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The shifting moats of human power

For much of history, human progress has been shaped by a series
of evolving moats, enduring sources of strategic advantage that
determine who thrives and who falls behind. These advantages
have never been mutually exclusive; they layer, intersect, and
reinforce each other across different contexts and eras.

What began with brute strength evolved to include
control of knowledge, then expanded to encompass
the ability to process and act on information. Today,
we stand at a new inflection point shaped by
artificial intelligence. As Al continues to democratize
traditional hierarchies of skill and insight, while
simultaneously creating new forms of inequality,

it is time to ask: what sources of advantage will
define tomorrow'’s leaders?

The evolution of strategic advantage

When strength equated status
(~200,000 BCE - 3000 BCE)

For the vast majority of human history—roughly
200,000 years—physical capabilities formed the
foundational layer of power. From the emergence

of Homo sapiens through the development of
agriculture around 10,000 BCE, strength, speed, and
endurance determined success in hunting, defence,
and resource acquisition.

Anthropological research confirms this pattern.

A landmark study of the Hadza huntergatherers

in Tanzania found that upperbody strength was

a strong predictor of hunting reputation, which
correlated with higher social status and reproductive
success. Archaeological evidence from Neolithic
sites (8000-3000 BCE) shows that as societies
transitioned to agriculture, physical prowess enabled
control over land, labor, and security, creating the
first systematic hierarchies of power.

Yet physical strength was never the only factor.
Even in Paleolithic societies (50,000-10,000 BCE),
knowledge of seasonal patterns, animal behaviour,
and toolmaking complemented raw physicality. The
moats were already beginning to layer.

Information control: when knowledge became
currency (3000 BCE - 1450 CE)

The invention of writing systems around 3000 BCE
in Mesopotamia and Egypt marked a transformative
shift, though it did not eliminate the importance of
physical power. Instead, it created a new dimension
of advantage that would dominate for over 4,000
years: exclusive access to information.

Between 3000-1000 BCE, literacy became a
gateway to unprecedented influence across
ancient civilizations. In Egypt's Old Kingdom
(2686-2181 BCE) and Mesopotamian city-states,
scribes and priests held information monopolies
over religious doctrine, legal codes and taxation
systems. During Europe’s medieval period (500-
1450 CE), monasteries guarded Latin texts that
conveyed both spiritual and temporal authority.
This information moat persisted for millennia,
sustained by institutionalized barriers to literacy. The
printing press (invented by Gutenberg around 1440)
began to erode these monopolies. The internet’s
emergence in the 1990s delivered the final

blow to information scarcity, but didn't eliminate
information advantages entirely—it simply shifted
the battleground from access to information to the
ability to process and apply it effectively.
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Intelligence: the age of analysis and synthesis
(1450 CE - 2020)

As the Renaissance (1450-1600) ushered

in scientific thinking and the printing press
democratized knowledge, raw information became
less scarce than the capacity to analyze, synthesize,
and act on it decisively. The Scientific Revolution
(1543-1687) and later the Industrial Revolution (1760-
1840) marked the beginning of intelligence as the
defining competitive advantage.

The 20th century accelerated this trend dramatically.
The rise of professional management during

the Second Industrial Revolution (1870-1914),

the establishment of business schools (Harvard
Business School was founded in 1908), and the
emergence of knowledge workers in the post-WWII
economy (1945-1970s) all reflected intelligence
becoming systematically valuable.

The digital revolution (1950s-2000s) supercharged

this dynamic. Organizations mastering data-driven
decision-making began outperforming peers
consistently. Management consulting exploded from

a cottage industry in the 1960s to a US$150+ billion
sector by 2020. The rise of Silicon Valley (1970s-2000s)
demonstrated how intellectual capital could create
unprecedented wealth. By 2020, intangible assets
comprised approximately 90 percent of S&P 500
market value, compared to just 17 percent in 1975.

This intelligence-dominant era reached its peak

in the knowledge economy of the 1990s-2010s,
when big data analytics, and algorithmic decision-
making became core competitive advantages. But
intelligence, like the moats before it, was never
equally distributed or accessible, until Al began
changing the rules.

