations.
Conduct regular courses or lectures on emerging
technologies, interdisciplinary subjects, fundamental
sciences, arts, history, and philosophy to broaden
perspectives and increase versatility.

2. Encourage specialists to participate in cross-functional
projects to gain practical experience in diverse domains.
Collaborating with members from different departments
allows specialists to learn, understand various aspects of
the business, and develop a multifaceted skill set.

3. Pair specialists with experienced polymathic mentors to
provide valuable guidance and support. Mentors can
offer insights on integrating knowledge from multiple
disciplines and navigating complex problems. Regular
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coaching helps set goals, track progress, and stay
motivated.

4. Foster a culture of continuous learning by providing
access to online courses, workshops, and seminars.
Encourage employees to pursue additional certifications
or advanced degrees in different fields to expand their
expertise and stay current with industry trends. Invite
polymaths to share their „superlearner" experiences, as
these talks are usually highly motivating for others.

5. Implement rotational programs where specialists spend
time in different departments to broaden their
understanding.

6. Encourage specialists to think beyond traditional
boundaries. Innovation labs or cross-departmental task
forces can foster idea exchange and promote a holistic
approach to problem-solving.

7. Develop a culture that values and rewards diverse skill
sets. Recognize and celebrate achievements in
interdisciplinary work to motivate specialists to embrace
multifunctionality. Offer resources and support for
ongoing development to reinforce the importance of a
broad knowledge base.

8. Customize development plans to individual needs and
interests to foster polymathy. Address specific skill gaps



Future of Work: From Industrial to Polymath Mindset

241

and leverage existing strengths to help specialists
develop a broad skill set and transition smoothly into
multifunctional roles.

Investing in the right training empowers functional specialists
to evolve into multifunctional professionals. This benefits the
organization and enriches employees, driving
multidimensional growth that is both motivating and
rewarding.

Program 'One Leonardo per Company' (1LPC)

A pioneering polymathy researcher and consultant from
Austria, Dr. Florian Odi Stummer developed an initiative,
"One Leonardo per Company" (1LPC) to identify and cultivate
polymaths within corporations, creating a new generation of
multidimensional leaders. How can this possibly be done?
Here is the short description.

1. Identifying Polymaths in Corporations
The project begins with a comprehensive assessment to
identify potential polymaths within an organization. Using a
blend of psychometric evaluations, performance reviews, and
peer assessments, Stummer and his team pinpoint
individuals who exhibit the unique traits of a polymath:
curiosity, adaptability, and a profound ability to synthesize
information across diverse fields. These individuals often
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display a passion for continuous learning and possess a
diverse skill set that enables them to see connections and
opportunities that others might miss.

2. Developing Polymaths through Tailored Programs
Once identified, these polymaths are enrolled in a specialized
development program designed to hone their
multidisciplinary capabilities. This program, curated by
experts in various fields, includes intensive workshops,
mentorship, and real-world problem-solving scenarios. The
goal is to cultivate a mindset akin to that of Leonardo da Vinci,
encouraging participants to explore and integrate knowledge
from different domains, thereby driving innovation within
their companies.

3. The MBA in Polymathy and Transdisciplinary
Innovation
A key component of the 1LPC project is the opportunity for
identified polymaths to deepen their knowledge through an
MBA in Polymathy and Transdisciplinary Innovation. This
unique MBA program is structured to provide a broad-based
education that covers business management, technology,
humanities, and sciences. The program emphasizes the
development of transdisciplinary thinking, enabling
participants to approach problems from multiple
perspectives and devise innovative solutions that transcend
traditional boundaries.
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4. Impact on Corporations
The benefits of nurturing polymaths within a corporation are
numerous. Polymaths can drive significant innovation by
bridging gaps between departments, fostering a culture of
collaboration, and inspiring their colleagues to think
creatively. Their ability to integrate diverse knowledge
streams can lead to the development of new products,
services, and business models, ultimately giving the company
a competitive advantage in the market.
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Chapter 1.

Is AI a Polymath?

„I had a terrible vision: I saw an encyclopedia walk up
to a polymath and open him up.“

Karl Kraus

While discussing the analogies between polymath and
Gesamtkunstwerk, mobile phone, multinational corporation,
permaculture, and connective tissue, we touched upon the
fact that a polymath is much more similar to a multimodal AI
than to a mobile phone. Let's explore this similarity between
a polymath and AI. Why is this important?
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The polymath mindset is the need of the time. Just as the
mechanical understanding of the world centuries ago was
shaped by reductionist science, this approach played a
significant role in shaping our comprehension of complex
systems during the scientific revolution and subsequent
centuries.

Reductionist science involves breaking down complex
systems into simpler parts to understand how they work.
Now we go the other way round. Humanity is beginning to
understand complexity as more than just the sum of its parts
(even though it was first stated at least 2.500 years ago!). As
Complexity Science gains prominence, we are adopting a
broader understanding of the bigger picture, and the
polymath perspective serves as a perfect lens for that. Today,
our understanding of how the world operates is being
massively transformed by our interaction with multimodal
LLMs or possible Artificial General Intelligence (AIG) that may
follow. How will you adapt to this new reality? The connection
is clear: a polymath, like AI, draws on diverse fields,
integrating and synthesizing information to create a holistic
understanding. This capability is crucial in an era dominated
by AI, where the ability to navigate and synthesize vast
amounts of information from various domains will define
success. Indeed, polymathy and current AI technology (still
based on LLMs) may appear quite similar at first glance. But
is it, perhaps, just an optical illusion?

Are you curious about comparing the two? Let‘s have a look.
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Aspect Polymath Multimodal AI

Interdisciplinary
Learning

Explores various disciplines
like science, art, and
philosophy, making
connections across fields to
foster innovative thinking.

Processes information
from text, images, audio,
and video, integrating
diverse data to generate
comprehensive insights.

