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Introduction
We live in turbulent times. Hardly anything is what it seems to be, truth
and lies are intertwined and there is no longer clarity or uniformity on where
we stand and where we are headed in this world. All around us we read opinions
and research results that contradict each other, fake news and opinions on social
media. We hear stories by trendwatchers, politicians, scientists, entrepreneurs,
friends and contacts. Where we are headed varies from the worst doomsday scenario to the most rosy-colored world in which everyone is equal and has a good
life. A world of abundance in every way.
Yet the feelings of discomfort and insecurity prevail. Negative news is
more popular than positive news. Very few radio and TV stations broadcast positive news every hour. Aside from that we gorge ourselves on attacks, slaughters,
tsunamis, wars, the climate crisis and climate refugees – who are strongly trivialized or even denied by populist leaders and other opportunists. In movies we see
one disaster after the other and the bomb shards and hate speeches come crashing into our lives.
2007 – A turning point — When did all of this insecurity and unrest
start and what is causing it? An interesting book by Thomas Friedman, applauded
by many and reviled by others, is “Thank You for Being Late”. This book clearly
describes where our unrest originates. This is based on a plausible theory that
many have embraced in the meantime. Friedman proposes that 2007 was a
turning point in our history when it comes to the development of new, exponential technologies. He clarifies that the speed at which these technologies are
being developed is considerably higher than the rate at which our human brains
can process these changes. This causes a large amount of unrest for the average person.
Anthropocene era — Besides that, there is hardly a website to be found
that does not reference artificial intelligence, the blockchain or the bitcoin. There
is a lot more going on than just these technologies that race forward in development. This is what Friedman calls the second disruptor; the continued existence
of the world, sustainability, energy transition, the necessity for global biosphere
politics and the transition to a circular economy, all of which belong to the current so-called Anthropocene era, have also erupted since 2007 and are experiencing exponential growth. Later in this book we will look at the Anthropocene
in more detail. It is an era in which mankind has become the ecological power
and has proven its capability of changing the climate. It is also an era in which it
has become increasingly clear that the earth is not a commodity, but an ecosystem that we should cherish and that we cannot continue to pillage and poison. It
is not the planet that is in service of the economy, but the economy that serves the
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planet. Nature can survive without us people, but we cannot live without nature.
The Anthropocene era is the third and last phase of an overarching period that
our planet is now in, called the Holocene. Our planet will be fine for a while yet.
We have been talking about the continued existence of the earth, while we
are actually speaking of the continued existence of mankind. Because our planet
will be fine for a while yet. However, we should be concerned about humanity. Even though the theories vary greatly, it would seem that our planet still has
billions of years left before the sun goes out and the earth and the moon cease to
exist. We are now dealing with two problematic issues that are moving at lightning
speed: technology and sustainability. They toy with the destiny of humanity. They
both are fascinating, and the two largest causes of deeply disruptive crises.
Three crises — Otto Scharmer, a German professor and an associate professor at MIT, describes in his book “Leading from the Future to come”, three fundamental crises that characterize the 21st century: an ecological, a socio-economic
(societal) and spiritual-cultural crisis. The ecological crisis is that we consume
50% more natural resources than our planet produces annually. As a result, in the
past fifty years one-third of our agricultural land has disappeared, and rapidly
decreasing groundwater levels lead to food scarcity and riots. The socio-economic
crisis is just as serious. Even now, two-and-a-half billion people live off of less than
€1.50 a day, and the total of those in chronic poverty has hardly decreased in the
past few decades. We also see a sharp increase in polarization in society. One of
the low points: in the United States there is an elite of one percent that is richer
than the remainder of the population combined. And another example is this:
The CEO’s of the top 200 businesses in the United States earn nearly three hundred times more than their average employee. Do these leaders truly create three
hundred times more value? And not only that: If the salary of a CEO consists of
options and if that salary is partly linked to the profit of the company, then there is
a chance he will allow the interests of the shareholders to prevail over those of the
other stakeholders. The spiritual-cultural crisis manifests itself in the troubling
number of increasing depressions and burn-outs (also) among young people.
These are signals of an increasing divide between what we do and who we are at
the very core of our being. According to the World Health Organization, twice as
many people died in 2000 as a result of suicide than in wars and other violent conflicts over the entire world.
Unlimited business in the world market — Besides technology and
sustainability there is a third agitator that is destabilizing our society: globalization. Whether we like it or not, the world is becoming, in the wording of Friedman, flatter, more transparent and smaller. A baker in Puerto Varas in Chile can
just as easily sell his products via internet to the United States as to Santiago.
Borders are fading, governments are no longer in control and entrepreneurs can
do nearly unlimited business on the world market. This has great advantages as
well as disadvantages. Because nobody will take a stand if the international business of neo-liberalism has negative consequences for our planet, local economies
and tradespeople.
8
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Who do we expect to do this? It is kind of funny that another Friedman –
Milton Friedman – describes a liberal freedom of markets, that is later viewed by
the neoliberal governments as the solution to all kinds of problems. The old idea
of the commons for all is being replaced by market forces, whereby government
tasks such as health care and public transport are left to the free market. This
does not result in the actual release of markets, but in the creation thereof. Dutch
professor Peter-Wim Zuidhof describes this as the “market-construct” view of
neo-liberalism, which we will look at in more depth later.
The three disruptors lead to crises and a better world — Technology,
sustainability of our economies and society, and globalization are the three most
important disruptors and are thrusting us into great transformation, in-depth
changes and exponential growth. These disruptors not only cause stress and insecurity. In their cruel progress they will eventually lead to diverse crises that in turn
will lead to a better world. Mankind can only bring about a fundamental change
to his destructive behavior if his desire for a better world stems from within, and
if he experiences a crisis that will rise above his individual personality.
The perfect storm — The three important disruptors of great transformations are not alone. Along with the three previously mentioned crises they
form the “perfect storm”. How we will get out of this mess? What does that mean
for our life , for our work and for our ambitions and dreams?
Taking on the challenge — This book deals with these challenges and
describes them in detail, with clear examples and the descriptions of different
businesses and organizations that are active in different areas. There are also
links to sites and other sources, so that as a reader you will have access to additional information.
So many questions — This book discusses questions. Lots of questions.
So many questions. What is artificial intelligence? What is the (added) value of
this and which ethical pitfalls lay hidden on that path? How is the financial world
developing? Are banks disappearing and what will take their place? What are the
consequences and possibilities of blockchain, cryptocurrencies, nanotechnology
and robotics? How will these technologies exponentially develop and what is the
meaning of the 6 “D’s”? Why do exponential technologies lead to social innovations and democratization of products and services, that are more important than
these technologies themselves? Why will the financial flows move in a different
manner? Why do investors no longer want exclusive shareholder value? What do
external factors mean for the true integral cost price of products and services that
now seem so cheap?
Why is the transition to a circular economy inevitable? — What is
sustainability? And what should we do with our energy transition when we know
that energy will be abundantly available and nearly free? Why is the transition
to a circular economy inevitable, as well as a type of progress, while we still need
to give up a portion of our prosperity? How can we use the 17 SDG’s (Sustainable
Introduction  9