The Al disruption: democratization and new
divides (2020 - Present)

The modern Al revolution began in earnest around
2017-2018 with the development of transformer
architectures, but reached an inflection point with the
public release of ChatGPT in November 2022. Within
just two years, Al tools have fundamentally reshaped
the intelligence landscape in ways that took previous
technological revolutions decades to achieve.

Capabilities that once required years of specialized
education are now accessible through well-crafted
prompts and Al augmentation. The timeline of this
transformation has been breathtaking:

ChatGPT reaches 100 million users in
just two months

GitHub Copilot demonstrates Al-
assisted coding at scale; GPT-4 passes
the bar exam

Al tools become standard in
professional workflows across
industries

Al augmentation is rapidly becoming
table stakes for knowledge work

The empirical evidence of this shift is striking:

e A 2023 MIT study demonstrated that workers
using ChatGPT completed writing tasks 40
percent faster with significantly higher quality
scores

Research on Fortune 500 customer support
operations showed a 14 percent average
productivity increase, with the most dramatic
improvements among junior staff, whose Al-
augmented performance approached expert
levels

Coding tasks that previously required senior
developers can now be tackled by programmers
with basic Al prompting skills

Al is flattening the intelligence curve in
unprecedented ways. Data scientists, consultants,
and researchers now share the field with individuals
empowered by Al augmentation. What was once
exclusive is becoming increasingly ambient.
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The paradox of Al democratization

Yet this democratization comes with its own
complexities. While Al tools are widely available, the
ability to use them effectively—what we can call

Al literacy—is creating new forms of stratification.
Organizations with sophisticated Al implementation
strategies, robust data infrastructure, and cultures
of experimentation are pulling ahead of those still
treating Al as a novelty.

Moreover, the most advanced Al capabilities remain
concentrated among a handful of technology
companies, creating new information monopolies
that echo historical patterns.

What comes next? Beyond traditional
intelligence

If intelligence is becoming increasingly
commoditized, what emerges as the next frontier
of sustainable advantage? Based on current
technological trajectories and early experiments,
several possibilities are worth exploring for the
coming decades:

Expanded consciousness and perception
(2020s - 2040s)

One compelling hypothesis for the next twenty
years centers on consciousness and enhanced
perception. Humans currently operate within
remarkably narrow sensory parameters. We

see only 0.0035 percent of the electromagnetic
spectrum and hear roughly ten octaves of sound. Yet
emerging technologies are beginning to push these
biological boundaries in ways that could define
competitive advantage by the 2030s and 2040s.

These developments hint at a future where enhanced
consciousness, our ability to sense, interpret, and
intuit beyond biological limitations could become

a strategic differentiator. By the 2030s, we might

see leaders augmented with real-time emotional
analytics, environmental sensing capabilities, or
cognitive processing that integrates data streams
impossible for unenhanced humans to perceive.

Creative and systems integration

Another emerging advantage lies in the uniquely
human capacity for creative synthesis and systems
thinking. While Al excels at pattern recognition and
optimization within defined parameters, humans
retain advantages in connecting disparate domains,
questioning fundamental assumptions, and
imagining entirely new frameworks.

The leaders who thrive may be those who can
orchestrate Al capabilities across complex,
ambiguous challenges, combining multiple Al tools,
human insights, and contextual judgment in ways that
create emergent value beyond the sum of their parts.

Emotional and social intelligence

As routine cognitive tasks become automated, the
premium on emotional intelligence, empathy, and
complex social coordination continues to grow. The
ability to inspire, negotiate, build trust, and navigate
intricate human dynamics remains stubbornly
analog in an increasingly digital world.

The timeline of human enhancement is already underway:

2004

Neil Harbisson becomes

the first officially recognized
cyborg, with an antenna
implanted that allows him to
“hear” colors beyond normal
human perception

2020

Neuralink demonstrates
brain-computer interfaces
in animal subjects

2025-2030

Early adopters begin
experimenting with sensory
augmentation and cognitive
enhancement

O O O O O O

2017

Wake Forest University
demonstrates successful
hippocampal implants that
enhance memory formation
in human patients

2023-2024

The first human trials of
advanced brain-computer
interfaces begin

2030s-2040s

Enhanced perception
could become

a mainstream
competitive advantage
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Strategic implications for organizations

The shifting landscape of competitive advantage
demands fundamental rethinking of talent, strategy,
and organizational design. Companies would do well
to consider the following steps:

Rethink talent models:

n Value cognitive diversity, Al collaboration
skills, and the ability to integrate human
judgment with machine capabilities. The most
valuable employees may not be those who
know the most, but those who can perceive
patterns, ask better questions, and coordinate
human-Al teams effectively.