Synthesis of
Information

Creates novel perspectives
and solutions by
synthesizing information
from different fields,
leading to groundbreaking
ideas.

Combines data from
various modalities to
provide contextually rich
interpretations, similar to
how a polymath
integrates knowledge.

Adaptive
Thinking

Approaches problems from
multiple angles and adapts
their thinking to different
contexts, thanks to their
broad knowledge base.

Learns from diverse data
inputs and adjusts
responses, crucial for
handling complex, real-
world scenarios.
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Holistic
Perspective

Appreciates the
interconnectedness of
different fields, using this
understanding to approach
problems comprehensively.

Adopts a holistic
approach by processing
and combining
information from various
sources, providing
nuanced and accurate
responses.

Innovation and
Creativity

Draws from a wide array of
knowledge sources, leading
to innovative and creative
solutions through
interdisciplinary thinking.

Generates creative
solutions by integrating
diverse data types,
mirroring the polymath's
ability to draw insights
from varied sources.

Problem-Solving Excels in problem-solving
by applying insights from
different domains, tackling
complex issues with a
synthesized knowledge
base.

Solves complex
problems by leveraging
data from multiple
modalities, enhancing its
problem-solving ability
through diverse
information analysis.

As we can see from the table, both multimodal AI and
polymaths exemplify the power of interdisciplinary
integration and adaptive thinking. They represent a shift from
traditional, siloed approaches to a more interconnected and
holistic understanding of the world. As AI advances, it
increasingly mirrors the polymath's ability to synthesize
knowledge from various domains. However, it is not there yet.
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Ethan Mollick, an Associate Professor at the Wharton School
of the University of Pennsylvania and an AI R&D evangelist,
likens AI to a generalist. He states, "Because LLMs have so
many generalist abilities, they are also capable of solving other
unexpected problems, including ones in industries far from
creativity." He further elaborates that "Large Language Models
are forgetful foxes in a Berlinian sense: they know many things,
imperfectly." He notes the complexity of understanding LLMs,
saying, "Oddly, we don’t actually know everything they know, in
part because training data is kept secret, but also because it isn’t
always clear what LLMs learn from their training data." This
generalist quality also hints at their polymathic nature. Since, in
essence, a polymath is a specialized type of generalist, combining
breadth with significant depth across several disciplines. 61

Remarkably, at the time of writing this book, a polymath's
ability to synthesize knowledge and arrive at novel solutions
often outperforms AI. This has been demonstrated in some
qualitative experiments and is confirmed by many
polymathic individuals who are active AI users. Researchers
explain that while AI is progressing toward all-purpose
capabilities, it still has limitations. In the past, even advanced
AI excelled only within well-defined domains using
specialized data. However, with purposefully pre-trained
models like ChatGPT and its generative precursor DALL-E,
some of these limitations are being overcome. Developers
are striving to achieve artificial general intelligence (AGI) that

61 Ethan Mollick, "Latent Expertise: Everyone is in R&D," June 20, 2024,
https://www.oneusefulthing.org/

https://www.oneusefulthing.org/
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rivals humans' robust adaptability. This requires AI to access
open-ended knowledge rather than relying on narrow
expertise. Each new release sets records on key AI
benchmarks, confirming steady progress. Within a few years,
versatile AI systems could potentially match or exceed
human versatility.

WHY POLYMATHS BENEFIT MOST FROM

WORKING WITH AI

Remember those 2023 headlines? Prompt engineers were
the industry’s golden children, with salaries sparkling
between $280,000 and $375,000 – proof enough of their
prized status. Even then, prompt engineering was polymathic
in nature. It required a multifaceted background, blending
expertise in computer science for programming and machine
learning, linguistics for understanding language structure,
human-computer interaction for designing user-friendly
interfaces, cognitive science for insights into human cognition
and communication, and data science or statistics for
analyzing and optimizing prompt effectiveness. But as with
all good things in tech, it didn’t stand still for long. After the
initial demand frenzy, the role quickly morphed, expanding in
scope and sophistication. Companies still seek specialists
who can craft prompts effectively for generative AI systems,
especially in creative, marketing, customer service, and even
technical support roles. However, the focus has shifted from
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standalone prompt engineering to combining it with other
skills, such as AI model fine-tuning, UX design, or domain
expertise. Larger tech firms, consulting companies, and even
some startups are still recruiting for roles where prompt
engineering is central – often under titles like "AI Specialist,"
"AI Interaction Designer," or "Language Model Consultant." As
these models grow more capable and adaptive, prompt
engineering has become less about crafting single prompts
and more about shaping comprehensive interactions and
designing workflows that optimize AI-driven outcomes. It’s
fascinating to see how the job description has expanded, now
requiring a blend of skills beyond just prompt creation. The
trajectory of this role might well foreshadow what’s ahead for
many other jobs – evolving, becoming more versatile.
Polymathic, in one word.

Another interesting point to consider is the relevance of
expertese. Everyone who has worked with LLMs knows how
much expert knowledge it takes to get really good output
from generative AI. For instance, only truly talented and
versatile designers can produce near-artistic outcomes with
AI tools. Less skilled and knowledgeable designers often get
mediocre results. Even as AI progresses, it will still require
highly competent people to work with it to achieve better
results. However, it is not just about expertise and domain
mastery. As AI becomes more complex, it will take on an
increasingly polymathic nature. Thus, people with a polymath
mindset will be "speaking the same language" as AI, giving
them a competitive advantage.
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What makes people with a polymath mindset particularly
well-suited for working with AI? Their broad knowledge base
enables them to tackle problems from multiple angles, while
their flexibility allows them to quickly pick up new skills and
move seamlessly between fields. Polymathic professionals
excel in strategic thinking and future-focused problem-
solving. Their ability to explain complex ideas in simple terms
is a game-changer. With an innate understanding of intricate
systems and the ability to reason in high-dimensional spaces,
they align naturally with AI capabilities. As it is, their versatility
and agility make them tailor-made for AI-driven roles.

