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The Aspen International Partners NextGen Network, supported by Microsoft, brings together young leaders from 
technology, business, policy, journalism, academia, and civil society to consider meaningful questions and leverage 
the NextGen perspective on contemporary issues. The first convening of the NextGen Network examined the impact 
of technology, including artificial intelligence (AI), on society. The Network serves as a feedback mechanism for the 
informed perspectives of millennials on how societies should prepare themselves to respond to new technologies and 
inform policy discussions at the local and international level. The Institut Aspen France, in collaboration with the Aspen 
Institute International Partners and Microsoft Corporation, hosted the second edition of the NextGen Network 
workshop in July 2021, bringing together experts and young leaders from the public and private spheres whose work 
engages with the ethical, technological, and policy questions of new technology and artificial intelligence. This event 
constitutes the second phase of the Aspen NextGen Network in France. Taking place at a pivotal moment amidst the 
Covid-19 pandemic and ongoing European efforts to regulate the digital space, this event mobilized key takeaways 
from the last two years in order to determine how our societies may respond to contemporary challenges.  
 
 

Opening Remarks 
 
The participants began by reflecting on evolutions in the 
tech and AI ecosystem since the 2019 edition of the 
workshop. They identified five key trends: a sense of 
simultaneity in the development of new forms of technology; 
a push toward a dual system of infrastructures with the 
United States on one side and China on the other; the 
weakening of models of digital governance with a move 
toward a proprietary approach on the part of large 
corporations; the increase of tech-related dependencies 
related to the pandemic; and the renaissance of industrial 
policy, mainly in China but also increasingly in the United 
States and Europe. The participants also highlighted the 
prevalence of the notion of digital sovereignty in the 
dominant discourse and the willingness of civil society actors 
to take back control of the digital space.  
 
The conversation then moved to artificial intelligence (AI)  

 
more specifically. As a general-purpose technology, AI could 
very well set the pace for the Fourth Industrial Revolution, 
granted all necessary conditions are in place. The 
participants noted impediments to the development of AI in 
Europe, most of which pertain to a lack of talent and 
expertise, a low computing capacity, and a lack of 
cooperation between big corporations and start-ups which 
hinders scaling-up. Europe struggles to compete on the 
global technological stage due to a lack of competitivity and 
attractiveness of its institutions, which induces a brain drain to 
the United States, but also a lack of a cohesion at the 
regional level, which leads to European states adopting 
competitive behaviors instead of building on each other’s 
strengths to compete against the US and China. Overcoming 
these obstacles entails adopting an adequate and integrative 
industrial policy through state intervention funds and strategic 
plans, both at the European and the national level. The 
overarching goal of these policies should aim at developing 



 

 

an ecosystem conducive to cooperation, innovation and 
scaling-up, while working on attracting talent and expertise 
in the data and software realms. The introduction concluded 
by evoking the need to find a balance between regulation 
and innovation. This balance will serve to offset high social 
risks associated with AI while ensuring that innovation 
remains encouraged. 
 
Session 1: Learning from the Pandemic 
 
The first session was dedicated to medical innovation, and 
the main lessons that can be drawn from the pandemic. The 
primary theme of the conversation focused on how 
innovation in the medical sphere allows not only for a 
service better catered to patient needs, but also for 
decentralization of healthcare. The participants pointed to 
concrete examples of how artificial intelligence, connectivity, 
and miniaturization enable earlier detection, precise 
diagnosis, a general understanding of the patient’s profile, 
targeted medicine, and the empowerment of the patient. 
 
Scientific research, thanks to new imaging technology, data 
cross-processing, and technical advances has been able to 
significantly expand scientific expertise and facilitate early 
detection of anomalies, allowing more comprehensive, 
accurate and precise diagnoses. Thanks to the increase in 
connectivity and the process of miniaturization, multiple 
everyday items can be mobilized to gather data about a 
patient’s health: connected objects at home can gather data 
based on the individual’s voice, and microscopic censors 
can be connected to the patient and measure their vitals. 
Increasing connectivity, developing smaller and smaller 
tools, while mobilizing everyday items in order to aggregate 
and process data can be instrumental in detecting early-
stage diseases and pathologies.  
 
Incorporating these innovations into daily life can empower 
individuals affected by chronic illness and allow patients to 
stay in the comfort of their home, while integrating a gender-
sensitive approach. Notably, new sensors enable diabetic or 
asthmatic individuals to monitor their health via their 
cellphones. Such innovations not only contribute to making 
the patient’s life easier, and reducing visits to the emergency 
room, but also help them to better understand their disease.  
 
Further, innovation can contribute to decentralizing 
healthcare, by enabling patients to stay in the comfort of 
their own home. What used to require sophisticated and 
expensive machines can nowadays be done through 
webcams and smaller devices that can easily be installed in 
the home. Leveraging new technology and artificial 
intelligence can enable doctors to follow a patient remotely, 
and to be warned in case of an emergency or an anomaly. 

Such an approach allows the patient to remain in a familiar 
and comfortable setting, while drastically decreasing costs 
and providing relief to health facilities and professionals.  
 
