
www.techforlife.net

Helping to put
people back at the 
center of technology



Technology has the power to transform 
our lives for the better. But it’s also 
open to abuse, misuse and malicious 
intent. Clearly, technology cannot be 
responsible for itself. Instead, it will 
take those who create and shape it to 
ensure it is used responsibly. 

This is possible if people are placed at the 
center of technology. To do this, leaders must 
optimize their organizations to use technology 
in a responsible way that is profitable, 
sustainable and trustworthy. This will ensure 
that technology continues to transform our 
lives for the better.

We live in an era distinguished by wide-ranging 
and rapid technological progress. Software is the 
technology at the core of this. Every single day 2.5 
quintillion bytes of data are generated globally. 
Ninety percent of the data in the world has been 
created in the last two years. 1

Much of this data is generated to satisfy our 
increasingly mobile and connected lives. Such 
is the growth in the Internet of Things (IoT) that 
forecasts of the total number of connected devices 
in the immediate future are seemingly out of 
date as soon as they are published. Yet it is widely 
anticipated that there will be more than 100 billion 
devices on the planet by 2030, all connected to 
superfast networks and sharing data in ways that 
are currently unimaginable. 

But there’s more. Look around; artificial intelligence 
(AI) is changing the world. The creation of intelligent 
machines allowing speech recognition, facial 
recognition, problem-solving, machine learning, 
robotics and much more is rapidly expanding 
what we can accomplish with technology. In 2018, 
Google developed a deep learning system that 
can achieve an overall accuracy of 70 percent 
when grading prostate cancer in prostatectomy 
specimens. The average accuracy achieved by US 
board-certified general pathologists in a study was 
61 percent.

Technology is also transforming manufacturing, 
which finds itself in the early stages of an era of 
business transformation that could rival the impact 
of the Industrial Revolution. This time however 

Data crunching
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Yet the same technology that we have come to 
rely on, and which could transform our future 
for the better, is also open to abuse, misuse and 
malicious intent. It only takes a few bad actors to 
manipulate technology and put it to destructive 
purposes never imagined at the point of its 
creation. Who could have foreseen, for example, 
that personal data from millions of social 
media users could be harvested illegally and 
put to dubious ends for political advantage, as 
Cambridge Analytica was found to do in 2018? 
And did the engineers who created internet-
enabled baby monitors properly consider and 
mitigate the possibility of the devices being 
hacked? Did the designers of the first mobile 
phone envisage a world where people are so 
attached to their devices that too much ‘screen 
time’ would become a public health issue?

Often, it’s not so much that technology has 
been put to malign use, but that technology 
has given rise to undesirable and unforeseen 
consequences. Until very recently, the stance of 
large social media sites has been to claim they 
are not responsible for the content on their 
platforms. In doing so, they have leaned on a 

central tenant of internet platform regulation 
in US legislation, namely section 230 of the 
Communications Decency Act of 1996.

This law was intended to allow the free 
exchange of information unhindered by libel 
suits which might emerge from disgruntled 
targets of the information exchanged. The 
regulation established the premise that 
websites were platforms, not publishers, and 
therefore not responsible for content created 
by third parties. It is because of unimagined 
consequences that these platforms now 
struggle to contain fake news, for example. The 
freedom that was perhaps naively enshrined in 
legislation has encouraged a free-for-all fight on 
social media.

Lost in translation

www.techforlife.net 02

the transformation will come from innovations in 
additive, or 3D, printing, possibly the biggest leap in 
manufacturing innovation since the assembly line.

The impact of technology is also being felt in 
finance, where the emerging Fintech sector 
includes an array of tech-led developments 
covering everything from the use of blockchain 
technologies to crowdfunding and mobile banking. 

In healthcare, technology is behind blockchain-
enabled hospitals, bioprinting and intelligent drug 
design, while gene editing technology is being 
employed in the global fight against malaria. In 
education, technology is being used to monitor 
students’ progress, track teachers’ performance 
and measure absenteeism, a roadblock to 
improving educational outcomes.



It’s clear that users are increasingly concerned 
about aspects of the technology that currently 
permeates their lives, and which will only 
gain greater prominence as it is developed 
further. Users express growing concerns over 
data privacy, and some of the world’s largest 
technology organizations are under scrutiny for 
the way they treat the data that users provide 
as part of complex, but widely misunderstood, 
transactions with tech firms.

This erosion of trust has financial implications. 
While many of the world’s largest corporations 
are technology firms, some of these same 
corporations have also reported the biggest ever 
stock market losses on the back of scandals that 
question how far they can be trusted with users’ 
data. Calls for tighter regulation of technology 
or even the break-up of these ‘tech titans’ are 
growing louder and more pointed. 

