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DEAR READERS,

Every biologist knows that biodiversity, or the vari-
ety of flora and fauna in a particular landscape, is an 
essential indicator of a healthy natural environment. 
Diversity is just as important for the functioning of 
any open society—and for every successful company. 
At TÜV SÜD, for example, we have employees from 
more than one hundred different countries working 
together, people of different ages with different skills, 
perspectives and life goals. I’m confident that it’s ex-
actly this diversity that plays an important part in our 
success as a company.

Diversity is the normal state of any company. 
Nevertheless, we must keep working to ensure that 
people with very different backgrounds can work well 
and thrive at our company. This starts with flexible 
working hours and locations, job sharing models, sup-
port for looking after children or caring for other family 
members. Not to mention the introduction of English 
as the language for corporate management, which 
happened years ago and has also contributed signifi-
cantly to the diversity practiced here at TÜV SÜD.

Nonetheless, it’s also important to continue ac-
tively promoting a culture of diversity within the com-
pany. This specifically means empowering managers 
even further to lead diverse teams, for instance. And 
also raising awareness of the problems of unconscious 
bias among all employees. The topic of diversity is 
also specifically addressed in many development of-
ferings for managers and high-potential employees— 
and we’re also thinking about introducing special train-
ings for this.

This issue of ABOUT TRUST delves into a wide 
range of topics to demonstrate just how exciting di-
versity can be. I’m proud to say that TÜV SÜD is a 
company that lives and breathes diversity. I hope you 
enjoy reading this issue!

PROF. DR.-ING.  
AXEL STEPKEN
Chairman of the  
Board of Management  
of TÜV SÜD AG
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ABOUTTRUST.TUVSUD.COM/EN  
You will find even more diverse content on 

the ABOUT TRUST content hub. Learn there, 
for instance, why biodiversity and economic 

success do not have to be opposites.
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In Brief

NEW RESEARCH 
APPROACH FOR 
HEARING LOSS

A recently published gene database from the Human Genome Structural Variation 
Consortium is opening up broad new avenues of research for more personalized 
medicine. The data set, obtained using new sequencing and mapping techniques, 
provides previously unprecedented insights into the genetic variation of indivi-
duals and populations. Researchers hope to utilize the insights to be able to 
 individually estimate risks for specific diseases and to develop personalized the r -
apies. While earlier gene databases were based on the analysis of composite  
DNA from several individuals, the new data set is based on the complete analysis 
of the genetic material from 35 people. Only this has made it possible to under-
take comprehensive comparisons between various groups and individuals. 

GENE DATABASE BOOSTS 
INDIVIDUALIZED MEDICINE

A research team led by biologist Rodrigo Cámara-Leret has come 
to the conclusion that the loss of indigenous languages poses a 
greater threat to the knowledge of traditional medicines than the 
decline in biodiversity does. The team was investigating the connec-
tion between indigenous languages going extinct and the loss of 
ecological-medical knowledge. The result: in all three of the regions 
they studied, a majority of the knowledge was found in only one 
language in each case. If that language dies, then the knowledge 
dies with it. “The loss of the language would have a greater impact 
on loss of traditional knowledge about medicinal plants than the 
loss of the plants themselves,” Cámara-Leret says. The researchers 
further believe that their results can be extrapolated to other parts 
of the globe.

LANGUAGE EXTINCTION 
THREATENS NATURAL MEDICINE

About five percent of the popula-
tion worldwide suffers from hearing 
loss that requires medical atten-
tion. A study by researchers at the 
Institute for Auditory Neuroscience 
at the University of Göttingen now 
points to new approaches for hear-
ing aids. In their study the scientists 
analyzed how the human ear dis-
tinguishes between loud and quiet 
noises—a major issue for  hearing 
aids or cochlear implants. To im-
prove the technology, researchers 
must first understand the relevant 
mechanisms within the human ear. 
According to the study, the variety 
of different synapses in the hair cells 
of the inner ear may play a crucial 
role, in that they react differently to 
the same stimulus. The researchers 
in Göttingen suspect that this could 
be a fundamental mechanism for 
processing different volume levels. 
They further hope that their basic 
research will allow them to draw 
inferences for future methods of 
treating hearing loss.
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SIGNALS FOR 
DIVERSITY
Diversity, tolerance and openness: by joining the “We Stay PRIDE” 
initiative, TÜV SÜD is planting a flag for more diversity within 
the company. The LGBTIQ Employer Excellence Program of the 
Uhlala Group offers digital events and workshops, trainings, 
certifications and consulting. Thanks to a substantial network 
with other member corporations, employees also have the oppor-
tunity to exchange ideas across companies. This membership 
complements the Diversity Charter that TÜV SÜD signed back in 
2017. The in-house LGBTIQ network prOUT@TÜV SÜD has been 
active since 2019.

20
0

NEST BOXES FOR 
WILD BEES

were placed by the vehicle special-
ists of the TÜV SÜD Mobility busi-
ness unit at their service centers all 
around Germany in early spring. 
Each of the Bee Homes, about the 
size of a shoe box, contains 25 bee 
cocoons as a starting population.
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„

INTERVIEW JÖRG RIEDLE PHOTO THOMAS DASHUBER  Is diversity today a value in and of itself? 
Yes, says TÜV SÜD Chairman of the Board Axel Stepken. We spoke about the 
advantages of diverse teams, the promotion of diversity and values that are 
non-negotiable, diversity notwithstanding.

“ We ’ r e  a  c o m p a n y  t h a t  l i v e s  D I V E R S I T Y. ”

Mr. Stepken, let’s talk about diversity. In the past years, the term has 
become a major topic in society and politics. However, this has long 
been a goal for many companies, to be as diverse as possible. Is the 
business world a pioneer in this social development? 
STEPKEN I think the social discussions and the changes in the corporate 
world go hand in hand. In the majority of European countries, as well 
as in the United States and also in Asia, there’s been a vigorous de-
bate about diversity in recent years—and many societies have indeed 
become much more open. But this process started decades ago as a 
result of social developments. It’s certainly the same in companies. 
I’ve been a member of the board of TÜV SÜD for almost twenty years. 
Back then, the company was very far removed from the concept of di-
versity that we have today. I must admit, however, that my initial aim 
was not primarily to create more diversity, but to internationalize the 
company. In this process, more diversity came almost automatically. 
All at once, people with different native languages and from differ-
ent cultures began playing a role. Suddenly not everything revolved 
around our country of origin, Germany. That gave us a big boost in 
terms of diversity, which continues to this day. 

How do you define diversity? 
STEPKEN Here at TÜV SÜD, and for me personally, we understand 
it to mean the entire spectrum of people’s experiences and what 
makes them tick: gender, identity, ancestry, religion, age, sexual 
orientation—and so on. And we want all of this in the company 
because we believe that diversity like this moves us all forward.

Is diversity a value in and of itself?
STEPKEN Yes, it is, and I think that appreciating this fact is the 
biggest change that we’ve experienced in recent years. We be-
lieve that diverse teams work together more creatively, find better 
solutions in the face of ever more rapidly changing conditions 
and can better respond overall to our clients, who are also very 
diverse. By the way, I don’t mean to belittle the work of our col-
leagues from the past. But I think that in a changing, increasingly 

diverse society, the teams that work for this 
society must also become more diverse.

Does diversity need to be deliberately 
fostered?
STEPKEN Yes. Our aim was to gather the best 
minds and the most capable employees at 
TÜV SÜD—regardless of what they look like, 
where they come from or what their gender 
is. In the past, diversity was more or less a 
byproduct and we thought that aspiring to 
this would automatically bring a high degree 
of diversity to the company. This is indeed the 
case to a certain extent—but you must active-
ly address and foster true diversity.

How do you foster diversity?
STEPKEN For instance, we specifically promote 
people from different cultural backgrounds and 
countries of origin to leadership positions—
across the group as a whole as well—and have 
set up development programs for this. For our 
in-house talent identification and development, 
diversity is playing an increasingly important 
role in supporting women in leadership positions, 
for example, or in promoting high-potential em-
ployees in regional and global development pro-
grams. Just a few weeks ago, we held our strat-
egy conference online. The varied mix of people 
from different countries and backgrounds was im-
pressive and shows that we’ve already taken a big 
step forward in this area. One of our three board 
members is an American born in India. We sup-
port a wide variety of networks for our workers—
some initiated by the company, others on their own 
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initiative—dealing, for instance, with topics such as gender and sexual 
orientation. We take an active part in various initiatives and committed 
ourselves to the Diversity Charter years ago. And we’re currently work-
ing on integrating diversity more strongly into our recruiting processes.