Finally, when it comes to adopting a gender sensitive 
approach to medicine, technology can be leveraged to 
catered to patient needs, meaning taking into account 
physiological and physical specificities. This can help detect 
anomalies and pathologies that tend to be misdiagnosed 
when they affect women. For example, speakers highlighted 
how women have more chance of dying of a first 
cardiovascular event than men because the clinical 
symptoms are not as clear as for men. In that particular case, 
after visiting the emergency room, a censor can be given to 
the patient, in order to monitor her cardiac activity remotely, 
detect anomalies and intervene promptly when needed.     
 
The pandemic has contributed to the acceleration of 
telemedicine, particularly useful for patients living in rural and 
remote areas. Further, the development of digital clinical trials 
has been instrumental in shortening the delays in the launch 
of medicine. The trends outlined above have accelerated 
throughout the crisis, and will continue to do so, granted the 
context incentivizes research and innovation.  
 
Another key teaching pertains to the broader question of 
trust. Participants discussed the growing distrust in medicine 
and science during the crisis. They tackled an ongoing 
conversation concerning the lack of reproducibility of studies, 
and the question of what makes for a compelling and 
unambiguous study. Errors, fraud and the corruption of the 
data that may occur while conducting a study constitute a 
threat to scientific integrity and trust. Technology can be 
leveraged in order to address this issue. Notably, 
blockchains, a distributive data structure, can be 
mainstreamed in research practices, and help digitalize the 
research. Incorruptible, they would ensure the objectivity and 
correctness of a study and therefore help strengthen trust and 
confidence in the results presented by researchers.   
 
During the interactive portion of the first session, participants 
and speakers evoked the questions of technological divides, 
pollution, the balance between efficiency and sovereignty, 
and the reason behind Europe’s lag. As innovation 
accelerates the technological divide will grow, hence the need 
to help less developed countries. This can be done thanks to 
instruments such as the global partnership of artificial 
intelligence and the development of a Tech for Good stream 
of endeavors. As for pollution, because of the high-
dimensional aspect of the data computed, and the hidden 
pollution that comes with it, the speakers advocated for a tax 
and benchmarks for efficiency in order to incentivize a frugal 
approach.  



 

 

Regarding the question of sovereignty, the participants 
highlighted how contrary to the United States, China and 
Russia, the EU remains very reliant on others when it comes 
to digital and technological matters.  A stronger political will 
is required on the part of States to reaffirm a sense of 
European sovereignty, invest in IT space, and challenge 
American soft power. This specific point relates to 
arguments for why the European Union is still struggling to 
catch up to the big players. The participants pointed to a 
difference between the European mindset and the American 
one. While France, for example, manages to encourage 
entrepreneurs to start a company, the country struggles 
when it comes to scaling-up, finding investors, and finding 
funds. A better support-system for young firms and start-ups 
and more competitive institutions would help develop more 
companies and maintain them in France, instead of moving 
across the Atlantic.   
 
Session 2: European democracies and the digital world  
 
The second question tackled the issue of the digital through 
a policy prism, informed by the OECD Going Digital policy 
framework. This framework is centered around the notion of 
well-being, technology’s impact on people and the digital 
divide. Through a multi-dimensional approach, the OECD 
has singled out seven different dimensions, and developed 
indicators per country in order to better understand where a 
state stands, and consequently formulate better policies. 
These dimensions are access, use, innovation, jobs, society, 
trust and market openness.  
 
Across the board, the biggest challenge faced by countries 
pertains to the need for massive investment in skills. More 
specifically, in France, labor market policies have a 
particular impact on the technological landscape. 
Bureaucratic restrictions hinder the scaling-up process 
which prevents the development of skills and their effective 
use by employers. Better crafted labor market policies could 
leverage trade unions and social partners, like in Sweden, in 
order to provide workers with the skills they need and 

connect them with an employer, which could eventually 
facilitate scaling up.  
 
During the interactive portion of the session, the participants 
evoked the impact 5G might have on machine-to-machine 
communication, which remains the lowest point in OECD 
countries regarding digital policies. It is very likely that the 
indicator will go up, but the challenge will be to measure and 
quantify this process, which will become increasingly difficult 
as the internet gets more and more decentralized.  
 
Finally, the participants evoked the difficulty of diffusing 
technology to a broad audience, by connecting large 
companies to small companies and start-ups. Having very 
few firms at the frontier of technology creates a gap between 
these companies and those that are lagging behind. 
Regulatory sandboxes were evoked as a solution in some 
sectors.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The conversation wrapped up with a summary which 
identified four key takeaways. First, a need to re-structure 
the technological ecosystem in order to make it more 
conducive to innovation, which will eventually help 
accelerate ongoing trends in Europe. This particularly 
entails a rethinking of the relationship between 
stakeholders, States, large companies, and startups, but 
also an ambitious and interventionist industrial policy. 
Second, the decentralization of hospitals has been 
accelerated by the pandemic and creates a fascinating 
pathway towards the development of medicine more catered 
to the needs of the patient. Third, leveraging technology, 
such as blockchain and other platforms, can help create 
trust and strengthen privacy and security. Finally, analyzing 
and understanding the digital divide through a multi-
dimensional approach can help inform policymaking in 
Europe, while identifying the main obstacles to the 
development of digital innovations in our societies. 

 
 
 

 
 
 


