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A bit of future-gazing

Thank you for the introduction.

When Dan spoke to me a little while ago about giving this talk, a couple of things
played on my mind.

The first was the occasion. Following the likes of Dame Judith Hackitt and Peter

Murray is always a tough ask.
The second was whether there was actually enough material to talk about.

After all, we only have the potential prospect of the sixth prime minister in just over
seven years, a war in Iran, viability is flat on its knees, a skills shortage, an

environmental crisis, and a few other bits.

So after careful consideration, | have decided not to speak about any of that.
Particularly as | suspect many of you would have already discussed much of it at
UKREiiF, | thought | would talk about something else: a bit of future-gazing. First, |
have two interests to declare:

o1 | now work as a strategy consultant, which means some of you will expect
me to spend at least the next 10 minutes telling you, albeit in a structured
way, what you already know. I'll let you be the judge of that.

02 | joined Akerlof after 20 years as a contractor, leading on major projects
specifically. When | talk about the industry, like you, I'm no innocent
bystander. | guess it's with that attachment that | am increasingly

interested in its next chapter.

| wanted to discuss with you three questions that our board has been reflecting on.
We are an SME consultancy that advises on social value, industrialised construction,
and cost. Boutique and niche ... but essentially we share similar challenges to many

other businesses.
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B QUESTION ONE OF THREE

What does a business like

ours look like in the next
decade?

“Producing more information is not the same as producing better
understanding, and that distinction matters.”

FROM THE TALK
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And the first question we have asked ourselves is what does a business like ours
look like in the next decade? The reason for asking that is simplistically because

we now find ourselves in the midst of a technological revolution.

There is a lot of discussion and discourse around Al, namely what it will do and the
impact it has. | wanted to explore the ripple effect of some of those. First is pace

and scale.

Demis Hassabis, CEO of DeepMind, and a Londoner himself, has suggested Al could
be more transformative than the Industrial Revolution. Which, if nothing else, gives
us all the opportunity to use “unprecedented” as much as we did during the
pandemic. Given that the Industrial Revolution took two centuries to distribute its
gains decently, and even then only after regulation, labour organisation, political
struggle, and institutional change, I'm not sure we have 20 years. Demis isn't the
only one reaching for that comparison. In fact, a fortnight ago, Pope Leo gave his first
encyclical over to Al, which | would admit was not on my list of expected reference
points when | began thinking about this evening.

The Pope asked a really fundamental question that | think is worth repeating: “Who
is it all for?” Technology, he said, is never neutral because every design choice
reflects a vision of humanity. Now, that may sound as philosophical as a pope
should, but | think it has a real practical edge. Innovation doesn’t simply arrive,
spread benefits evenly, and leave everyone better off. It's shaped by institutions,

incentives, and market power.

The challenge for all of us is not simply where technology goes next. It is who wins,
who loses, who shapes the system that emerges, and what does that mean for the

places and people that we ultimately serve?

History is littered with examples of technology arriving with democratic promise and
producing something more complex, and with a wide selection of comparative
examples out there, | thought Id give you the high-brow story of Spotify, which, of
course, was meant to democratise music. In one sense, it has, because, as my phone
is testament to, we all of us have never had broader, cheaper, or more global access

to almost every recording ever made.

But the industry behind those recordings looks very different now. Long gone is
Tower Records; instead value has concentrated with around 1% of artists responsible
for over 90% of streams. The long tail that streaming was meant to make viable has,

in practice, become longer, and thinner.
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Although there is a more interesting twist. Stripped of the old recorded-music
economics, artists have had to go out on the road. Live music has boomed. The new

economic model rewards what cannot be copied, and what requires presence.

That is worth holding onto because to some degree the built environment faces a

version of the same question.

We now have the ability to create some things much more easily: policy analysis, bid

responses, design options, calculations, planning arguments.

Some of that will be very useful, but producing more information is not the same as

producing better understanding, and that distinction matters.

Misquoting Robin Williams: “secondhand knowledge is not the same as lived
understanding”. You can read the policy language or vocabulary of place without

understanding the place.

So will the tech help us ask better questions or recognise better answers? Will it help
the strongest ideas, evidence and expertise travel further, wherever they come
from? Or will it make the strongest incumbents stronger because they already have

the data, the clients, and the capital to develop powerful tools?
Both are possible.
That is the uncomfortable part.

We are not short of inequality outside this room. | think we have to be careful not to
reproduce it in the systems that decide what gets designed, funded, procured, and
built.

We already see a version of this in our work around social value and procurement,
where well-intended systems don'’t always reward the organisation best placed to
create value. They often reward the organisation best able to present it in the
required format. Large firms are usually better equipped to achieve that, but equally,

the answer is not to romanticise smaller firms.

SMEs like mine are not magically, by default, more innovative, more local, or more
socially valuable because they are small. | may wish to tell myself that, but it's not
true. Instead, the test is contribution. Does the tech help distinguish between the
organisation best placed to improve the outcome and the organisation best placed to
describe how it would improve the outcome, or, worse still, to reinforce the status

quo? That is yet to be seen.
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B QUESTION TWO OF THREE

How will we use the power
that we now have?