Invest in Al infrastructure and culture:

n Organizations need more than Al tools; they
need Al-native workflows, experimentation
frameworks, and cultures that embrace human-
machine collaboration.

Prepare for enhancement technologies:

H As neurotechnology and bioaugmentation
mature, organizations will need governance
frameworks for enhanced human capabilities,
addressing both opportunities and ethical
considerations.

Cultivate meta-skills:
Focus on developing capabilities that transcend

specific tools or technologies. These should
include pattern recognition across domains,
adaptive learning, creative problem-solving,
and the ability to thrive in ambiguous, rapidly
changing environments.

Sources

The path forward

The moats of human power have always been
dynamic. Physical strength still matters in many
contexts. Information control remains powerful,
though the mechanisms have shifted. Intelligence
continues to provide advantages, even as Al
democratizes many cognitive tasks.

What is changing is not the elimination of

previous moats, but their transformation and the
emergence of new forms of strategic advantage.
The organizations and individuals who thrive will be
those who can navigate this complexity, combining
Al augmentation with uniguely human capabilities,
expanded perception with grounded judgment, and
technological sophistication with timeless skills like
creativity, empathy, and wisdom.

The question is not whether new moats will emerge;
they inevitably will. The question is whether we can
develop the awareness, adaptability, and ethical
frameworks necessary to cross them responsibly.

In this new landscape, the ultimate competitive
advantage may belong not to those who know more
or compute faster, but to those who can perceive
more clearly, connect more deeply, and act with
expanded consciousness while remaining grounded
in human values and collective flourishing.

The future belongs to the enhanced human: not just
technically augmented, but more fully realized in the
capacity for insight, connection, and purposeful action
in an Al-transformed world.
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About KPMG Middle East LLP

KPMG Middle East LLP is a part of the KPMG
global organization of independent member firms
that operate in 143 countries and territories and

are affiliated with KPMG International Limited. We
provide audit, tax and advisory services to public
and private sector clients across Saudi Arabia,
United Arab Emirates, Jordan, Lebanon, Oman, and
Iraq, contracting through separate legal entities. \We
have a strong legacy in the region, where we have
been established for over 50 years. KPMG Middle
East LLP is well-connected with its global member
network and combines its local knowledge with
international expertise.

KPMG serves the diverse needs of businesses,
governments, public-sector agencies, not-forprofit
organizations, and the capital markets.

Our commitment to quality and service excellence
underpins everything we do. We strive to deliver to
the highest standards for our stakeholders, building
trust through our actions and behaviors, both
professionally and personally.

Our values guide our day-to-day behavior, informing
how we act, the decisions we make, and how

we work with each other, our clients, and all

our stakeholders. Integrity: We do what is right.
Excellence: We never stop learning and improving.
Courage: We think and act boldly. Together: We
respect each other and draw strength from our
differences. For Better: We do what matters.

Our purpose is to inspire confidence and empower
change. By inspiring confidence in our people,
clients and society, we help empower the change
needed to solve the toughest challenges and lead
the way forward.

kpmg.com/sa
kpmg.com/ae
kpmg.com/om
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KPMG's Our Impact Plan guides our commitments
to serving our clients, people and communities
across four categories: Planet, People, Prosperity,
and Governance. These four priority areas assist us
in defining and managing our environmental, social,
economic and governance impacts to create a more
sustainable future. We aim to deliver growth with
purpose. We unite the best of KPMG to help our
clients fulfil their purpose and deliver against the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, so
all our communities can thrive and prosper.

We are dedicated to delivering growth with
purpose, helping our clients achieve their goals, and
advancing sustainable progress to ensure that all
our communities thrive. Empowered by our values,
and committed to our purpose, our people are

our greatest strength. Together, we are building a
values-led organization of the future. For better.
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