Development Goals of the United Nations) as a compass for organizations in the
21st century? It is remarkable how few people have heard of these SDG’s , let alone
integrated them in their life and work. It is also remarkable how many people still
ignore “The Club of Rome”, even though for decades now they have been attempting to explain how we should use our limited natural resources. Why do we think
we can solve the problem of greenhouse gases? Who are the famous “B Corps”
that improve the world and how do they earn their money? Is it really true that
only sustainable companies will ultimately survive? And why is it important
that the focus shifts from “doing well” to “doing good” (creating value for
all stakeholders)?
Is it good that amazon wants to dominate the entire supply
chain? — And what does globalization mean? It is really a good thing that there
are no more boundaries in international business transactions? Are there no
more boundaries due to the neoliberal philosophy, calling for less influence of the
state? A philosophy that leads to unbridled commerce with little to no hindrances.
Is it good that Amazon wants to dominate the entire supply chain and that Alibaba
is flooding the world with plastic gadgets that no one needs? What is the impact
of Google, Facebook, Airbnb, Uber and other similar “evil companies” on our
local economy and the many small stores and family-based companies who have
passionately worked for generations to provide an income for themselves? Is it a
good thing that there is hardly any control of the emission of greenhouse gasses
and that an emission system has been devised to maintain these emissions rather
than prevent them? Is it okay for the purchasing offices of our large supermarkets
to mistreat and exploit farmers around the world, causing social and ecological
damage at the start of the chain? In this “flat “ world according to Friedman, the
world without borders, are the interests of the commons such as seas, atmosphere
and nature sufficiently protected?
Not just a big headache — Technology, sustainability and globalization
are already a major cause for concern. To make matters worse: they affect and
reinforce each other. Just like the effects of people and nature reinforce each
other in climate change. Let’s be fair though. This not only leads to serious headaches, but also to hope. Because the merging of the three crises and, for example,
artificial intelligence with questions about sustainability in food production has
a positive effect on the future of humanity and its environment. In the same way
the merging of blockchain technology, open data platforms and the monitoring of
value chains leads to, for example, a sustainable and ethical production of chocolate and the animal-friendly housing and transportation of cows and pigs.
Mega shifts — Technology, sustainability and globalization are growing
exponentially. This leads to immense changes for humanity. There is no other
way. Some areas in which those changes become visible are nature, finance,
consumption, property, labor, governance and leadership. We call these changes
mega shifts or institutional innovations. They are also discussed in this book.
Others have already written about these mega shifts. This book distinguishes
itself by describing the relationship between all parts of these mega shifts and the
10
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resulting developments on a global scale. And perhaps even more important: this
book clearly shows that we ourselves are the problem and that we can do something about it. In addition, this book has no intention of giving a complete picture
of every topic that is mentioned. That is not necessary in order to touch your head
and heart and motivate you to action.
We thank everyone who has inspired us — Books, blogs, podcasts and
vlogs have been published on every subject that we have described, from which
we have drawn endless inspiration. We want to express our heartfelt thankfulness
to all the thinkers, authors, visionaries and other people and organizations who
have inspired us. To show our respect for them, we have included as many of our
sources as possible. We have undoubtedly forgotten to mention some sources.
This was not on purpose, nor due to carelessness or nonchalance. This book will
also inspire others and be used by third parties to help the world one step forward. Nothing really belongs to us nor remains ours. By being willing to share and
forget about ourselves, we can contribute and share to the greatest extent. Time
and again.
Do not be afraid of fear — This book wants to compile theories, articles
and thoughts and create a logical, well-arranged compilation for you as a reader.
The multitude and complexity of topics and opinions around us cause confusion
for many people, as well as powerful feelings of uncertainty and fear. Yet those
feelings can be our most important allies in the 21st century. Because they give us
the energy to walk on unchartered paths and to undertake things that we would
not normally do, unless motivated by fear. That is why it is important that we
teach ourselves and our children to embrace fear and uncertainty, and that we
stimulate ourselves and them to always remain curious so that we can maximize
our potential. Not to earn a top salary at the bank or to make a career at an oil
company that commits ecocide on a large scale, but to find the strength, courage
and energy to make our lives of value to society.
Contents of chapters 1 through 4 — This book will take you from Chapter 1 on the three major disruptors to Chapter 2 about the mega shifts and institutional innovations. Chapter 3 discusses the impact of this on society, including
diverse sectors such as education, health and well-being, energy, mobility and
transport, agriculture and food. In Chapter 4 we have described the impact on
our own world, on humanity and on our lives in general, regardless of where you
live, what you do and what beliefs you have. What is our true purpose and how can
we shift our focus from striving for prosperity to seeking greater well-being? Why
is it important that we know what we can do? We need to know what our potential
is and what we expect from ourselves before considering what our employer and
colleagues expect from us.
Why is it important to have a clear picture of your own journey into the
coming future and how you will develop, including an authentic plan that prevents you from becoming part of someone else’s plan? You are not a full-time
equivalent of someone else and you do not live in a spreadsheet. You are a human
Introduction  11