How are you doing that?
STEPKEN Due to our international growth, we simply have to succeed in 
attracting a broadest possible field of people to work at TÜV SÜD. We must 
therefore design our recruiting process so that a wide variety of differ-

ent people in their full 
diversity apply for jobs 
with us and that they 
also have the chance 
to be hired. That starts 
quite mundanely with 
how the job advertise-
ments are written or 
how we present our-
selves at events and 
where we look for ap-
plicants. As a result, 
we have to design our 
application process in 
such a way that the fi-
nal decision is made 
solely on the basis of 
professional suitability. 

What does that mean 
specifically?
STEPKEN Take an aspect 
of diversity that plays 
an especially major role 
in Germany: gender. In 
many fields, there are 
inevitably fewer wom-
en that are interested 
in working for TÜV SÜD 
simply because, as an 
example, there are 
more men than women 
in mechanical engineer-

ing with a focus on automotive technology. That’s just the way it currently 
is. But we want both women and men to feel equally addressed in our 
search for experts and that only professional suitability counts. To achieve 
this, our managers must specifically bring more women into the whole  
application process.

“ We ’ r e  a  c o m p a n y  t h a t  l i v e s  D I V E R S I T Y. ”

Are there moments when diversity 
reaches its limits?
STEPKEN Not really. There are of course 
individual criteria where it isn’t easy to en-
sure diversity. I gave the example of wom-
en in the field of vehicle testing. But that 
cannot stop us from continuing to work 
towards more diversity.

TÜV SÜD is an international company, 
with offices in nearly fifty countries. Is 
diversity equally important everywhere? 
STEPKEN We aspire to this. It must be 
clear to every person who works for us, 
no matter what country or culture they 
come from, that we don’t tolerate any 
form of discrimination. But I do admit 
that diversity is viewed differently in 
different cultures. For instance, gender 
plays a major role in Germany, while in 
other countries it’s more likely to be reli-
gious affiliation or the colour of skin. We 
must accept that, because this is also an 
aspect of diversity—not wanting to im-
pose or presuppose our central European 
view of things everywhere, but to work 
towards creating understanding. 

We’ve spoken about how important 
diversity is. Are there also areas where 
we promote homogeneity?
STEPKEN Not with respect to the people 
who work for us. But, yes, there are cer-
tain substantive issues where we cannot 
tolerate diversity. Namely, whenever it is 
a matter of quality, our neutrality or cor-
rect behavior—in other words, when it 
comes to the fundamental aspects of our 
company. And there is also only one tech-
nical truth. Everyone who works for us, 
as different as they hopefully are, must 
agree to these clear values. That is per-
haps the greatest challenge in a company 
as diverse as TÜV SÜD: to keep pointing 
out that there are values where everyone 
must think and act in the same way. De-
spite all the diversity!

  Personalia

Prof. Dr.-Ing. Axel Stepken has 
been the chairman of the board 
of TÜV SÜD AG since 2007.  
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F r a g i l e    D I V E R S I T Y
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T E X T  A N N A G AU TO  Globalization provides an enormous variety 
of goods and connects producers around the entire world. This 
networking is efficient and inexpensive, but also extremely fragile. 
We examine what happens when the global flow of goods gets 
interrupted—and how this can be prevented.

F r a g i l e    D I V E R S I T Y

09ABOUT TRUST 02 — 2021



ometimes it comes 
down to just four mil-
limeters. That’s about 
the diameter of a spoke 
nipple, an inconspicu-

ous screw that holds together the 
spoke and rim of a bicycle wheel. 
Konrad Irlbacher, Managing Di-
rector of the bicycle manufacturer 
Corratec, rolls the tiny silver part 
between his thumb and index fin-
ger. “It’s small,” he says, “but woe 
to you if it’s missing.”

When the tiny screws get 
held up on the journey from their 
production facility in China to Cor-
ratec’s headquarters in Raubling, 
Upper Bavaria, Konrad Irlbacher 
can’t sell the company’s almost 
fully assembled bikes. The same 
holds true for the aluminum frames 
from Taiwan, gear shifts from Ja-
pan and e-bike motors that aren’t 
completely assembled because 
a cable from Asia hasn’t made it 
to a factory in Hungary. Corratec 
sources components for its bikes 
from all around the globe—and 
that’s not always a good thing.

Amid record demand, with 
lockdown sufferers scrambling 
to buy mountain bikes, electric 
bikes and gravel bikes, Corratec 
was forced to temporarily pause 

production. “When the container 
ship Ever Given got stuck in the 
Suez Canal in March, that was re-
ally the straw that broke the cam-
el’s back,” says Corratec Managing 
Director Konrad Irlbacher. Of the 
nearly 20,000 containers aboard 
the ship, ten hold stacks of bicy-
cle components for Corratec—and 
still have not been unloaded from 
the ship due to legal disputes in 
Egypt. “We currently can’t finish 
manufacturing around two thou-
sand bicycles due to the missing 
parts,” he complains.

Situations like these are af-
fecting companies around the 
world. According to the Ifo Insti-
tute, an economic think tank based 
in Munich, almost half the compa-
nies in Germany alone are suffer-
ing from supply shortages. Despite 
full order books, employees are 
on reduced hours or sent home 
and in some factories, robots and 
assembly lines are at a standstill. 
Half-finished vehicles are piling up 
at automobile manufacturers be-
cause electronic parts fail to arrive. 
Building contractors are warn-
ing of shortages and construction 
stoppages due to a lack of plastics 
and lumber, not to mention high 
steel prices. Private households 
are also affected and must practice 
patience—waiting months for bicy-
cles or pieces of furniture.

Globalization, with its re-
gional division of labor and high-
ly specialized production, has 
brought unimaginable prosperity 
to the world and an almost infinite 

variety of products. Thanks to 
closely integrated supply chains, 
we can choose from dozens of 
smartphone models, jeans brands 
and bicycle equipment. Accord-
ing to a study published in the 
Quarterly Journal of Econom-
ics in 2006, product variants in 
the US alone more than tripled 
from around 71,400 in 1972 to 
259,000 in 2001.
 

THE RISKS OF DIVERSITY

But the close trade rela-
tionships upon which product 
diversity is based also harbor 
risks, as the current shortages 
reveal. An entire cascade of un-
fortunate events has caused the 
global exchange of goods to fal-
ter. Along with the pandemic and 
the blockage of the Suez Canal, 
a winter storm in Texas exacer-
bated the situation with power 
outages that paralyzed semicon-
ductor production there. On top 
of this, there was a fire in a Jap-
anese microchip factory. Above 
all, however, it’s the coronavirus 
that has relentlessly  exposed the 
vulnerabilities of a tightly inter-
woven global economy—and con-
tinues to do so.

This all begs the question: 
how secure is the supply of raw 
materials and foodstuffs, consumer 
goods and services in the event of a 
global catastrophe like COVID-19? 
How much can a pandemic disrupt 
a global economic system—
and how can shortages 
be avoided in the future?

S

“That the container ship 
Ever Given got stuck in 
the Suez Canal was really 
the straw that broke the 
camel’s back.”
 

KO N R A D I R L B AC H E R ,  CO R R AT EC M A N AG I N G D I R EC TO R
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WEIGHING THE RISK
Konrad Irlbacher benefits 
from the globalized variety 
of goods. But this also en-
tails a certain risk.
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Konrad Irlabcher gives a 
tour of the Corratec facil-
ity using his smartphone 

camera. There are employees 
here and there, tightening screws 
and assembling parts along the 
production lines, but many of the 
hooks from which bicycles would 
usually dangle are empty. “Nor-
mally we’ve got three times as 
much to do here,” he says. Due 
to the congestion on the sev-
en seas, Konrad Irlabcher and 
his co-workers have only been 
able to cobble together leftover 
bits and pieces. They’ve had to 
throw out plans and allocate the 
remaining bicycles as fairly as 
possible among the retailers so 
that they don’t start “floundering 
around,” as Konrad Irlbacher 
puts it. “We’re trying to work out 

shipping companies are taking 
advantage of the current imbal-
ances on the market, he remarks.

In fact, Ifo Institute calcu-
lations show that average freight 
costs between China and north-
ern Europe tripled to quadrupled 
from November 2020 to mid-
April 2021. According to shipping 
expert Alexander Nowroth of the 
Lebenswerk Consulting Group, 
the prices of some standard 
ocean freight rates, which usually 
ranged between 1,500 and 2,000 
euros, have even risen to 10,000 
euros per 40-foot container.

That is why Lisandra Flach, 
head of the Ifo Center for Interna-
tional Economics, calls container 
shipping the “Achilles’ heel of in-
ternational trade.” Because the 
largest shipping companies have 

good solutions for our custom-
ers despite everything, but we 
have to charge for the increased 
ocean freight costs on a prorat-
ed basis.” He explains that trad-
ing in container slots currently 
resembles gambling on the stock 
market.