B MARTIN FISCHER’®S SPLIT FOR EVERY £100 SPENT ON AI

£20 £80

optimising the designing the business you need next
business you have

My guess is that most of us currently spend almost the reverse in proportion.
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Our second question is: how will we use the power that we now have?

Do we use it to make our existing business better, or do we use it to ask questions

of ourselves and the system?

Martin Fischer, a professor at Stanford who spent much of his career studying digital
delivery in the built environment, puts it in a really neat way. He says, “If you have

£100 to spend on Al, spend £20 optimising the business you have, and £80 designing
the business you need next.” This is almost the reverse of what | suspect most of us

currently do.

£20 is familiar: better productivity, lower overhead, faster reporting, better use of
data, quicker outputs, good stuff. The harder question is the £80. That asks whether
what we currently do is good enough. It asks which parts of the process should
disappear rather than accelerate. It asks who creates value, who captures it, and

who has simply become very good at managing the friction.

These are tough questions. We all say we want innovation, but equally, the old adage
is we're all open-minded about new things, provided they’re exactly like the old ones.
Certainly, as | get increasingly older, | advocate for innovation, but I'm more reluctant
to change. I'm certainly not too enthusiastic about having to consider a scenario that
would ultimately make our business obsolete. | would certainly rather not, through

action or inaction, become the proverbial turkey voting for Christmas.

There is a risk that if we only use tech to make our businesses more efficient, then
we will have missed a huge opportunity: we focus exclusively on doing things better,
and not on doing better things. | say this because the projects we are involved in are
rarely stymied by problems of isolated organisational efficiency. The housing crisis,
the sustainability crisis, the skills shortage: they're all collective problems, and, like
the breadth of this room, they sit across land, finance, design, construction,

regulation, politics, and behaviour.

| am perhaps becoming increasingly neurotic, not just about how we can become a
better business, but also about the extent to which there is an opportunity to
become a more capable and better sector. How can we use the power at our
fingertips to raise the bar collectively? How can it help us to learn across projects
rather than reinvent the wheel? That, for me, is a much more interesting
predicament: turning dispersed knowledge into shared capability, not just to do
things faster, but to do better things.

The reason for leading you down this path is that | think the private sector has a real
role in shaping what comes next. If we do not help design the rules, they will still be

designed by regulation, by procurement, by platforms, or by whoever holds the
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strongest position. | would rather we help shape them while they are still open than
complain about them once they have hardened. That means being clearer about
what we share and where we compete, not using Al to produce more output, but
using it to make the sector more capable.

For me, that is the £80, which brings me back to the line from Pope Leo: “Technology
is never neutral because every design choice reflects a vision of humanity.” The
question for us is therefore: what vision of this industry are we designing into the
tools? The tools we use, the data we train them on, the questions we ask, and the
outcomes we reward all carry assumptions about what the industry is for. They can
be pointed towards speed, scale, or protecting positions, or they can help more of

the right knowledge reach more of the right decisions at the right time.

For us at Akerlof, this is not an abstract question. We are a value-based, values-led
business, and our view is that businesses should be viewed by outcomes more than
outputs. Accordingly, we have an open-source instinct. We publish a lot of our
thinking. Some of that is marketing, and the occasional bit is even interesting, but it
also reflects a belief that the sector improves when useful ideas travel. Certainly, in a

world where knowledge becomes cheaper, that matters more, not less.

That is why I'm advocating we use tech now to raise the bar on what gets built. Who

benefits? Whether the best of what we know reaches the places it needs to.

As a final, tenuous analogy, | thought there was evidence of that in this building.
Certainly, the trophies on these walls are not only records of who won; they're
records of innovation, new hulls, new rigging, new materials, and results of something
one team had worked out that others had not. Sailing has always had a winners’
circle effect. A breakthrough on one boat lifts the rest: the whole fleet moves on
because someone, somewhere, was racing. The competitive edge became the

industry standard.

That, | think, is an optimistic version of the story I've been telling this evening. Al
used well could do something similar for our sector. Knowledge has always lived in
our people. Soon, more of it will live elsewhere too, in models, in our archives, and in
tools trained on choices we may or may not have deliberately made. Whether that
becomes a tool for opening the system or defending it is a leadership question, and |

think we are all part of the answer.
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B QUESTION THREE OF THREE

survives when knowledge
becomes.cheap?

| will not end with a prediction. Predictions, of course, are what consultants
produce when certainty is unavailable. | will end with my third: the final
question that we are asking ourselves, which is, “What part of our value
survives when knowledge becomes cheap?” | do not think the answer is
knowledge itself. It is what we do with it: seeing what matters, asking better
questions, acting in line with our values, and standing behind the

consequences of the advice that we give.

As | leave you tonight, please look at those trophies and enjoy the rest of your

evening.
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