WHYWE NEED POLYMATHS

TO ENSURE AI SAFETY

AI safety is another critical area where the polymathic
approach is not just beneficial but essential. AI safety refers
to the field of study and practice aimed at ensuring that
artificial intelligence systems operate reliably, predictably,
and without causing unintended harm. AI safety aims to
mitigate the risks associated with the development and
deployment of AI technologies. From leading AI safety
experts, we know that it's technically impossible to solve the
problem completely – we can never test all trillions of
parameters. Roman Yampolskiy, an AI safety expert and
professor at the University of Louisville, argues that the AI
safety problem is fundamentally unsolvable due to the
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inherent unpredictability and uncontrollability of advanced AI
systems. In his recent work, including his book "AI:
Unexplainable, Unpredictable, Uncontrollable," he elaborates
on these challenges, emphasizing that the complexity of AI
systems makes it impossible to foresee and manage every
potential outcome. 62

What does this mean? Are we doomed?

Typically, innovative problem-solving involves looking at a
problem from different perspectives. Why don't we apply that
approach here? There is an often overlooked yet crucial
aspect to consider in AI safety: the role of polymathic
professionals. Why is that? Because generative AI is not just a
technological breakthrough. It is also a techno-sociological
phenomenon shaped by our collective intelligence. Consider
the fact that AI learns from the vast amounts of data we
generate daily, reflecting our behaviors, preferences, and
biases. This underscores how deeply technology is
embedded in our social framework. Therefore, addressing AI
safety is not a challenge that can be met solely through
science, technology, and engineering. We must also navigate
the messy, multifaceted social, political, and economic arenas.
We need humans who grasp the broader picture of risk and
safety, particularly when steering the tumultuous transition
to advanced technologies.

62 Roman V. Yampolskiy, "AI: Unexplainable, Unpredictable, Uncontrollable," Chapman
& Hall, 2024.
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This is precisely where the polymathic mindset proves
invaluable. Professionals who excel in a blend of disciplines –
technology, science, and the humanities – are essential. And
they are available! These polymaths possess the
interdisciplinary insights crucial for navigating the
complexities of AI safety. It's high time for these multifaceted
experts to step forward and contribute their unique
perspectives to this critical discourse.
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Chapter 2.

Future of Work with
Polymath Mindset

The concept of the 'Future of Work' (FOW) has evolved over
the past few decades, gaining significant traction in the early
21st century. It emerged from the convergence of several
trends, including rapid technological advancements,
globalization, and shifts in workforce demographics. The
advent of digital technologies, particularly automation and
artificial intelligence, around the 2010s, significantly
accelerated discussions about the future of work. These
technologies began to reshape industries and job roles,
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prompting experts, policymakers, and businesses to consider
how work would evolve. Consequently, the concept of FOW
became more prominent in the last decade, with increased
focus on how to navigate these transformations and prepare
for the changing nature of work.

'Future of Work (FOW)' considers workers amidst a
transformation driven by hyper-automation and AI,
reshaping work demographics. What does the future hold for
the workforce? The recommendations focus on several key
areas. Shift work to where competitive talent thrives, not just
in traditional hubs. Leadership values should expand to
include not only shareholders, employees, and partners, but
society as a whole. Align employment with individuals'
personal values, purpose, and career aspirations. Instead of
eliminating jobs, reimagine and restructure them. Take a
creative approach to diversity. Strengthen psychological
safety. Cultivate a workplace where people can truly be
themselves. Empower managers and move from sporadic
evaluations to continuous coaching and development.

The concept of the Future of Work is about how work is
changing due to technology, society, and the economy. By
adopting a polymath mindset – one that embraces lifelong
learning across multiple fields – we can better navigate and
enhance these changes. How can it help?

A polymath mindset lays a solid foundation for reskilling
and upskilling by encouraging learning across various
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domains and igniting lifelong learning through stimulated
curiosity.

The pandemic accelerated remote work. Now, many
organizations blend remote and in-office work. Polymaths,
with their adaptability and broad skill set, excel in this
environment. Freelance and contract work are growing,
offering flexibility but also presenting challenges like job
insecurity. Polymaths thrive in this environment, using their
diverse skills to take on various projects. Their ability to pivot
across different gigs provides stability and multiple income
sources. In fact, they are not only good at that, but they enjoy
this type of work because of their increased need for variety
and novelty. The polymath mindset solves an interesting
problem here: the boredom syndrome (not to be confused
with burnout). Many employees report being bored at their
jobs. A study of more than 11,000 workers at 87 Finnish
organizations found that chronic boredom “increased the
likelihood of employees' turnover and early retirement
intentions, poor self-rated health, and stress symptoms.”
Polymaths are known to never be bored.
A suggestion here? Encouraging the polymath mindset
globally will add more enjoyment to the world of work. 63

The polymath mindset fosters a broader understanding of
any problem, leading to a better grasp of the complexity of

63 Bryan Lufkin, 5 July 2021, The damaging effects of 'boreout' at work, BBC
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20210701-the-damaging-effects-of-boreout-at-work

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20210701-the-damaging-effects-of-boreout-at-work
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contemporary global challenges and, naturally, to more
effective solutions across industries.

Polymathy represents diversity within a single individual,
aligning perfectly with the concepts of team diversity and
inclusion. Furthermore, a polymath mindset, shaped
through versatility, enables one to understand different
perspectives, fostering an environment where diverse ideas
can thrive or even merge.

Remote work allows companies to hire talent from anywhere,
infusing cultural diversity into their teams. Polymaths, with
their curiosity and knowledge of different cultures, are
masters of global collaboration. They bridge cultural gaps
and improve communication in a dispersed workforce.
Therefore, adopting a polymath mindset as a cultural
philosophy will enhance the collaboration of global teams.