Deputy Director General 
André Schwarz of the Federa-
tion of German Wholesale, For-
eign Trade and Services (BGA) 
represents the interests of com-
panies in those sectors and is fa-
miliar with problems like these. 
Companies regularly complain to 
the BGA about the current high 
freight prices. Schwarz says, 
“The price trends are extremely 
troublesome, turning the entire 
logistics and costing on its head.” 
This leaves the impression that 

MARITIME ARTERIES
The exchange of goods over the ocean follows a few major routes that are limited  

by bottlenecks like the Suez Canal.
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Cape of Good Hope

Bab al-Mandab

Strait of Hormuz

Panama Canal

Gibraltar

Suez Canal

Bosporus

Strait of Malacca

Core route Secondary route Chokepoint Shipped containers in million Growth rate in % +  –/

1 Shanghai   42,0      +  4,4
2 Singapore   36,6     +  8,7 
3 Ningbo     26,4     +  6,9
4 Shenzhen   25,7      +  2,1

5 Guangzhou    21,9     +  7,6
6 Busan    21,7      +  5,5
7 Dubai   15,0     –  2,9
8 Rotterdam   14,5     +  5,7

9 Antwerp   11,0    +  6,2 
10 Los Angeles     9,5     +  1,3
11 Hamburg   8,8     –  0,2
12 Long Beach   8,0     +  3,7 

Quantity of containers  
shipped on the core 
route in millons
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formed three global alliances, 
there is currently a lack of flex-
ibility on the world’s sea routes. 
To save on costs, the alliances 
are increasingly relying on larger, 
more profitable ships and are fo-
cusing on certain principal routes 
with major ports. This results in 
fewer and fewer shipping compa-
nies calling on a smaller number 
of ports and neglecting routes to 
less profitable destinations. As 
Flach explains, transport with 
gigantic container ships is nor-
mally cheaper—but also slower 
and more inflexible, which, in the 
midst of a pandemic, is shaking 
world trade to its core.

SLOW SAILING

When the first waves of the 
corona pandemic swept across the 
globe and governments shut down 
factories as a safety measure, ship-
ping companies took their ships out 
of service as a precaution. Howev-
er, unlike in previous crises, this 
time the demand for specific, spe-
cialized goods picked up again—
quickly and unexpectedly strongly. 
Industrialized Western countries 
suddenly began ordering equip-
ment and electronics for working 
at home and remote learning, “like 
crazy,” as one logistics expert put it. 
People who couldn’t go on vacation 
began to putter around their homes 
and gardens, to order new bicycles 
or game consoles that contained 
the same microchips that carmak-
ers would soon run out of. As Flach 
describes, the shipping companies 
weren’t able to anticipate these 
problems; as the demand for flat-
screen monitors, smart televisions 
and garden furniture from Asia’s 
factories exploded, the shipping 
companies couldn’t get their co-
lossal vessels back into operation 
quickly enough.

An analysis by the United 
Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development shows that mari-
time trade accounts for more than 
80 percent of the total volume of 
traffic for international goods. If 

there are disruptions to contain-
er shipping, it affects the global 
traffic of goods—and can change 
entire trade flows. “In light of the 
prices containers are currently 
fetching in Asia, shipping compa-
nies are even sending empty con-
tainers on freighters back to Asia 
without first loading them with ex-
port goods,” Flach explains. This 
means they arrive more quickly 
in Asia to load sought-after con-
sumer goods, but the flow of goods 
becomes one-sided. On routes that 
are less frequented anyway, traffic 
ceases almost entirely.

So that desperate custom-
ers like Konrad Irlbacher can still 
receive important components 
for their production lines, route 
managers at freight forwarders 
and shipping companies are cur-
rently working overtime. One of 
them is Lars Mikael Jensen, from 
Denmark, who manages the glob-
al Ocean Network for Maersk, the 
world’s largest container shipping 
company. “We’ve been facing in-
credible headwinds over the past 
eight months,” he says during a 
video conference from his office 
in Copenhagen, where a little blue 
and white Maersk flag is visible on 
the filing cabinet over his shoulder. 
The man with the horn-rimmed 
glasses and a shock of white hair 
pushes back against criticism that 
shipping companies helped cause 
the crisis and are now raking in 
the profits. Prices are determined 
solely by supply and demand. Fur-
thermore, customers with fixed-
price contracts continue to pay 
the agreed-upon prices; it is only 
with short-term orders that the 
costs are currently higher, quite 
naturally.

“Fortunately, we don’t have 
accidents in the Suez Canal every 
day,” Jensen says. Around 20,000 
ships pass through this bottleneck 
annually. Jensen, who’s worked 
for the Maersk for forty years, 
was responsible for the ships’ 
schedules and routes when the 
Ever Given ran aground. Thirty 

LACK OF LUMBER
Droughts, surging demand and logistics problems are 
leaving wood in shorter supply than ever before. This 
has resulted in dramatic price increases and the threat 
of construction stoppages.

DIGITAL SCARCITY
Microchips have long since become indispensable for 
consumer goods, and not just in smartphones and 
tablets, but also in cars. 
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ANALYZING THE FACTS
Prof. Dr. Lisandra Flach 
locates the problem in the 
transport with gigantic 
container ships—which is 
normally cheaper, but also 
entails a lack of flexibility.
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in countries like Germany, which 
Flach says has “extremely diver-
sified” and thus robust supply 
chains. As Egger describes it, the 
fact that global trade didn’t com-
pletely collapse wasn’t thanks to 
government intervention, but in-
stead to the “charm of the mar-
ket.” For all parties involved it is 
worth making the effort to quickly 
eliminate bottlenecks, look for al-
ternate routes or find alternative 
suppliers.

NEW SUPPLY CHAINS 

Nevertheless, companies 
like bicycle manufacturer Cor-
ratec that rely on just-in-time 
deliveries are still planning to 
reduce their dependency on pro-
ducers from Asia in the future and 
to diversify their supply chains. 
Instead of focusing on individual 
suppliers, they will have several 
dealers from different locations to 
ensure stability.

Konrad Irlbacher, who has 
finished the smartphone-tour 
of the Corratec production halls 
and returned to his office, says 
the company is planning on in-
creasing its stock of sensitive 
components such as tires, brakes 
and forks in the future. The com-
pany is also increasingly look-
ing for European alternatives. 
E-bikes in particular, however, 
are high-tech devices and rely 
on batteries, microchips and 
motors. “Stocking these in large 
quantities would simply be more 
expensive.”

And the bicycle specialist al-
ready has his eye on the next area 
for improvement. Although the ea-
gerly awaited components for the 
2021 spring season are still stuck 
on the Ever Given, he’s already or-
dering new parts for 2024. “The 
market,” he explains, “waits for 
no one.”

“When in March, along with 
corona, the container ship Ever 
Given got stuck in the Suez Ca-
nal, that was really the straw that 
broke the camel’s back.”

At the same time, he and his team 
were looking for alternate trans-
port routes. Goods that were “su-
per urgent” for customers were 
loaded onto airplanes. “Semi-ur-
gent” goods, Jensen explained, 
were sent by train along the New 
Silk Road (see ABOUT TRUST 
3-19) or by truck. What custom-
ers described only as “import-
ant but not urgent” continued to 
be sent via ship. “At some point, 
all that still matters for many 
customers is that the deliveries 
get made, whatever the price,” 
says logistics specialist Thorsten 
Koch. Konrad Irlbacher also opt-
ed to have new bicycle prototypes 
flown in for the upcoming Euro-
bike trade show.

For globalization ex-
perts like Hartmut Egger from 
Bayreuth University and Ifo econ-
omist Flach, this shows how flex-
ibly markets can react and adjust 
to even multiple external shocks. 
The supply of goods was never 
truly jeopardized, particularly not 

Maersk ships were sud-
denly brought to a dra-
matic halt. “In the first 

twenty-four hours, you just hoped 
things would quickly get moving 
again,” he recalls. As the hours 
turned into days, Maersk decid-
ed to divert some ships around 
the Cape of Good Hope at the 
southern tip of Africa, while oth-
ers would sail full speed ahead 
through the canal when it re-
opened. The idea was to get the 
ships as quickly as possible back 
into their loops, their very closely 
timed cycles at sea. Delays can be 
very expensive. According to cal-
culations made by Allianz Insur-
ance, one week of blockage in the 
Suez Canal caused losses of up to 
10 billion dollars in world trade.

For Jensen this meant bal-
ancing pros and cons, improvis-
ing, sending some ships not first 
to  Korea as planned but instead 
directly to Hong Kong so they 
could get right back into the re-
turn loop to Europe more quickly. 

“Container shipping 
is the Achilles’ heel of 
international trade.”
LISANDRA FLACH, IFO CENTER FOR INTERNATIONAL ECONOMICS

SURGING SEAS 
Growth rate of sea trade in million tons of cargo
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“Everyone is doing their  
                          own thing
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commodities. Even big social questions—gender 
equality, the struggles against racism and discrim-
ination to name just a few—are simply being con-
sumed into lifestyles.