At the same time, the role of AI, machine 
learning and algorithms in day to day 
procedures that affect our lives is being 
questioned. Who designs the algorithms that 
lie behind decisions that were previously made 
by human beings, such as whether a loan 
application, mortgage or car insurance policy is 
approved? There is also growing concern about 
whether AI reflects the inherent bias of those 
that create it, particularly in the way that data 
is collected and prepared to support machine 
learning, as well as the social context in which AI 
is developed. 2  Others express concern about 
the level of control that we are handing over to 

AI and the speed with which this is being done. 
How ‘intelligent’ must AI be, for example, before 
the public trusts it to power self-driving cars on 
our roads? 

A separate line of concern is focused on those 
that develop technology. It has been suggested 
that the development and direction of Artificial 
Intelligence are largely being left to the nine 
biggest technology firms: Google, Amazon, 
Apple, Microsoft, IBM, and Facebook in America; 
and Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent in China. 3 
These organizations mostly serve the needs of 
investors. Can they be trusted to make decisions 
that are in the interest of humanity, instead of 
shareholders alone? 

More broadly, are all of the promised 
developments in technology really beneficial 
to the human race? What real purpose does an 
internet-enabled toaster or kettle have, beyond 
its core function to grill bread or heat water? Will 
robots make our lives easier, or make manual 
labor redundant, so condemning vast numbers 
of people to perpetual unemployment? Why is 
so much effort going into the development of 
self-driving cars?

Swiping left for tech
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3  Webb, Amy, “The Big Nine: How the Tech Titans and Their Thinking Machines Could Warp Humanity”, Public Affairs, 2019

2  Hoa, Karen, “This is how AI bias really happens—and why it’s so hard to fix”, MIT Technology Review, 4 Feb 2019, https://bit.ly/2DR3f7X



And, with the planet facing severe 
environmental challenges, is the pursuit of 
travel to Mars really the best use of technology 
and the precious resources that it relies on? 

The significant climatic stress that planet Earth 
is being subjected to might suggest challenges 
more pressing and far worthier of our 
technological solutions.
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The Great Computer: A Vision

In his far-sighted book, The Great Computer: A Vision, published in 1966 and written 

under the pen name of Olof Johannesson, Hannes Alfvén, (winner of the 1970 Nobel 

Prize in Physics), casts a future vision of the evolution of computers and mankind. 

His prediction takes form around a stark dichotomy: technology saves humanity, or 

technology kills humanity. 

The book offers a dystopian future for mankind in which the abdication of responsibility for 
technology has led to the “great disaster,” a catastrophic breakdown in civilization.

Today, Alfvén’s vision seems chillingly prescient.  He tells of a time in the future when humanity put 
its trust in the global organization and surrenders its will to a superbeing of its own creation – the 
Big Computer. The Big Computer controls every aspect of life, from food production to healthcare, 
so when it stops working for reasons unknown civilization is plunged into crisis.  “They [mankind] 
must have had some inkling of what was to come, and it seems to have been rumoured that the 
global organization was wrestling with grave problems”

The Tech for Life movement starts from the 
position that technology has been one of 
the most important drivers of economic, 
cultural and societal development throughout 
humankind’s history. Long may this continue. 

But while technology has great potential, it’s 
increasingly apparent that, in many respects, 
it has lost its way, by losing sight of the people 
that should lie at its center. On a practical level 
and, with the benefit of hindsight, would certain 

Helping tech to find its way



Following Tech for Life principles will help them 
locate a sweet spot where long-term sustainable 
growth is possible. Organizations that embrace 
Tech for Life will help to leave the world a better 
place than they found it.

In the future, tech development must strive 
to place the human being at the center of 
its efforts. Instead of replacing people with 

technology, we need to find opportunities 
to improve wellbeing and increase human 
opportunities through technology. Technology 
should always serve humanity, not the other 
way around. The development of technology 
has to be carefully managed. Above all, we must 
always respect the rights of human beings. 
Humanity must come first.

Putting the people back at the center of technology

Technology has lost its way as a result of a vacuum at the heart of its development. 
As technology has grown up, those that create it have typically focused on one 
bottom line alone: profit. This needs to change. 

To put technology back on the right path, we need to think beyond what is feasible to what is 
desirable. Tech for Life asks those that create and use technology to consider what they are 
optimized for. What is their purpose? 
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technologies have been developed had their 
creators known what is widely known now? 

There is no point in looking back. Those that use 
and create technology must instead look further 
down the path and into the future, armed 
with the knowledge that the technology that 
increasingly shapes our lives is also hostage to 
unforeseen and often damaging consequences. 

These need to be faced and managed 
responsibly rather than regarded as the 
inevitable price we have to pay. We need to plan 
better the path that technology is taking so we 
can follow where it takes us in full confidence.

Technology needs to find its true North.  
Tech for Life exists to help it do just that.