being, not a human resource. Let us therefore focus on rising above our own
mediocracy instead of being stuck in the mediocracy of the collective. This is a
lesson that even our education system still must learn.
Contents of chapter 5 — here is another important question: what does
our future world look like and what does that mean for me as a person or for an
organization? Scenario planning is a commonly used method for this. By the way,
Dutch philosopher René ten Bos calls this a naive form of topography, because he
assumes that humanity no longer knows where A is (where it is located) and where
point B is (where it is going to). Nevertheless, in Chapter 5 we have outlined a few
scenarios about the future of humanity and Mother Earth. We do not claim to be
wise and perhaps we are wrong, but we have a point. And more than one. Some of
our scenarios will ring true with the optimist, while others may seem strange and
to be more in line with the world view of the pessimist. In Chapter 5 we guide you,
the reader, through different scenarios. It is up to you to determine where you are
and how you see yourself. Are you an optimist, pessimist or realist? In our view,
realists are pessimists who do not yet realize that they are pessimistic. And ultimately it is not about what you think or what your opinion is, or even what your
intentions are. It is about what you actually do and whether and how you are an
example for others in “doing good”, resulting in “doing well”.

technology, sustainability and globalization. These entrepreneurs and companies
are covered extensively in this book because they will stimulate and inspire all of
us. People inspire people and are and will remain more innovative than any form
of technology. We just need to realize that creating a better world is not “work”. It
is a lifestyle, a mindset that you must live and feel in the very fiber of your being.
The more we connect with technology, for example, the more we must cherish
what makes us human. Technology solves many problems, but it is not an effective cure for social problems and geopolitical incidents. Technology may drive
us more and more, but our humanity shapes us and keeps us together. That will
never change.