Other academics view this as a sign of increas-
ing social diversity. Sociologist Andreas Reckwitz 
speaks of a society of singularities, where every-
one is doing their own thing. 
BAUER I don’t see any contradiction there. It’s true 
that everyone is doing their thing these days. I can 
mix and match my favorite TV shows, do a wide va-
riety of different exercises in the gym depending on 
my mood and buy customized products. In the end, 
though, everyone still watches TV or has their own 
fitness regime. The programs and series all follow 
the same basic patterns. And exercise is exercise. 
Everyone is doing the same thing, just not together. 

And the driver behind these developments is sup-
posedly capitalism?
BAUER Yes, exactly. Basically, human nature en-
compasses both solidarity and egotism. Religion has 
kept these two poles in balance over millennia. Over 
the past several centuries, however, capitalism has 
spoken only to people’s egotistical, competition-ori-
ented side in order to increase their willingness 
to work hard and to generate ever-new consumer 
needs. The modern person no longer looks within to 
arrive at deeper insights, but rather to recognize a 
desire for consumption. So we don’t live particularly 
diverse lives at all these days, but very standardized 
ones instead.

Weren’t people much more constrained to cer-
tain behaviors and lifestyles a few centuries ago? 
BAUER Naturally there were always constraints and 
fixed framework conditions that had to be ad-
hered to. But our image of what was normal 
“in the past” is very strongly shaped by things 

Professor Bauer, it’s said that our world 
is more diverse and individual than ever 
before. You claim this is a fallacy. Why do 
you say that? 
BAUER It’s quite obvious that diversity is 
decreasing rather than increasing in many 
areas. Species are dying out, natural spaces 
and landscapes are being lost, languages 
and dialects are disappearing. This im-
poverishment is also evident at the societal 
level. In religion, art and politics, diversi-
ty is decreasing, moderate positions and 
ambiguities are less tolerated and there 
is a great desire for absolute truths: black 
or white, right or wrong. Take food as an 
example. Some come down on the side of 
vegan food from organic farms, while oth-
ers stuff themselves full of highly processed 
convenience foods. Everything between 
these two extremes, a good lunch that you 
simply enjoy, is progressively disappearing. 
Nowadays, dramatic contrasts suggest a 
high degree of diversity. De facto, however, 
this is just pseudo-diversity.

Supermarket shelves with countless types 
of ketchup, cornflakes and chips seem to 
indicate the opposite. To what extent is 
this pseudo-diversity? 
BAUER Pseudo-diversity reduces people to 
their role as consumers—and reduces ev-
erything else to consumer goods. On the 
path to becoming a consumer good, true 
diversity is lost. To name just one example: 
of the around twenty-thousand varieties 
of apples around the world, there are only 
five or six you can find in the supermarket. 
Namely, those that are the easiest to mass 
produce and transport. But this reduction 
doesn’t just affect traditional goods and 

TEXT DAGMAR PUH PHOTOS MAX SLOBODDA  Individuality, ambiguity, 
diversity: these are the values that modern humans strive  
for. Nonsense, says cultural scientist Thomas Bauer—and  
sets about exposing what he calls pseudo-diversity. 

“Everyone is doing their  
                          own thing

—the very same thing”
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that only came into being in the 
nineteenth century, meaning with 
industrialization. Before that, peo-

ples’ everyday lives were much less stan-
dardized than they are today. One exam-
ple is sleep. That it’s normal today to sleep 
seven to eight hours at night in one go is a 
result of industrialization. All of a sudden, 
people needed to adapt to a machine cy-
cle, to work at fixed times and then sleep. 
Before that, people usually slept three to 
four hours, got back up out of bed, did a 
few things, maybe visited some friends or 
relatives, and then went back to sleep. And 
they did it in their own individual rhythm. 
This kind of diversity no longer exists in 
our society. Today, life is only allowed to be 
as diverse as is efficient.

Well, unambiguity and efficiency do have 
their advantages.
BAUER Absolutely. And there are areas 
where I very much appreciate them. When 
I board an airplane, I definitely want the 
pilot to very clearly know which button in 
the cockpit does what. In the same way, 
it makes a lot of sense that technology is 
tested to very clear and comprehensible 
standards. But unambiguity is only for ma-
chines. For people, striving for unambigu-
ity and efficiency means that they reduce 
their life goals to what can be quantified. 
The truly important things in life—love, 
friendship, compassion, beauty, joy, suffer-
ing—are ambiguous. Every person you love 
can also annoy you sometimes. If you al-
ways expect unambiguity, you’re only mak-
ing life difficult for yourself. This type of 
lifestyle cannot be sustained over the long 
run because unambiguity leads to an inner 
and outer emptiness. It eats us up, makes 
us into machine people. And it’s eating up 
our planet.

If an unambiguous life is so awful, why 
has it nonetheless prevailed?
BAUER Because unambiguousness initially 
makes life easier. Dealing with diversity de-
mands both time and energy—and lowers 
efficiency. I think we all know the example 
of Mark Zuckerberg, who always wears the 
same gray t-shirt so as not to waste energy 
standing in front of the closet choosing an 
outfit every morning. Most people basically 
follow this example and the dictates of our 
society to be efficient and strive to become 

even more efficient, because it’s easier and is valued. 
Whether ever-increasing levels of efficiency actually 
make any sense usually isn’t questioned. This creates 
a constant acceleration mechanism, spinning around 
a void.
 
But people today are dressed more individually 
than ever before!
BAUER You think? I only ever see people wearing 
functional clothing and fitness trackers out on the 
street. It’s rarely the case that someone dresses up to 
go outside. You’re right, of course, that everyone in 
our society is allowed to dress according to their own 
taste. But who really does that? Ultimately, there’s a 
great deal of uniformity and even supposed subcul-
tures are globally standardized. The hipster in Berlin 
looks like the one in Cape Town, the punk in New 
York like the one in Warsaw. It’s a lifestyle of con-
sumption par excellence.

How can you escape this increasing lack of variety
BAUER It’s practically impossible for the average 
person. If you behave differently than the majority, 
you don’t fit into the set framework and are exclud-
ed from society. You can only live differently if you 
are already outside of society and have nothing left 
to lose. Or if you’re particularly privileged. To give 
you an example from my own life: I allow myself 
a two-hour break every day to eat lunch in my fa-
vorite restaurant and have a glass of wine with my 
meal. This clearly puts me outside the norm these 
days. And I can only get away with it because I’m a 
professor.

“The hipster in Berlin 
looks like the one  
in Cape Town, the punk  
in New York like the  
one in Warsaw.”
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things. They’re only viewed as recreational factors to 
recover from work and for work. I don’t see anything 
changing here due to the pandemic.

What could bring about changes, then?
BAUER There are certainly new ideas out there for 
business and society. Maybe something will catch 
on. Until then, individuals can try to establish small 
islands of ambiguousness in their lives—and enjoy a 
good lunch more often, for instance.

Do you think that the pandemic will 
change anything about this? 
BAUER In my view, dealing with the pan-
demic only further solidified the existing 
system of values. Working life continued 
largely undisturbed, but everything that had 
to do with culture, entertainment, sports 
and enjoyment was stopped. This shows 
very clearly that our society doesn’t attach 
much in the way of intrinsic value to these 

  Personalia
Thomas Bauer is a profes-
sor of Islamic and Arabic 
studies at the University 
of Münster. In his book 
Die Vereindeutigung der 
Welt (the disambiguation 
of the world), he shows 
how the loss of diversity 
and ambiguity is shaping 
our world. The work was 
awarded the Tractatus 
Prize in 2018.
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“Autonomous driving is one of the technologies that will have 
a significant impact on our lives in the future. It isn’t just about 
comfort and ease-of-use, but particularly about safety. Which is 
why the stated goal of the technology is Vision Zero, meaning 
a world without traffic fatalities. At TÜV SÜD, we’re developing 
the appropriate methods to get self-driving cars safely onto the 
streets to achieve exactly this goal. Some of our work includes 
evaluating the functional safety of the vehicles or testing the IT. 
We also test the vehicles on the road—both in real-life driving 
tests as well as in virtual environments. In one of our most recent 
projects, we tested the safety of the autonomous driving vehi-
cles of Mobileye in Germany. The company relies primarily on a 
system of cameras to enable the car to move autonomously. To 
achieve this, the cameras must be precisely calibrated, as seen 
in the photo here, to compensate for the distortion from the 
lens. This works best using a checkerboard pattern. Mobileye’s 
cars have been driving through Bavaria since summer 2020, 
but there’s still a safety driver in the car who can intervene in 
the event of an emergency. Moreover, the cars aren’t allowed to 
drive faster than 130 kilometers per hour. In addition to these 
specific projects, we’re also involved with standardization com-
mittees, where we can contribute TÜV SÜD’s point of view. In 

“A world without  
traffic fatalities is  
the VISION.”