The Future of Work embraces environmental sustainability,
with companies going green to win over employees and
consumers alike. Here, polymaths are the secret sauce,
blending insights from environmental science, engineering,
and social sciences to craft cutting-edge sustainable solutions.
Traditional hierarchies are becoming more agile and
networked. Polymaths, who are comfortable with various
disciplines, thrive in these environments. Their ability to
connect ideas leads to quicker decision-making and
innovation. Shifting to a polymath mindset will create new
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roles, possibly multiple or fluid roles for one individual,
allowing for greater flexibility and productivity.

WILL THE SPECIALIST BECOME OBSOLETE?

What will happen to the monomaths (hyperspecialists), who
currently make up the vast majority? Will they become
obsolete? Not at all, but they will likely need to get their
facelift. It's important to keep in mind that polymaths are also
specialists, specifically multi-specialists. The value of expert
knowledge will remain the same or even grow. Challenged by
AI, we will need to become even better versions of ourselves,
both personally and professionally. At this point in
Generative AI development, any specialist is far more
knowledgeable than AI.

Sometimes AI shows better results, such as diagnosing
certain diseases, but it often lacks detailed knowledge and
deep insights. This depth is something only a person working
closely with the subject matter and having years of
experience can achieve. For instance, at its current stage, AI
thrives on digitized knowledge (what’s been written down or
uploaded) but lacks spatial intelligence and the hands-on, in-
the-trenches experience that specialists accumulate over
years. Think of an AI robot trying to masterfully wield a
scalpel during surgery; that’s not happening anytime soon. It
can provide insights, but a surgeon’s precision? That’s human
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territory. AI does not dream, theorize, or adjust on the fly
when variables change unexpectedly.

Specialists, especially in rare or niche fields, are likely to
remain indispensable. The intersection between AI and
humans creates new areas where expertise is even more
critical, like an engineer who understands both classical
mechanics and AI-driven automation systems. Those who
specialize in these hybrid fields will be the ones steering the
future, not being overtaken by it.

Shifting to a polymath mindset will transform specialists.
They will need to broaden their horizons beyond their core
fields.

This approach fosters a more holistic understanding of
complex problems, making them versatile and adaptable.
Continuous learning and curiosity will become essential.
Polymaths, as multi-specialists, thrive on integrating diverse
knowledge areas. Hyperspecialists will be organically pushed
to explore new subjects and stay updated. Collaboration with
experts from other fields will also be crucial. It will enhance
their own work and lead to more innovative solutions.
Exposure to varied perspectives and methods will enrich
their expertise, making them indispensable in their industries.
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HOW POLYMATHY ELEVATES BUSINESS
PERFORMANCE

Innovation Equals Profit

Innovation is the lifeblood of any successful business, and a
polymathic mindset catalyzes this innovation by merging
insights from multiple fields.

Consider Netflix, which has revolutionized the entertainment
industry by blending video streaming technology, data
analytics, and content production. Their use of viewing data
to inform content creation decisions has been particularly
innovative. This multidisciplinary approach has allowed
Netflix to produce highly targeted, popular content while
optimizing its streaming service, resulting in substantial
subscriber growth and profitability. Corning, a materials
science company, has reinvented itself multiple times
through multidisciplinary innovation. Corning invented Pyrex
and CorningWare for kitchenware, pioneered fiber-optic
technology, enabling modern telecommunications, and
developed Gorilla Glass, used in smartphones and tablets
worldwide. Corning's ability to apply its materials expertise to
emerging technologies has kept the company relevant and
profitable for over 160 years. 64

64 ^1 Margaret B. W. Graham and Alec T. Shuldiner, Corning and the Craft of Innovation
(October 2023), DOI:10.1093/oso/9780195140972.001.0001.
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Cost Efficiency Through Versatility

In a world where resources are finite, efficiency is crucial. A
polymathic workforce with employees who possess diverse
skill sets can significantly reduce costs. Take Google, for
example. Its engineers are often encouraged to work on side
projects in areas outside their primary expertise. This culture
has led to the development of products like Gmail, which
started as a small project by an engineer with interests in
both computer science and user experience design. Instead
of hiring separate teams, Google leveraged its internal talent,
resulting in a revolutionary product with minimal additional
investment.

General Electric (GE) has demonstrated cost efficiency
through versatility across its diverse business segments. GE
leverages technologies and innovations developed in one
business segment across others. Advancements in jet engine
technology have been applied to improve gas turbines for
power generation.
The company has implemented shared service centers for
various business functions, such as finance and HR, across its
different divisions. This approach reduces administrative
costs and improves overall operational efficiency.

Meanwhile, IKEA has showcased impressive cost-saving
strategies by being adaptable in everything from product
design to supply chain management. IKEA's iconic flat-pack
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furniture design allows for efficient transportation and
storage, significantly reducing shipping and warehousing
costs. This multifaceted approach enables customers to
easily transport and assemble products themselves, further
reducing IKEA's operational expenses. Many IKEA products
are designed to serve multiple purposes or be used in
various room settings. This versatility increases the appeal to
customers while reducing the need for a wider product range,
thus improving inventory management and production
efficiency.

Another example is a mid-sized consulting firm where
consultants are encouraged to develop skills in multiple
industries. These versatile employees can serve a broader
range of clients, reducing the need for external hires. The
firm saves on recruitment costs while increasing its service
offerings, leading to better profit margins.

Agility and Market Responsiveness

The ability to adapt quickly in the modern, fast-moving
business sector can be the difference between thriving and
merely surviving. Tesla is a prime example. Tesla has been
able to pivot rapidly in response to market demands by
blending knowledge from automotive engineering, software
development, and energy solutions. When traditional car
manufacturers struggled with the shift to electric vehicles,
Tesla was already integrating energy solutions into its
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products, such as solar roofs and home battery packs. This
agility allowed Tesla to stay ahead of the competition and
continue growing its market share, translating directly into
higher profits.