Contents of chapter 6 — we acknowledge that it is difficult to give a concrete description of something we have not experienced before, with images that
do not yet exist. In fact, that is impossible. The exponentially changing world will
bring new impressions and experiences in the coming decades and generations,
that go beyond our imagination and perhaps beyond what we desire. To conceive
those visions and images, to describe the impossible as a kind of Jules Verne so that
others will be able to recognize them, requires imagination. Lots of imagination.
That applies to you as a reader and to us as writers. In chapter 6 - the final chapter
- we have described a number of scenarios regarding the future of the individual
and that of his organization. Are we able to enjoy the future crises? What will your
beacons be in the turbulent ocean of uncertainty and disorientation that threatens to wash over us? What are the secrets of a meaningful life and how do you
ensure that you die happily, and that one life was enough?
A world in which people and nature are in balance — this book combines different lines of thought and mindsets, aiming to inspire people to get
out of their state of hibernation or to stay, and to contribute to creating a world
that we want to leave to our children. A world in which people and nature are in
balance, so that we can continue to co-exist for a very long time. A world that also
cherishes our planet as an ecosystem and in which we make our economies subservient to society, instead of mankind serving the economy.
The good news — the good news is that millions of people and thousands
of companies are already working on everything described in this book. Scientific
research has shown it is generally the small entrepreneurs and small businesses
that make the make major changes possible for our world, through the use of
12
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Writer of management bestsellers, founder
of leading edge technology companies and
one of the founding fathers of the European
sustainability movement. Leen organizes
speaches, inspiring keynotes, workshops and
offsight events for leaders, about the great
challenges and transformations of the 21
century.
In 1985 he founded, after his masters study
in economics and accounting, the first Dutch
Artificial Intelligence company, called
Bolesian. Leen happened to be a real serial
entrepreneur because his first company was
followed by another twenty international
companies in Technology, Trade and Sport.
Besides these start-ups, Leen was CEO at
several large international companies like
Roccade and Origin.
From 1996 he combined his passion to “create
new things” with sustainable entrepreneurship. He became Chairman of the European
arm of “Social Venture Network” and in 2013
he founded B Lab Europe, the global leading
network of B Corps.
It is Leen’s passion to run companies in a sustainable fashion in a world where disruption
and insecurity are the only stable factors.
His personal motto: “Sustainability @ the
speed of passion”

14

ONCE UPON A FUTURE

One of the world’s most influential future
thinkers. Provides hundreds of inspirations
and lectures per year on all continents. For
world leaders, entrepreneurs and policy
makers. About a world in transformation to
the next phase in our civilization.
Ruud inspires people and organizations to
create a world that we all long for. His vision
and interventions crackle with energy and
bring awareness, desire, connection and
action.
As a philosopher, scientivist and former serial
entrepreneur he simply separates the sense
of nonsense. His proven track record as an
entrepreneur, thought business leader and
impact investor is impressive. For example,
Ruud was the (co) founder of Planet Internet,
Park-line, Parkmobile and director and
impact investor at Net Ventures.
His personal motto: “Good People, Doing
Good.”

Once Upon a Future is an inspiring journey to the impending future and a
fascinating experience for anyone who is curious about his or her future. It
offers clarity about the future and hope for a better world. We have passionately
painted a confronting picture of our biggest challenges in the 21st century
and we suggest examples of how we can create a world that we all long for. In
particular, the coherence between all major developments, pragmatic examples
and clear language make this book a unique “must read” for everyone who loves
people.
In six chapters it becomes clear that our future is a lot more fun and exciting
than we think. No doom scenarios or scary talk, but fascinating views and clear
facts about the impact of technology, sustainability and other important developments that have a major impact on our lives, work, dreams and ambitions.
And of course, on our society. And if you are not interested in the future, then
this future is indeed interested in you!

Climate change, new technologies and other large transitions. The
world is changing at a very high speed and radically. The two others
write an optimistic and complete book about these changes. Written
in easy language and with great optimism. By reading the book you
will see your own future and the path to follow in order to create a
great and better world.”
Prof. J.P. Balkenende, former Prime Minister of The Netherlands

With this optimistic book, Leen Zevenbergen and Ruud Veltenaar
want to provide a complete overview of all the challenges and
changes that humanity is facing, as well as their mutual cohesion.
As a result, it offers a very complete picture of the components of
everyone’s future. And with that a form of guidelines to determine
what everyone’s role could look like in creating a better world. ”
Feike Sijbesma, CEO of Royal DSM
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