MOBILEYE   
The Israeli com-
pany is a division 
of Intel and de-
velops advanced 
driver assistance 
systems. A 
checkerboard 
pattern is used 
to calibrate the 
cameras (large 
photo). The 
images above 
show the trunk 
of a Mobileye car 
and some of the 
company’s labo-
ratory staff at a 
workshop.

 Vision

this way we also learn about upcoming reg-
ulations and can adapt our methodologies. 
This may sound a bit abstract, but is actually 
extremely important in practice. We frequent-
ly have to deal with questions such as: What 
happens after a software update? Or what will 
the main inspection look like in the future? We 
often work directly with governments on cre-
ating the framework for the main inspection of 
the vehicles of the future. All the approaches 
have one thing in common: we want to make 
Vision Zero a reality. It’s also what inspires me 
personally every day.”

 CHRISTIAN GNANDT  
HIGHLY AUTOMATED DRIVING 
 DIVISION MANAGER AT TÜV SÜD
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A WOMAN  
     in the Lead

T E X T  JUL IUS  SCHOPHOFF P H OTOS  MARIAN LENHARD    Sophia Flörsch 
wants to win races. Not to prove to the 
world that women can drive just as well 
as men. But simply because she wants to 
be one of the best.
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e could start with the foam in 
her mouth, foam that came 
from a fire extinguisher and 
is the first thing that Sophia 
Flörsch remembers when 

she thinks about the accident in which she 
crashed into a photographer’s stand at 276 
kilometers per hour.

Or about six months after that, on the 
final kilometers of the Berlin Marathon, 
when it was pouring rain and every step 
was agony, as if her kneecaps were about 
to explode.

Or even much earlier than that, when 
Sophia was just fourteen years old, and her 
teammate’s father accosted her on a go-kart 
course, saying: “What are you even doing 
here? A girl, racing!?!”

Or we could start in the future, on a 
Sunday, when she’s reached her goal of 
standing at the very top of the winner’s po-
dium and pops the cork of a champagne 
bottle—as the first woman to win a Formula 
One or a Formula E race.

Or perhaps we can simply start the 
story about Sophia Flörsch in the here and 
now, on a Thursday in early summer, in the 
living room of a bungalow in Pullach, near 
Munich, where Germany’s fastest woman 
racer lives with her father and sister. She’s 
sitting cross-legged on a beige-colored sofa, 
wearing a white hoodie with a black heart 
on the front of it, with silver rings on her 
fingers and pink-lacquered fingernails. 

Sophia Flörsch: born on December 1, 
2000, European Kart Champion at the age 
of 9, the first woman on the podium of the 
ADAC Formula Four at the age of 15. Now, 
at 20, she’s one of two women drivers in the 
German Touring Car Masters (DTM)—and 
that’s just a pitstop on the way to her major 
goal: she wants to be the first woman to win 
a race in the premier class.

The girl—now woman—who’s shaking 
up the macho world of motorsport. It’s “the 
story” for which television cameras have 
followed her since childhood and the very 
one that brought a reporter from the news-
paper Süddeutsche Zeitung just yesterday. 
Articles about her career always deal with 
the pressing debates of our era, including 
topics such as gender equality, equal op-
portunity and emancipation. But does this 
narrative do justice to this young 
race driver? Or is the focus on her 
gender actually part of the problem?

W
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IN THE SPOTLIGHT 
Sophia Flörsch is used 
to being in the spotlight. 
Since her childhood, 
she’s been accompanied 
by journalists at every 
step. During her test 
drive on the Hocken-
heimring course, where 
we met her for this pho-
to shoot, there was also 
another camera team 
waiting their turn.
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IN FOCUS
Despite the hubbub 
around her, Sophia 
Flörsch is always 
focused on the essen-
tials: her racing car, the 
course and the weath-
er. She speeds around 
the track for only a few 
laps before heading 
back in for another pit 
stop. Back in the box, 
the technicians check 
numerous parameters, 
optimize a few set-
tings—and she starts all 
over again.

IN EXCHANGE
In between rounds, 
Flörsch gets the most 
important information 
gleaned from the test 
runs. How are the new 
settings affecting the 
chassis? Where do 
things still need to be 
optimized?
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“I didn’t even notice that I was racing 
against boys at first,” she says. Outside, a 
mowing robot zig-zags across the lawn. She 
was four when her father first took her to a 
go-kart track to give her a feeling for curves 
in preparation for learning to ski. “I didn’t 
realize back then that I was something spe-
cial there as a girl,” she says. And, in truth, 
her gender doesn’t really matter to her at all 
out on the racetrack. Flörsch simply wants 
to compete against the best—and that’s usu-
ally mostly men at the moment.

Despite this, she did notice early on 
that some people in motorsport saw her as 
an anomaly. “Do you have any idea how aw-
ful it is to be passed on the track by a girl?” 
one of her competitors once asked, only 
half-jokingly. Another time, the father of a 
teammate came to her and said, to her face, 
that it was impossible for a “girl” to race in 
Formula One. Flörsch didn’t understand 
what the man’s problem was. “What did he 
have against me? What did he have against 
my dream?” Today she thinks that the man’s 
rejection might also have been based on the 
fact that she was ranked ahead of his son.

Prejudice against women drivers in 
motorsport still runs rampant today, from 
the kiddie kart circuit to the executive chair 
of the premier class: “I don’t know whether a 
woman would physically be able to drive an 
F1 car quickly,” said Bernie Ecclestone, the 
Formula One executive at the time, in 2016 
“and they wouldn’t be taken seriously.”

Racing drivers are subjected to enor-
mous centrifugal forces—in Formula One, it 
can be up to five times the force of gravity 
on curves, so five times the driver’s body 
weight. This means that drivers need strong 
muscles in their upper bodies. “I have to 
train more than the men,” Flörsch explains. 
She works out in a fitness studio for two 
to three hours, six days a week. However, 
what’s crucial in motorsport isn’t the max-
imum strength, but endurance—and when 
it comes to stamina, there aren’t that many 
men who can match Flörsch. The morning 
of our interview, she received an injection 
of hyaluronic acid in her right knee, where 
water keeps building up: a result of the 
Berlin Marathon in September 2019. Run-
ning the race was the brainchild of one of 
her sponsors, and she spontaneously 
agreed, even though she’d never run 
farther than half the distance. Start-
ing at kilometer 30, the pain became 
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intense, and the feeling that her kneecaps 
were about to explode wasn’t all that far-
fetched: in the end, she damaged her carti-
lage and tore her meniscus. Didn’t she think 
about quitting? “Nah, giving up isn’t my 
thing. When I set my mind to something, I 
follow through.”

“My kid is stubborn,” her father says 
when his daughter has left for the gym 
again. He gave up his real estate business 
to help shepherd his daughter through the 
circus of the racing circuits. Every other 
week, he drove her to kart races up and 
down Italy while she did her homework 
in the passenger seat. Today you can hear 
the pride in his voice when describing his 
daughter’s perseverance: “The worst thing 
is her head: when she sets her mind to 
something, she does it 100 percent regard-
less of the consequences.”

The world has learned a lot about her 
determination since the crash. It was a col-
lision that seemed more like a plane crash 
than a car accident. A spectator’s cellphone 
video went viral in just minutes; it’s one of 
those videos that you don’t really compre-
hend at first because everything happens so 
fast that your eyes can’t quite follow—and 
even then, once you’ve realized what’s go-
ing on, you don’t really want to believe what 
you’re seeing.

It’s November 18, 2018, at the Formu-
la Three Grand Prix on the street circuit in 
Macau. The field of drivers is close together, 
and at the end of a long straightaway there 
is a tight, right-hand bend. One car after the 
other takes the curve at a reduced speed—
when suddenly something flies through the 
image from the right to the left, barely more 
than a shadow. In slow motion, you recog-
nize it as 17-year-old Sophia Flörsch’s Mer-
cedes. Rear-first, the car literally flies past 
the other cars and slams into the photog-
rapher’s stand at a height of three meters. 
People who saw it person, on video and live 
on television, including her mother back in 
Munich, were all certain: Flörsch was dead.

But she was sitting in the cockpit, very 
much alive and fully conscious, her face 
covered by the foam from the on-board fire 
extinguisher that automatically deployed. 
And she would have the bitter taste of that 
foam in her mouth the entire night, in the 
intensive care unit of the hospital, 
where she was strapped to a steel 
plate, waiting to be operated on. 

MARIA TERESA DE FILIPPIS
She was the first woman For-
mula One driver, back in 1958. 