Better Strategic Decisions for Long-Term Gains

Strategic decisions informed by a broad range of knowledge
are more likely to be sustainable and profitable in the long
run. For instance, Amazon’s diversification into cloud
computing with AWS wasn’t just a stroke of luck. Jeff Bezos, a
polymathic leader himself, recognized the potential of cloud
technology early on, integrating insights from logistics,
computing, and business operations. This foresight
transformed AWS into a significant revenue stream, now
contributing a substantial portion of Amazon’s overall profits.
In contrast, companies that fail to adopt a polymathic
approach might miss out on these opportunities.

For example, Kodak, once a leader in photography, failed to
pivot to digital photography because it remained too focused
on its existing expertise in film. A more polymathic approach
might have helped Kodak see the potential of digital much
earlier, allowing it to adapt and maintain its market
leadership.
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Attracting and Retaining Top Talent

A company that values and fosters a polymathic mindset
attracts the kind of talent that drives success. Take IBM,
which has long encouraged its employees to explore different
areas within the company. This culture of internal mobility
has allowed IBM to retain some of the best minds in the
industry. When employees feel that they can grow and
expand their skills within the same company, they are less
likely to leave, saving the company significant costs in
recruitment and training. One more example is a smaller tech
startup that actively encourages its employees to pursue side
projects or additional training in areas outside their main
roles. This not only makes the employees more versatile but
also creates a culture of continuous learning and innovation.
The startup benefits from lower turnover rates and a
workforce that is always ahead of the curve, driving
productivity and, ultimately, profitability.

Breaking Down Silos to Maximize Resources

Silos in organizations can stifle innovation and lead to
inefficiencies. A polymathic culture encourages cross-
departmental collaboration, which breaks down these silos.
For instance, 3M, known for its innovation, encourages its
employees to spend 15% of their time working on projects
outside their primary job responsibilities. This policy has led
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to the creation of iconic products like Post-it Notes, which
were developed by an employee who combined their
knowledge of chemistry and product design. By fostering a
culture where knowledge is shared across departments, 3M
maximizes its internal resources, leading to more efficient
operations and higher profits.

In a mid-sized company, breaking down silos might mean
encouraging marketing and product development teams to
work closely together. When these departments collaborate,
the company can better align its product offerings with
market demands, reducing the time to market and increasing
sales, which directly contributes to profit growth.

Diversifying Revenue Streams

A polymathic mindset often uncovers opportunities for
diversifying revenue streams, a key to long-term financial
stability. Disney, a company that started with animated films,
has since diversified into theme parks, television networks,
and streaming services. This diversification, driven by a broad
understanding of entertainment, media, and technology, has
allowed Disney to build multiple robust revenue streams.
When one area faces challenges, the others can compensate,
ensuring steady overall profitability.

In a smaller business context, a food company that
traditionally focused on one product line might, through a
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polymathic approach, identify opportunities in related areas,
such as health supplements or ready-to-eat meals. The
company can combine its expertise in food production with
new insights from nutrition and consumer trends, creating
new products, entering new markets, reducing dependency
on a single revenue stream, and increasing overall
profitability.

Organizations that adopt a polymathic mindset gain practical,
profit-driving advantages, enhancing not only their
intellectual culture but also their bottom line. CEOs and
leaders who promote cross-disciplinary learning and broad
thinking secure significant financial rewards through
adaptability and innovation.
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Chapter 3.

Turning the Future’s Wheel
With Polymath Mindset

For the first time in human history, we are likely crafting a
new species with our own hands: artificial intelligence. It may
not yet be intelligence in the sense we understand, but it has
the potential to become something of its own kind. An army
of robots is being built, poised to replace humans in tasks
ranging from heavy lifting to caregiving. The emergence of
this new species will compel us to confront our own nature in
a new light. Remarkably, even today, we lack a universally
accepted definition of what it means to be human. Will we
need one? Probably, more than ever.
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Humanity is entering perhaps its most potent and
challenging era, one that could spark an existential crisis. In
such times, what helps most is facing our strengths. Beyond
the resilience of the human spirit that shines in some, human
versatility remains a testament to our potential. Polymaths
exemplify what we are capable of, revealing the
multidimensional complexity of human nature, and
illustrating the interconnectedness and beauty of our
complexity.

The concept of being human will be redefined. We will
embrace the enchanting beauty of our nature and welcome
multi-level identities – multi-professional and even
multinational. The polymath mindset encapsulates this. It
sees the world as multifaceted and interconnected and acts
accordingly, recognizing the unity of nature, humanity, and
technology. This mindset is both empowering and humbling.
Isn't this the new paradigm we need in the face of growing
challenges?

The industrial mindset, shaped by silo-thinking, seems to be
very divisive in nature. People form strong identifications
with their education and profession, leading to professional
tribalism and intensified group-thinking. Switching to a
polymath mindset will enable a more holistic, inclusive
understanding of the world and one's place in it. This place is
not just a spot, but one where a person sees themselves as a
binding link to several communities, a living, elastic part in
the fabric of life and humanity. This attitude may have a
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profoundly significant effect on our decision-making,
spanning from consumer choices to politics.

How can we envision the implications of the shift from the
industrial to the polymath mindset across the realms of work,
education, society, politics, and beyond? Let's utilize the
powerful tool from Futures and Foresight called the Futures
Wheel.65 The Futures Wheel operates by mapping out the
first-order, second-order, and third-order effects of a given
trend or change. We start by identifying the central trend or
weak signal (in this case, the shift from an industrial to a
polymath mindset) and then explore its direct consequences
(first-order effects). From there, we examine the subsequent
ripple effects (second-order and third-order effects),
progressively uncovering a comprehensive web of potential
outcomes. This method allows us to systematically envision
and analyze the wide-ranging implications across various
domains, including work, education, society, and politics.