Driving a movement for change 

A non-profit organization, Tech for Life has been founded on core principles set out in the 
‘Copenhagen Letter’, the result of a meeting of 150 tech professionals who came together in 
Copenhagen during 2017’s Tech Festival to stipulate a manifesto for the future. The letter’s co-
authors and prime movers included artists, designers, developers, philosophers and leaders not 
just from Denmark and Scandinavia, but from around the world.

The message in the Copenhagen Letter was blunt. “It is time to take responsibility for the world we 
are creating. Time to put humans before business. Time to replace the empty rhetoric of ‘building 
a better world’ with a commitment to real action. It is time to organize, and to hold each other 
accountable.”

The Copenhagen Letter calls for real action. The Tech for Life movement is a response to that call 
and a commitment to its principles. 

https://copenhagenletter.org
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Traditionally, commercial enterprises, from 
the smallest of businesses to the largest 
corporation, have been optimized for 
profit. Increasingly, however, they are being 
encouraged to optimize for Life. Every CEO 
should now look at what their organization is 
optimized for. Their organizations can no longer 
be optimized simply for profit alone. 

A massive change is underway. Notions of 
fairness and social purpose are being debated 
in boardrooms around the world. A blinkered 
focus on profit and an insular approach to 
product development are out. “The big success 
stories of business and social innovation in 
the past decade share a common thread – the 
willingness of the organization to struggle with 
questions of fairness and equity,” says business 

Finding a purpose



thinker and expert in innovation, Deepa 
Prahalad. “Apple had brilliant design, but it could 
only deliver the experience because it found 
a way to tap and compensate the eff orts of 
hundreds of thousands of programmers outside 
its walls.”  4

The agenda for companies is changing, 
according to Ikujiro Nonaka, Professor Emeritus 
of the Graduate School of International 
Corporate Strategy of the Hitotsubashi 
University: “The essence of business is not 
about bettering competence to maximize profi t, 
it is about the relentless pursuit of a fi rm’s 
own standard of excellence. Instead of simply 

chasing numbers, wise leaders focus on shaping 
the future together with others, shaping the 
context for the common good.” 5    

And it is broadening. Companies of all types 
are expected to play their part in dealing with 
the signifi cant issues of our times. To do this, 
they need to have a purpose beyond profi ts. 
“Purpose is not a tagline or marketing campaign: 
it is a company’s fundamental reason for being 
– what it does every day to create value for its 
stakeholders. Purpose is not the sole pursuit 
of profi ts but the animating force for achieving 
them,” says Larry Fink, Blackrock chairman and 
CEO.

5  Nonaka, Ikujiro, Foreword to Innovation@Work, Thinkers50, 2018
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A driving force behind the Tech for Life 
movement, and one of the core founders, is Lars 
Thinggaard; technology entrepreneur, leader 
and innovator. Lars is CEO of video technology 
company Milestone Systems (part of the Canon 
Group), and champions authenticity in his role 
as a technology leader.

Lars is co-author of the forthcoming Tech for Life book 
to be published in Q4 2019, alongside Jim Hagemann 
Snabe, chairman of AP Moller-Maersk and Siemens, and 
a trustee board member at the World Economic Forum.

Putting a face to Tech for Life
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4  Prahalad, Deepa, “Innovating to make the world a better place”, Innovation@Work, Thinkers50, 2018



In Silicon Valley, the development of technology 
has become synonymous with a distinct way 
of working, which demands supercharged 
growth to secure a significant user base, upon 
which typically sky-high valuations are then 
based. In the race to reach the magic status of a 
$1bn ‘Unicorn’, attention to the needs of users 
often suffers, while any inherent issues in the 
technology, or unforeseen consequences in its 
wider adoption, are sacrificed in the pursuit of 
profitability.

But as Prahalad, Nonaka and Fink show, a 
company’s bottom line is no longer defined 
solely by EBITDA. Optimizing an organization for 
purpose and profit redefines the bottom line as 
sustainability, trust and, yes, profit.

To build a company for the long-term, it has to 
be sustainable. This means turning away from 
the Silicon Valley model towards a more deft 
and inclusive approach that fosters innovation 
and, crucially, puts people at the heart of the 
technology developed. It means turning away 
from short-term thinking and considering the 
long term uses of technology instead.

Crucially, a renewed focus on purpose need 
not come at the expense of profit. Developing 
technology requires investment and skills, 
and those that create technology need to 
be profitable to attract both. Yet the pursuit 
of purpose and profit are not mutually 
exclusive ambitions. “Profits are in no way 
inconsistent with purpose – in fact, profits and 
purpose are inextricably linked. Profits are 
essential if a company is to effectively serve 

all of its stakeholders over time – not only 
shareholders, but also employees, customers 
and communities.” It is about how you make 
money, not about how you spend money, notes 
Blackrock’s Larry Fink. 6

Technology may have lost its way, but the 
organizations that create and use it are 
increasingly confident of the direction they 
must go in to be profitable, sustainable and 
trustworthy.