In the same year that women in 
Germany were finally allowed to 

get a driver’s license without their 
husbands’ permission, Filippis 

was driving a Maserati 250F 
around the track. Her top result: 
tenth place at the Belgian Grand 

Prix. She ended her Formula One 
career after just one year. 

LELLA LOMBARDI
The only woman to score a World Cham-
pionship point in Formula One so far, 
finishing sixth in the 1975 Spanish Grand 
Prix. She competed in a total of twelve 
world championship races for March, 
Williams and RAM in 1975 and 1976.

DIVINA GALICA 
A former Olympic skier, with two podium 
finishes at the World Cup in 1968, she 
didn’t start racing until she was 28. 
Galica made it to the Formula One in 
1976, but failed to qualify for the British 
Grand Prix.

DESIRÉ WILSON
She raced in Le Mans, at the Indy 

500 and even won the Brands 
Hatch Circuit at the short-lived 

British Aurora F1 Championship in 
1980. However, she had less success 
in the world championships. In total, 

the South African drove 135 race 
cars on dozens of circuits.

GIOVANNA AMATI
In 1992, Amati competed in Formula 
One for the Brabham-Judd team—and 
is thus the most recent female driver in 
the class. Although Amati was unable to 
qualify for any races, she was thrilled be-
fore her debut: “To be able to race along-
side Nigel Mansell and Ayrton Senna is a 
gift to me.” P
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WOMEN’S WORK

Sophia Flörsch isn’t the first 
 woman to succeed in motor- 

sport. So far, five women have  
made it to Formula One.
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IN RESTING MODE
The test runs on the 
Hockenheim course take 
place throughout the 
entire day. In between 
Flörsch has interviews, 
photo and video shoots. 
To stay calm and focused, 
she regularly takes a few 
moments for herself.
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never thought about it before.” Perhaps 
motorsport is a good example precisely be-
cause it doesn’t even pretend to be equal op-
portunity. Ultimately, it’s less the talent and 
commitment that decides who wins and los-
es, but much more the training conditions, 
the technology, the car: in short, it’s about 
money. And, as a rule, it’s still the men who 
get the lion’s share of it. Flörsch acknowl-
edges, “As a woman, it’s difficult to find 
sponsors.” Because there aren’t any suc-
cessful role models, no female Formula One 
world champion. Because despite all the ex-
pressions of respect, people somehow don’t 
trust a woman to get the job done. Not even 
Sophia Flörsch, the epitome of a woman at 
the head of the pack.

But Flörsch isn’t the type of person to 
complain about such adversity: not about 
skeptical sponsors, not about sexist com-
ments from Formula One managers and not 
about the role so often thrust upon her—the 
heroine, with flowing locks and electric-pink 
fingernails, rebelling against a world domi-
nated by men. She prefers to answer out on 
the track. Like she did during her first For-
mula Four race.

April 17, 2016, Motorsport Arena 
Oschersleben in Germany: Sophia, 15 years 
old, has been keeping pace with the other 
drivers for the entire race, including Mick 
Schumacher, the son of Michael Schumach-
er and himself a Formula One driver since 
2021. She even held the lead in the race for 
a while, the first woman ever to do so. Now, 
at the start of the final lap, she’s currently 
in third place. A 15-year-old on the win-
ner’s podium would be a sensation! Then 
the Dutch driver Job van Uitert attempts a 
passing maneuver where there’s no space 
to pass. His car comes down on Sophia’s 
rear tire, shears off the rear wing and sends 
the vehicle spinning into the gravel, where it 
comes to a stop. From the side of the track, 
she watches her competitors zoom past.

So what does she do? She starts up 
and drives back onto the course, without a 
rear wing. One of the television commenta-
tors, beside himself, shouts, “Will you look 
at that! Having the guts to get back in there 
after seeing the whites of your opponent’s 
eyes!” Third place is gone but she’s still in 
fifth. Curve after curve she dominates the 
lanes, despite the ruined rear wing.

Nobody passes her again before she 
reaches the finish line.

She wasn’t allowed to eat or drink, 
because that could lead to swelling 
near the shattered seventh cervical 

vertebra, which was pressing on her half-
crushed spinal cavity. And she couldn’t 
sleep, either, because the doctors constantly 
needed to monitor whether or not she could 
still feel her fingers and toes.

The surgery, which started the next 
morning, took eleven hours. The doctors 
operated through her neck, bypassing the 
nerves for her sensory organs. In the end, 
they screwed the broken and patched-up 
cervical vertebra together with a titanium 
plate. After eight days, she was released 
from the hospital. After one hundred days, 
she was back in the cockpit of a race car—
she later described it as the best day of her 
life. In February 2020, Flörsch was present-
ed with the Laureus World Sports Award in 
Berlin; she was applauded from the audi-
ence by Boris Becker, Dirk Nowitzki and the 
seven-time Formula One world champion 
Lewis Hamilton.

Mr. Ecclestone needn’t have worried; 
Ms. Flörsch is being taken very seriously 
indeed. And in fact, there’s really no need 
to even mention her gender to tell the sto-
ry. But of course it is appealing to home 
in on the apparent contradiction between 
greasy mechanic’s hands and pink-lac-
quered fingernails, between the beauty and 
the 600-horsepower beast, to showcase the 
woman who’s forging her own path through 
a macho world in which women are other-
wise mere ornaments, where “grid girls” 
are sent out in hot pants onto the track to 
hold umbrellas to shade the drivers.

On her Instagram account, Flörsch 
demonstrates that this supposed contra-
diction isn’t one at all. She posts photos for 
her nearly 500,000 followers of herself in 
her racing suit behind the wheel, but also in 
more casual clothing when she’s at the gym 
or in a bikini in front of a turquoise-blue 
ocean. In contrast to Lewis Hamilton, who 
posts plenty of photos of his tattooed chest 
while just wearing underwear, media head-
lines drip of double-standards and sexism: 
“How sexy can a female racer be?” And, 
also unlike Hamilton, potential sponsors 
were asking her about her plans for having 
a family when she was 15 years old. “Back 
then, they asked me if I had a boyfriend 
and if I wanted to have children,” she says. 
Plans for having a family? At fifteen? “I’d 

RUNNING NON-STOP 
Hellish noise, a hectic pace, high 
concentration. There are many 
days like these when Sophia 
Flörsch has to give it her all.  
It doesn’t seem to bother her  
in the least—she knows why she’s 
doing it.
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 Vision 

POWER OF THE CROWD
There are pressing environmental problems. And there are technologies that could solve 
them. What's sometimes missing are people who combine the two. Conservation X Labs 
wants to build this bridge—and is relying on the science of innovation to do so. 

ven as a teenager, Paul Bunje knew he wanted to 
protect nature. Back then, he roamed the forests of 
California and marveled at the biodiversity of plants 
and animals. Today, Bunje is a biologist and is still 
pursuing his mission. Six years ago, he co-founded 

the technology and innovation start-up Conservation X Labs 
with Alex Dehgan, also a biologist and the former Chief Scientist 
of the U.S. Agency for International Development. 

Dehgan and Bunje had noticed that there was plenty of 
research around the threats to biodiversity and species loss. 
What was often lacking was a focus on solutions. Bunje and 
Dehgan considered what it might look like to create a process 
to bring solutions to conservation and address the human-cre-
ated causes of species extinction. How could this approach 
succeed in bringing scientists, technologists, entrepreneurs, 
and investors together for conservation? 

Their company, Conservation X Labs, is creating an eco-
system of such networks to support the development of radi-
cal new solutions to the extinction crisis. Their team is develop-
ing cutting-edge technology in their labs, leading innovation 
competitions, and incentivizing those outside of the conser-
vation space to join in their mission to prevent the sixth mass 
extinction. The company currently has a presence in Seattle, 
Washington; Washington, D.C.; and Lima, Peru.IL
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E Harnessing the power of the crowd through prizes and chal-
lenges is one way that the team can source, develop, and 
scale critical solutions to the underlying drivers of extinction. 
These drivers of species extinction include environmental 
degradation, habitat loss, wildlife trafficking, invasive species, 
disease, and climate change.

These prizes and challenges have brought about cre-
ative solutions. For example, an innovation from one of the 
first calls for proposals five years ago is a shrimp substitute 
made from algae. The problem to be solved at the time: 
Shrimp farms pollute the oceans with, among other things, 
the high use of antibiotics, and wild catches usually end up 
with a lot of bycatch in the nets, which is dumped back into 
the sea as waste. Vegan shrimp alternatives could help allevi-
ate these problems. With the support of Conservation X Labs, 
the seaweed shrimp is now ready for market and is being of-
fered in restaurants across the United States. 