Let’s give the wheel a spin and see where it lands. Embracing
a polymath mindset champions cross-disciplinary skills,

creativity, and adaptability – a leap forward, not just a step
along current trends. Let’s view it through the lens of a
desired future.

65 Bengston, D. N. (2015). The Futures Wheel: A Method for Exploring the Implications of
Social–Ecological Change. Society & Natural Resources, 29(3), 374-379.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2015.1054980.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2015.1054980
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2015.1054980
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2015.1054980
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FUTURE‘S WHEEL

First Order Effects

Boosted Interdisciplinary Collaboration

Adopting a polymath mindset is transformative. A polymath
mindset encourages the integration of diverse fields of
knowledge, resulting in a surge of interdisciplinary projects
and collaborations. This fuels innovation and brings about
groundbreaking solutions that draw upon a wide array of
perspectives. Creativity flourishes. Problem-solving becomes
more dynamic and effective. When people think like
polymaths, they are better equipped to tackle complex
challenges by merging insights from different disciplines,
leading to a richer and more comprehensive understanding
of the world around us.

Enhanced Flexibility and Adaptability in the Workforce

As workers embrace adaptability, they will find it easier to
transition between various roles and industries. This
newfound flexibility will ease worries about job redundancy
brought on by automation and AI. People can re-skill. They
can pivot swiftly to new opportunities. By becoming more
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versatile, individuals will not only secure their careers but
also thrive in a dynamic employment sector.

Reduction in Professional Tribalism

Breaking free from silo-thinking will reduce professional
tribalism. It will foster a culture of inclusivity and
collaboration. As a result, the work environment will become
more cohesive, with teamwork thriving and morale rising.
People will feel valued and connected. This will lead to a
stronger sense of community across diverse professional
backgrounds, increasing mutual respect and enhancing
collaboration. Ultimately, this inclusive atmosphere will drive
productivity and create a more engaging, fulfilling workplace
for everyone.

Second-Order Effects

Acceleration of Innovation and Problem Tackling

The polymath mindset will make interdisciplinary
collaboration standard practice, accelerating innovation and
problem-solving. Exchanging ideas across various fields will
lead to more frequent technological and scientific
breakthroughs. As the cross-pollination of knowledge fosters
creativity, new solutions will emerge swiftly, supported by AI.
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Evolution of Education Systems

The primary challenge of the new era will be the ability to co-
create with AI. This will require high-level cognitive abilities
and highly skilled knowledge workers. A comprehensive
approach to learning, emphasizing polymathic know-how, will
be essential. Contrary to common misconceptions, adopting
a polymathic approach does not abolish disciplines. Instead,
deep subject matter knowledge remains crucial. Polymaths
seek structured, complex knowledge and understand the
interconnectedness of various fields, perceiving them as part
of a unified whole. Polymathic education will focus on
developing conceptual thinking and covering a wide range of
subjects deeply and swiftly. By employing superlearning
strategies, individuals can acquire polymathic superskills
such as rapid depth, polyscope, and concept blend.

Transformation of Organizational Structures

Companies and institutions will reorganize to support more
fluid roles and cross-functional teams. Hierarchical structures
will evolve into more networked and agile models, facilitating
rapid adaptation to changing market demands and
technological advancements. This shift will enable
organizations to leverage diverse expertise, foster innovation,
and respond swiftly to emerging opportunities and
challenges. Cross-functional and multidisciplinary teams will
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become the standard as many processes will be viewed
holistically, requiring a more complex and integrated
approach.

Third-Order Effects

Shift in Economic Models

As innovation accelerates and new industries emerge,
traditional economic models will evolve, shifting toward more
democratic economies. These economies thrive when citizens
are both informed and actively engaged in shaping them. A
polymathic approach fuels this by encouraging lifelong
learning and cross-disciplinary skills, cultivating a versatile
workforce capable of contributing in multiple ways. This
opens the door to new kinds of economic engagement, giving
individuals the power to step into diverse roles within the
system. With a polymath mindset, economic issues are

organically tackled from every angle – economic, social,
environmental, and technological. As a result, more
intelligent and balanced policies will emerge, thoughtfully
considering the ripple effects of every decision.
Employment structures will mix conventional roles with
project-based work, giving polymaths the chance to
contribute to multiple organizations at once. This approach
allows companies to access a broader pool of expertise.
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Groups of polymaths will form cooperative businesses where
decision-making and profits are shared. This model will
promote egalitarian principles and leverage the diverse skill
sets of its members to tackle a wide range of projects.
Institutes focusing on cross-disciplinary research will become
more common, drawing polymaths from various fields to
solve global challenges. These institutes will foster an
environment of creativity and innovation, producing
breakthroughs in technology, science, and the humanities.
International networks of polymaths will join forces, pooling
their diverse cultural and disciplinary insights to address the
world's toughest problems. Global cooperation will soar, and

solutions will become more holistic – and definitely more
sustainable.

Cultural and Social Integration

The shift to the polymath mindset will reduce professional
tribalism and foster a more inclusive mindset, leading to
greater cultural and social integration. As more polymaths
emerge, silos between professional groups will break down,
fostering environments where diverse perspectives and
collaboration take center stage. Communities will grow more
cohesive, with a stronger sense of shared purpose and
understanding across social and professional boundaries.
Polymaths will extend social networks beyond traditional
limits, creating interconnected, supportive communities that
thrive on shared goals and mutual respect.
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Through a polymathic lens, we gain a comprehensive
understanding of human collaboration and the
interconnected ecosystem encompassing nature, humanity,
and technology. The polymath mindset will help shape a
more inclusive future by valuing each component of the
whole, ensuring that every being has the opportunity to
thrive. This will foster a society that is both harmonious and
integrated.
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12 Key Takeaways

1. Specialization is a relatively recent development, dating
back only about 10,000 years, while for hundreds of
thousands of years, humans were naturally polymathic.
Specialization grew significantly during the Industrial
Revolution, yet key innovations across cultures were mostly
the work of polymaths. As the true architects of progress,
polymaths have consistently synthesized diverse disciplines
to drive technological and societal advancement.