Optimizing for purpose – and profit.
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Ensuring technology places people at its center is possible if organizations  
examine their purpose and think of their bottom line in terms of sustainability,  
trust and profit. 

To help organizations realign their bottom line, Tech for Life asks them to consider the four poles 
of a compass that has people at its center: trust, relevance, guidance and iteration. Adopting these 
principles will ensure that technology works for mankind, and not the other way around.
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At the heart of the compass that will help 
technology to move forward lies people, the 
users of the technology that governs their lives.

To remain an engine of growth, development 
and positive change, tech development must 
place the human being at its center. Instead of 
replacing people with technology, we need to 
find opportunities to improve humankind and 
increase opportunities through technology.

For example, there is a growing realization 
that it is better to view AI as a collaborative 
technology rather than one which is liable to put 

you and your colleagues out of a job. This would 
see AI and machines, and the data insights 
and processing power they make possible, 
augmenting human experience and expertise. 
Robots would support people performing 
repetitive and labor-intensive routines, rather 
than replacing them entirely on the factory floor.

Yet if technology is to work with people, rather 
than against them, then some ground rules 
need to be agreed.

Technology must exist to support and develop 
the rights, knowledge and potential of every 

People at our center



individual.  Technology should enhance and 
enable the very best of Life. Every human being 
must have the right to privacy, protection, 
and freedom from coercion. Internationally 
proclaimed human rights for all individuals must 
be protected. Technology should be developed 
with the intention to further human rights.

Finally, individuals must have a right to dignity 
and privacy as enshrined in law, including 
protection from bullying or coercion through 
social media or addictive technologies. And tech 
developers should seek as much as possible to 
ensure they are not complicit in human rights 
abuses no matter where they are geographically 
or where they sit in the technology supply chain.

Trust

We must manage the development of 
technology, the legislation that governs it and 
the incentives that drive its creation, so they 
are aligned with the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goal number nine. This goal is to 
“build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive 
and sustainable industrialization and foster 
innovation”.

For Tech for Life, this means putting the 
trust back into technology and ensuring that 
organizations, and SMEs in particular, create 
and use technology in a responsible way. In 
doing this, these same firms will be optimized to 
be profitable, sustainable and trustworthy.

Relevance

We must focus the development of technology 
on areas that are relevant and represent a 
priority. 

To use technology to share pictures of our 
cappuccino with friends and family may not be 
the most important problem to solve. While 
there is confidence in the future, there are 

questions on users’ minds. Do self-driving cars, 
and trips to Mars address our planet’s broader 
concerns?

The re-purposing of investment and resources 
used for these endeavors would help our efforts 
to secure a better future. Which means those 
that develop technology need to focus on the 
issues that are crucial to our future. Typically, 
these revolve around water, energy and health. 

Guidance

We must set a framework that guides how we 
use digital technology. As Big Data yields greater 
insights about the world around us and how we 
fit into it, we must demand that those who use 
our data do not abuse it. 

Finding one’s bearing
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IT technology platforms must be sufficiently 
open to allow everyone to access and create 
innovation and value. And as AI becomes more 
prevalent, it must be used in such a way that we 
don’t lose control of autonomous systems.

Iteration

The development of technology should be 
undertaken iteratively. We are used to planning 
everything. Yet in the high-tech and the 

exponential world, it is increasingly difficult to 
plan.

That’s why we need to change notions of how 
best to lead and move from a ‘command and 
conquer’ approach to one that favors agility 
and cooperation. Putting trust people back at 
the heart of technology is possible if legislation 
and solutions are developed through rapid 
iterations, where we continuously learn, develop 
new skills and improved techniques.
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As technology finds itself under increasing 
scrutiny, it is up to us, the people that create 
and use it, to fight for it. Tech for Life comes at 
the right time. People want to understand the 
impact of the technology they are using.

On a fundamental level, adopting Tech for Life 
principles is simply the right thing to do. But 
we have to show those that create and use 
technology how to do to so responsibly. 

By following Tech for Life’s principles, 
organizations will be embraced by users 
who value transparency, responsibility and 
trustworthiness. Tech for Life provides a way 
for tech developers to highlight the good 
that technology can do, and to differentiate 
themselves, especially by engaging at this early 
stage.

Where next?

Technology is by definition, very broad. 
It’s important to start small but start right now.

Read more about Tech for Life by visiting www.techforlife.net

Show your support by making a pledge on the website.

Consider joining one of our taskforces to develop best practice.

Shape Tech for Life with a white paper on the technology that matters to you.
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