Stories like this are what Bunje, Dehgan and their team 
want to bring to as many people as possible to show that ev-
eryone can be part of the solution. "Our community needs 
to keep growing," Bunje says. There are plenty of challenges: 
Conservation X Labs will soon announce semi-finalists for The 
Microfiber Innovation Challenge, which is seeking innovations 
that will prevent plastic microfiber pollution in the ocean.
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↳ POWER WINDOWS 
Instead of merely filling homes with light, win-
dows of the future will also be able to generate 
electricity. To make this vision a reality, the Amer-
ican company UbiQD has developed a complete-
ly transparent solar cell that can double as a 
window. As of yet, the window only converts part 
of the sunlight into energy, but in the US, for ex-
ample, it could already cover a substantial share 
of power generation. If the five to seven billion 
square meters of glass surfaces in the US were 
equipped with these transparent solar cells, that 
would be enough to generate about 40 percent 
of the country’s energy needs.

T E X T  K AT R I N B R A H N E R  I L L U S T R AT I O N  M I C H E L E M A R CO N I   The future belongs to renewable 
energy. But wind turbines and solar panels alone won’t be able to meet global 
 energy demands. An overview of alternatives with potential.

T h e r e ’ s  E n e r g y   E V E R Y W H E R E

↳ POWER WALKING
Smart hard-rubber tiles that convert move-
ment into electricity: this is the idea that the 
London-based company Pavegen hopes will 
revolutionize energy supplies in cities. Induction 
generators that trigger a rotational movement 
are built into triangular tiles, thus generating 
energy when they’re tread upon. So far, the tiles 
have been installed in 200 pilot projects in 36 
cities. Companies such as Siemens and Google 
are cooperating with Pavegen on the project.

↳ A POWERFUL COLD
Researchers at Stanford University recent-
ly succeeded in generating energy from the 
cold nighttime sky. They used what is known 
as the Seebeck effect, the ability to generate 
electricity from a temperature differential. The 
prototype the researchers built, which cost just 
30 US dollars, takes advantage of this phe-
nomenon. An aluminum plate heats up during 
the day and radiates the absorbed heat toward 
space at night. This results in a temperature 
differential that a thermoelectrical generator 
beneath the aluminum plate converts into 
energy. With the first prototype, the scientists 
were able to generate 25 milliwatts per square 
meter—enough to power an LED lamp. Newer 
prototypes have already achieved up to two 
watts per square meter.
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↳ THE TIDES OF MARCH 
The idea of generating energy from the power-
ful forces of the ebb and flow of the tides has 
been around for a while. Now researchers have 
anchored the world’s largest tidal turbine off 
the Scottish coast. It’s called Orbital O2 and, 
unlike more conventional approaches, interferes 
only minimally with existing ecosystems, is suit-
able for many different locations and is much 
less expensive. The turbine’s rotor blades, locat-
ed at the end of a 73-meter-long floating mech-
anism, can be rotated 360 degrees. Because of 
this, only the rotors have to change position to 
take advantage of the tide’s direction, not the 
entire float. Researchers are planning to test 
how reliable and powerful the Orbital O2 is over 
the next fifteen years. 

T h e r e ’ s  E n e r g y   E V E R Y W H E R E

↳ HOT STONES
The new era of alternative energy is going 
nowhere without storage units for the power 
being generated. Yet current methods for this 
are expensive and can only be used in a few 
places. The Hamburg University of Technology 
and Siemens are researching the use of volcanic 
rocks. In a pilot plant in Hamburg, heating fans 
warm around one thousand tons of stone, which 
stores the energy in the form of heat. As need-
ed, ventilators extract the heat from the rock 
storage facility and send it to a steam turbine 
that drives a power generator. Stone storage is 
quite inexpensive compared to other types of 
storage units—Siemens and the university are 
aiming to achieve storage prices of less than 10 
cents per kilowatt hour for commercial plants. 

↳ IT CAME FROM OUTER SPACE
What sounds like science fiction could become 
science fact in the next decade or so: systems 
in space that convert solar radiation beyond the 
atmosphere into microwaves, which are then 
radiated down to the earth’s surface. Special 
antenna receivers would collect these micro-
waves and supply us with energy. Working 
from this concept, Japan is hoping to have a 
photovoltaic power plant with an output in 
the gigawatt range in space by 2030 and is 
cooperating with firms such as Mitsubishi. The 
technology holds particular appeal for regions 
with poor infrastructure since it requires only 
receiver antennas. It is also designed to assist 
with power outages after natural disasters.
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„Let

  DIVERSITY
              speak“

INVISIBLE 
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“A variety of 
perspectives 
naturally leads to 
more success and 
innovation.”

Ms. Falk, you’ve been advocating for 
more diversity for more than fifteen 
years. When did you first realize that our 
societies might have a problem with this?
FALK I grew up in Colombia, a child of 
Swedish parents, and have studied in a 
variety of countries. So I’m familiar with 
the feeling of not belonging to the ma-
jority. What really opened my eyes was 
my time serving in the Swedish military. 
I was twenty, and in my unit I was one of 
three women among around sixty men. 
Although I was better than many of my 
comrades in the half-marathon, at the 
shooting range and at the Military Acad-
emy, my achievements were never really 
recognized. My successes were instead 
considered mere exceptions or strokes of 
luck—simply because I was a woman. My 
comrades were kind to me in our person-
al interactions, but my status as an out-
sider weighed on me. The pressure even 
caused my performance to deteriorate. 

After serving in the military, you then 
started working in the corporate world. 
Why was that?   
FALK That had to do with my work for 
the intelligence services. There I was se-
lected for a mission in Kosovo because I 

was good and because I am a woman. To 
understand why, you have to know that 
agents need contacts and close relation-
ships built on trust with people from di-
verse segments of the populace in order 
to obtain information. This can only suc-
ceed with a team made up of very differ-
ent people. The intelligence services had 
understood why diversity is important in 
a team: not for reasons of fairness and 
gender equality—that’s just a positive side 
effect—but rather because it’s crucial for 
operational success. It was then clear to 
me that I wanted to bring this insight into 
the corporate world, because there, too, a 
variety of perspectives naturally leads to 
greater success and more innovation.
 

What’s improved in the business 
world in terms of diversity since 
then?
FALK Not all that much, unfor-
tunately, although companies 
are now investing a lot of time 
and money in the issue—some-
thing I call the “Diversity Para-
dox.” Numerous companies an-
nounce guidelines on diversity, 
implement elaborate programs, 
create networks for minorities, 
introduce quota systems and use 
anonymization processes for re-
cruiting, but the expected posi-
tive results often fail to materi-
alize. The reason for this is that 
diversity is still being misunder-
stood. Many companies believe 
they would be on the right path 
if they fulfill percentage targets 
for women in the boardroom or 
strive to get more people with 
diverse ethnic backgrounds into 
their organizations. Unfortu-
nately, diversity just for diver-
sity’s sake doesn’t create value. 
What creates value is the 
integration of this diversi-
ty. Inclusion is the key. 

TEXT FELIX ENZIAN ILLUSTRATION KLAWE RZECZY   Sofia Falk, from Sweden, is considered 
one of the most tenacious champions of diversity and inclusion. Still, she 
doesn’t think much of expensive diversity programs or thick stacks of 
guidelines—and offers suggestions for what companies can do instead to 
become truly diverse workplaces. 

  DIVERSITY
              speak“

INVISIBLE 
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But isn’t it already a big 
step forward if more 
women and people with 

different backgrounds play an 
important role in companies? 
FALK This is progress, clearly, 
but it isn’t enough all by itself. 
In many modern companies, 
both among the big players and 
in small startups, there are now 
very diverse-appearing and in-
ternational teams. But despite 
the putative differences, these 
are often people who come from 
the same universities and who 
have similar job and life expe-
riences. In addition to factors of 
diversity that are easily visible, 
such as gender, age, skin color 
and physical characteristics, we 
must also consider more hidden 
diversity. This includes less obvi-
ous factors such as sociocultural 
influences, religion, values, sexu-
al orientation, personal interests 
and even more subtle differen-
ces. For instance, whether some-
one is more extroverted or intro-
verted, intuitive or analytical, or 
detail oriented or pragmatic. 

What do these sorts of things 
have to do with a company’s 
performance?
FALK All of these characteristics 
shape the way people perceive 
their environment, filter infor-
mation, solve problems and ul-
timately make decisions. And 
it’s exactly this invisible diver-
sity that can give rise to great 
strength if it is allowed to pro-
ductively and creatively devel-
op. However, this isn’t achieved 
via lofty guidelines, but rather 
through a culture in which the 
diversity of perspectives from 
coworkers, partners, customers 
and other stakeholders is truly 
welcome and consciously en-
couraged. This is what inclusion 
is all about.