2. A polymath possesses two or more specializations and a
broad range of interests, organically merging knowledge and
multiskills to spark innovation and tackle complex challenges.
Polymaths are characterized by insatiable curiosity, open-
mindedness, adaptability, transdisciplinary thinking, and a
drive for lifelong learning. They are systems thinkers who
thrive in complexity. By creatively repurposing resources,
polymaths link and synthesize diverse information in fresh,
inventive ways.

1. Polymathic professionals have the potential to be great
powerhouses for companies, but they are often overlooked
because their versatile CVs don't fit the typical mold, or the
companies themselves don't attract such talent. This creates
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a dilemma where a valuable resource remains untapped.
Many HR departments miss out on these candidates due to a
fixation on hyper-specialists right from the recruitment stage.
This is becoming particularly problematic in today's talent
shortage.

2. The industrial mindset is a set of outdated attitudes and
practices rooted in the Industrial Revolution, characterized by
specialization, standardization, hierarchical structures,
efficiency, and conformity. Despite the evolution into the
Digital and Knowledge Ages, this mindset persists,
particularly in education and large organizations, promoting
a mechanistic view of work.

3. A polymath mindset is driven by relentless curiosity and a
deep engagement with various fields. Such individuals
naturally see connections between different domains without
specifically focusing on them. They draw insights from one
area and apply them creatively in another. This spontaneous
integrative thinking leads to a holistic view of problems and
opportunities, sparking groundbreaking ideas and novel
solutions. As a result, diverse experiences and knowledge
continually fuel each other, driving ongoing learning,
innovation, and creativity.

4. Superlearning, a term describing relentless continuous
learning, is increasingly vital in today’s world. Some
companies emphasize this by incorporating continuous
learning into their hiring process, asking candidates what
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they've learned recently to gauge their passion for learning.
This trait is a hallmark of polymaths, who excel in diverse
fields due to their insatiable curiosity and adaptability. Unlike
specialists who focus narrowly on their domain,
superlearners thrive by embracing broad, ongoing learning.

5. The need to transform non-cognitive workers into
cognitive ones will be one of the most significant outcomes of
AI deployment. As automation takes over repetitive tasks,
workers must increasingly develop cognitive skills like
problem-solving and decision-making to remain relevant.
However, a key challenge lies in motivating those without a
continuous learning mindset, as many resist further
education after formal schooling, making reskilling and
upskilling efforts more challenging. Adopting the polymath
mindset could transform individuals into curious
superlearners.

6. The skills gap in the AI era highlights the mismatch
between current employee skills and those needed to
effectively utilize and manage AI tools. As AI transforms the
workplace, new skills become essential, not just to refine
existing abilities but to adapt to profound changes in what
constitutes valuable skills. This transformation demands
enhanced digital skills, cognitive flexibility, and strong human
skills to navigate the evolving landscape. Specifically, Futures
Literacy and Complexity Literacy are becoming crucial. The
former involves not only anticipating and preparing for future
challenges, but also shaping the vision of possible futures,
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thus awakening agency. The latter focuses on understanding
and managing complex systems. Both skills are vital for
adapting to rapid changes and ensuring effective work with
AI, ultimately shaping a more resilient and adaptive
workforce.

7. The Polymathic Superskill is a blend of unique skills that
polymaths contribute to the world. Polymaths, with their
deep curiosity and rapid learning abilities, develop what can
be termed "a superskill" that extends beyond typical meta-
skills. Key among these is Rapid Depth, which allows them to
swiftly grasp complex subjects and connect ideas across
various fields, leading to innovative solutions. PolyScope
provides a broad perspective, enabling them to understand
both detailed aspects and overarching trends, crucial for
solving multifaceted problems. Concept Blend allows them to
integrate ideas from different domains, fostering creative
problem-solving and innovation. This Superskill makes
polymaths valuable assets for any organization seeking to
enhance adaptability and drive innovation. The challenge
remains: how many organizations are truly equipped to
recognize and harness this talent?

8. The polymath dilemma highlights a gap between our
world’s diverse, impactful leaders and the outdated focus on
specialization. Despite the prevailing industrial-age mindset,
it is clear that polymathic traits are essential for leadership
and innovation. Founders like Steve Jobs, Elon Musk, Jeff
Besos, Bill Gates, Jack Ma, Pavel Durov, Sergey Brin, show a
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common thread: their broad expertise and visionary thinking
reshaped industries and defined future trends. This
polymathic nature is crucial, especially in startups and among
serial entrepreneurs, where diverse skills drive business
innovation and its sustainability.

9. Polymathic leaders are the ultimate multitaskers, with
deep expertise in some areas and a wide range of knowledge
across others. This combination lets them to connect the
dots between seemingly unrelated fields, sparking innovation
like no one else. Their strong strategic thinking skills lead to
outstanding results in innovation and effective responses to
complex challenges. These qualities align with the demands
of our time–fast-paced environments, growing challenges,
and increasing complexity. It's time to identify and cultivate
this unique breed of leadership.

10.When humanity embraces the polymath mindset, it
will reshape the way we live and work on a fundamental level.
It will spark interdisciplinary collaboration. Creativity will
thrive. Problem-solving will become more dynamic, with
insights merging from various fields. This shift will foster
adaptability in the workforce, making it easier for people to
move between roles and industries. It will reduce
professional tribalism, which often isolates individuals in
their expertise, and instead create a more inclusive,
collaborative environment. As interdisciplinary collaboration
becomes the norm, innovation will pick up speed. Education
systems will shift to focusing on developing polymathic skills.
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Organizations will follow, restructuring to be more agile,
more fluid. The long-term effects? A new economic landscape.
The polymath mindset will democratize the economy. We will
see a rise in project-based work, cooperative businesses, and
global networks of versatile professionals working on a vast
array of challenges humanity will be facing and dreams it will
be pursuing. Culturally, the polymath mindset will break
down barriers. It will promote social integration, leading to
more cohesive, inclusive communities. This shift will impact

not just industries but how society as a whole functions –
more connected and more creative. More human.
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Philosophical Postscriptum

Multidimensional Humans

What are your thoughts on the term "multidimensional"
concerning a human being? The term implies a beautiful
diversity within one personality, a complexity that seems
missing in our general understanding of people. Indeed, it's
so much easier to fit someone into a checkbox: profession,
family status, nationality. This simplification makes initial
perceptions easier, often leading to tribalism. But easier does
not mean wiser, nor sustainable in the long term. This
reductive view of complex humans does not serve us well,
especially now, in the Age of AI, when we are finally defining
or at least redefining what it means to be human.
The concept of intra-human complexity is far from new. The
19th century, a period rich in self-reflective classics, produced
two seminal works that I wish to draw upon while
philosophizing about the multidimensional nature of human
beings. One of America's most influential poets, Walt
Whitman, penned the seminal 1855 poem "Song of Myself"
from his collection Leaves of Grass. 66

66 Folsom, Ed. "Whitman Making Books/Books Making Whitman." The Walt Whitman
Archive. Gen. ed. Matt Cohen, Ed Folsom, & Kenneth M. Price. Accessed 31 July 2024.
http://www.whitmanarchive.org

http://www.whitmanarchive.org
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Whitman writes,

Do I contradict myself?
Very well then I contradict myself,
(I am large, I contain multitudes.).

I am large, I contain multitudes – How powerful and
beautiful is that? Interestingly, Whitman’s "Song of Myself"
was initially deemed "trashy, profane, & obscene" upon its
publication. Yet now, this famous line has evolved into a
quintessential expression of the beautiful, desperate
contradiction of being human in our digital age.

Another literary exploration of human complexity comes
from Edwin A. Abbott, an English schoolmaster, theologian,
and Anglican priest. His satirical novella, "Flatland: A
Romance of Many Dimensions," depicts the lives of
geometric figures in a two-dimensional world. What's the tale
about? In the peculiar, geometric world of Flatland, A. Square
resides in a society where status is defined by the number of
sides one possesses. Circles, with their infinite curves, hold all
the power and prestige, while women, mere line segments,
are both feared and disdained. A. Square, an otherwise
ordinary figure, details how these shapes identify each other
by feeling their sides, all within the rigid confines of social
norms. His predictable life is upended when he dreams of
Lineland, a strange one-dimensional world inhabited by
points and lines, whose king cannot grasp the idea of more
than one dimension. The real upheaval comes when a Sphere
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from Spaceland, a three-dimensional universe, visits A.
Square. Initially bewildered, A. Square is soon transported to
Spaceland, where he’s struck by the stark limitations of his
two-dimensional existence and becomes fascinated by the
notion of a third dimension.
Mesmerized. Enthralled. What lies beyond? Brimming with
wonder and fresh insights, he starts to entertain the idea of a
fourth dimension. But when he returns to Flatland, his efforts
to share these groundbreaking discoveries are met with
scorn and hostility. Fearing the disruption of their rigid world,
the authorities imprison him. Imprisoned and isolated, A.
Square reflects on the oppressive constraints of his society
and the possibilities that lie just out of reach. Does this sound
familiar? The story can be read from different perspectives,
but today we are particularly interested in two.

Firstly, the fate of a polymath in our (seemingly) one-
dimensional, hyper-specialized society. Employers
increasingly seek multi-skilled personnel. However,
presenting a versatile resume or recounting a varied career
often leaves people confused, unable to grasp such
professional complexity. Why “seemingly one-dimensional”?
Because it is not, and we know it very well. But it's just so
comfortable to think linearly.

A polymath is a multidimensional being, embodying a fusion
of diverse skills, knowledge, and perspectives. Unlike the
specialist who focuses deeply on one domain, the polymath
navigates across a spectrum of disciplines, stitching together
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threads from science, art, philosophy, and beyond. This
breadth of knowledge allows polymaths to approach
problems holistically, seeing connections and patterns that
others might miss. "Flatland" reflects with amazing accuracy
how a polymath feels in a monomathic environment. From a
humanistic perspective, 'Flatland' is an allegory for adopting a
multidimensional view of humanity and knowledge. The main
character, A. Square, begins in a world where thinking is
confined to two dimensions, much like how traditional
education or rigid societal norms can limit human potential.
This flat existence symbolizes a lack of depth in
understanding, where individuals are categorized
simplistically by their shapes and societal roles, similar to the
modern-day checkbox approach to human identity
(profession, family status, nationality).

The advent of multimodal AI, and later AGI, will transform
many aspects of our lives, prompting us to redefine the
essence of being human. If we persist in minimizing human
nature to a limited one-dimensional view, ignoring our
naturally multifaceted potential – the polymath capacity
ingrained by our evolution – it will become increasingly
difficult to keep pace with new technology.

This is not merely a philosophical question of whether to
become multidimensional or not.

We ARE inherently multidimensional beings.
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We just need to recognize our inherent multidimensionality
and act accordingly.
As part of the paradigm shift we need, it’s essential to adopt
the polymath mindset.

Now the power is in your hands – share this book with your
friends and colleagues.
And for those seeking a deeper dive, recommend Why
Polymaths? as an additional read.

Let’s make this shift together!

October 2024
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