But doesn’t that take the idea 
of diversity ad absurdum? At 
some point, an executive board 

type of environment for newcom-
ers and outsiders to contribute 
with their perspectives. And this 
can cause a great potential of in-
novative ideas to be lost. To pre-
vent this, business organizations 
must reorganize their thinking, 
rewire their work processes and 
thus give this invisible diversity 
be a voice.  

What methods do you recom-
mend companies use to achieve 
this?
FALK My approach is based on 
behavioral design. The basic 
idea is simple: design a situation, 
a context or an environment in 
such a way that it makes it as easy 
as possible for people or groups 
to show a desired behavior. More 
specifically, make sure to include 
people with different perspec-
tives in decision-making process-
es. It’s often just small things and 
simple routines. Teams, for ex-
ample, can let newcomers or in-
experienced members speak first 
in meetings. They can also ap-
point a “devil’s advocate” whose 
function is to radically challenge 
established standpoints. Or they 
can ask “wildcards”—cowork-
ers from other departments—for 
their opinions. A fairly effective 
exercise is also to place an emp-
ty chair in the room and to ask: 
What sort of person should be 
sitting here whose perspective 
is lacking in our current project? 
That type of person is then invit-
ed to the next meeting. 

Yet these sorts of methods don’t 
make meetings any shorter.
FALK That’s true. Inclusion slows 
down processes and that feels a 
bit counterintuitive at first, espe-
cially in the business world. Our 
brains are programmed to make 
decisions instinctively and quick-
ly. We typically rely on familiar 
concepts and avoid challenging 
established patterns of thought. 
For many everyday decisions, 
this behavior makes a lot of sense 

consisting only of white men could defend the 
status quo by arguing: “We may look very similar 
outwardly, but we all have very different person-
alities.”  
FALK That’s not how it’s meant, of course. Visible 
diversity must continue to be promoted—especially 
at management levels. It defines what is consid-
ered normal and sends a very important signal 
to the outside world: all people are welcome and 
have the same opportunities at our company. But, 
as I said, that’s not enough. In everyday life, the 
corporate culture is primarily determined by the 
 people who make up the majority. They determine 
the way people think, act and communicate. It 
takes a lot of courage and self-confidence in this  

“Don’t be too 
ambitious on  
the topic of  
diversity! Change 
takes time.”
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and is efficient. But particular-
ly in critical project phases, it’s 
essential to pause and consider 
new perspectives to make better 
and more innovative decisions. 
Such phases should be deliber-
ately defined to make targeted 
use of diversity. It’s possible that 
a company doesn’t even have to 
change its personnel structure; it 
would be enough to highlight the 
invisible diversity within its own 
ranks or to obtain selective sup-
port from external partners.

Can the value of diversity be 
quantified?   
FALK There are now many stud-
ies that prove that increased 
diversity strengthens the inno-
vative ability, adaptability and 
profitability of economic organi-
zations. Equally telling are the 
experiences of companies that 
have had projects painfully fail 
precisely because they failed to 
incorporate diversity.

Can you give any examples?    
FALK A European automobile 
manufacturer wanted to market 
a luxury sedan outside of Europe. 
However, the sedan was designed 
by an all-European design team 
that concentrated the car’s luxu-
ry features in the driver’s area. 
What the team didn’t consider 
was that it is still a symbol of sta-
tus on other continents to be driv-
en around by a chauffeur. So the 
sedan’s owner sits in the back, 
where no luxury was provided. 
That’s why the car was a flop 
and the launch was cancelled. 
In another example, a global re-
tailer headquartered in Sweden 
planned to invite its employees 
to a paintball match during the 
annual employee event. It never 
occurred to the planning team 
that such an activity might have 
been disconcerting to its employ-
ees from Israel and Palestine. 
So the well-intentioned event, 
which was supposed to promote 
a positive working environment, 

had the exact opposite effect. I 
know of countless other stories 
like these that have arisen simply 
because of a lack of diversity and 
inclusion.  

What do you recommend com-
panies do to avoid such mis-
takes?  
FALK Don’t be too ambitious on 
the topic of diversity. You don’t 
need any elaborate programs or 
management strategies. What’s 
much more important is that di-
versity and inclusion be lived in 
teams. But don’t expect any quick, 
immediately noticeable success-
es. Change takes time. Work cul-
tures that have grown over the 
course of decades can’t transform 
sustainably in just a few months. 
The path to greater diversity is a 
marathon, not a sprint.   

You once described Pippi 
 Longstocking as your role 
model. Are you still a fan of 
hers? 
FALK Pippi was my idol as a kid. 
She challenged conventions and 
power structures and stood up 
for other people. Many others 
came along for me later, for in-
stance the hacker Neo from the 
science-fiction film The Matrix; 
he discovers that what appears 
to be reality is actually just a 
virtual simulation and tries to 
free humanity from this captiv-
ity. That’s exactly my approach: 
we don’t have to accept the con-
ventional patterns in society and 
the economy as they are but can 
change them in a positive way.

  Personalia
Sofia Falk has been advising large and small compa-
nies on their path to greater diversity and inclusion for 
over fifteen years. She’s just published her handbook 
The Diversity Paradox, a practical guide to help  
employee teams complete this journey on their own. 
Ms. Falk has received numerous awards, most recent-
ly as one of the Iconic Innovative Trailblazers of the 
Decade by the Women Economic Forum in Delhi, 
India. She’s also served as a consultant for the United 
Nations, the OECD and the Swedish government. In 
Sweden, she’s considered “the most tenacious woman 
in business.” She lives with her family in Stockholm.
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ltimate frisbee is currently 
one of the few sports where 
men and women play on 
the same team. The squad 
of our national team in 

Germany has between 24 to 28 play-
ers, and we try to keep an even gender 
balance between men and women.

Of course, it takes some getting 
used to at the beginning when women 
and men, who otherwise were used to 
playing separately, meet for the first 
time on the mixed team. For exam-
ple, the tempo is very different. Often 
the men  play faster unintentionally, 
which is why the women don’t get a 
chance to make plays. As coach, I then 
try to get the team to break those par-
ticular habits. For instance, you can 
use specific plays and tactics so that 
all players are equally integrated into 
the game, regardless of gender. I con-
sciously assign the various positions 
out on the field according to abilities 
and not gender.

Once the team has gotten used 
to playing together is when the ad-
vantages of heterogeneity really come 
to the fore. It gives the game a whole 
new character. The speed changes, the 
dynamics become more complex than 
with an all-female or all-male team. 
Aside from which, mixed teams are 
much better at dealing with stressful 
situations and losses since the men 
and women bring different perspec-
tives to the field and share them with-
in the team. The multiplicity of per-
spectives really enhances the squad 
immensely.

For me as the coach, the differ-
ences in the team are also very appeal-
ing. I can learn much more as a coach 
because I have to utilize different strat-
egies for the men and for the women, 
which makes my coaching much more 
varied than it would be otherwise.

Then all the work really pays off 
at the major tournaments, like the 
2019 European Championship. During 
the match for bronze against Russia, 
the disc was just whizzing through the 
air almost every second. It was dynam-
ic, there was enthusiasm, excitement. 
We ultimately took fourth place—one 
of our best successes to date. IL
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 Just One Word 

Mr. Hartmann,  
what do you think of 

  Philipp Hartmann, 33,
has been the coach of the German mixed ultimate frisbee  
nat ion al team since late 2018. He began playing the sport eleven 
years ago when he was a student, initially because he and his 
friends thought the name was funny. The hobby quickly became 
a passion, and he eventually applied to be national coach. At 
the same time, he also continues to be active as a player, too, 
for the Munich men’s team since early 2017.

H E T E R O G E N E I T Y ?

U
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 Picture This

Around 1,300 kilometers from the 
North Pole on the island of Spitsber-
gen, this concrete structure rises up 
out of the rock. Behind thick steel 
doors, a tunnel burrows almost 100 
meters into the mountain and opens 
onto three halls, each 27 meters long, 

10 meters wide and 6 meters tall. 
Here, between walls of reinforced con-
crete, protected from nuclear wars, 
plane crashes and flooding, is a valu-
able treasure: around 1.2 million seed 
samples from more than 4,000 differ-
ent species of plants from 249 of the 
world’s countries. In 2008, the World 
Crop Trust and the Norwegian govern-
ment built the Svalbard Global Seed 
Vault, current the world’s largest, to 

protect crop diversity and make seeds 
available in times of crisis. Most re-
cently, the vault was forced to close in 
2018 because permafrost around the 
building melted due to a warm win-
ter and water leaked into the entrance 
area. The vault underwent a two-year, 
20-million-dollar overhaul and went 
back into full operation at the end of 
2020—now also protected against the 
effects of climate change.
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Companies can also do a lot to preserve biodiversity. Read more in our web magazine: ABOUTTRUST.TUVSUD.COM/EN

Biological DIVERSITY  
and economic SUCCESS— 
a contradiction in terms?


