Charting 2025

BREAKING THE
TECHNOLOGY PARADOX:
2025 WILL BE THE YEAR OF
INNOVATION WITH INTENT
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Kevin Martin, CEO, One Digital Nation

Let me ask you a question. Do
you remember when installing

a 4G network was considered
groundbreaking? Or when the
launch of a shiny new app was
enough for a company to claim its
seat at the innovation table?

Those were the halcyon days of
“tech for tech’s sake” It was a time
when simply adopting technology
was seen as a win, regardless
of whether the solution fitted
the problem. Often, those were
solutions in search of a problem,
and the problems they were
applied to could have been solved
in better ways.

Those days make me wonder:
when did innovation become the
simple act of using new technology?
What happened to the true spirit of
innovation, to people in dark rooms
hacking tools for purposes they had
never been designed for?

Surprising as it may seem,
those days were only a few years
ago. Those two examples in the
first paragraph are taken from
presentations given at Smart
Digital Ports of the Future in 2019.

Fast forward to today, and
although much has changed, some
things remain the same. Looking
at this year's Smart Digital Ports of
the Future conference, we've come
a long way. Ports and terminals
have become adept at acquiring
advanced tools, from Al-powered
energy optimisation platforms
transforming yard efficiency to
gaming engines rendering three-
dimensional digital twins of ports,
fed by real-time data from the
Internet of Things.

Despite all this capability, a
curious paradox remains: why is the
industry still seen as conservative,
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“IN 2025, THE BIGGEST INNOVATION
WON'T BE THE TOOLS WE DEPLOY
BUT THE MINDSET WE ADOPT TO
ENSURE THEY DELIVER MEANINGFUL,
SUSTAINABLE VALUE."

and why aren't we seeing
transformative change that matches
the promise of these technologies?
The answer isn't in the
technology itself. It lies in how we
use it—or, more accurately, how
we think about using it. In 2025,
the biggest innovation won't be the
tools we deploy but the mindset
we adopt to ensure they deliver
meaningful, sustainable value.
Picture this: a department in a
port authority rolls out a cutting-
edge system. It's fast and efficient.

The users love it. But six months
later, they're still experiencing
complaints from customers and
colleagues in other departments,
and overall, the business hasn't
really seen the results that were
promised. Why is that? The answer
is simple. This impressive system
was deployed in isolation.
Welcome to the technology
paradox. While we may have
mastered the "what"—the digital
systems—we're still struggling with
the "how." How does a business
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“HOLISTIC SYSTEMS THINKING MUST BECOME THE NEW
NORMAL, WHERE DIGITAL TOOLS ARE TREATED AS A
NETWORK OF APPLICATIONS, RATHER THAN A COLLECTION
OF ISOLATED SOLUTIONS."

capture the real value of digital
tools? How does it align technology
deployments with the broader
goals of the organisation and the
needs of its stakeholders?

The problem isn't technological;
it's behavioural. Human beings
are wired to seek quick wins and
measurable results. That may
have worked in the past when the
innovation laid in the familiar world
of heavy engineering—cranes, yard
equipment, and storage solutions.

Digital technology'’s true
potential doesn't lie in faster
machines or smarter software—it's
the psychological connections
between them and the people who
use them.
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Imagine a port where every
department proudly operates its
own system. The Engineering
team has a system for tracking
equipment repairs. The Operations
team uses a different tool to
schedule cargo movements. And
the Finance team? They're juggling
spreadsheets. Each tool is great on
its own, but together? It's chaos.

Silos persist because they are
a comfort zone. In 2025, siloed
thinking will become a danger
zone. Holistic systems thinking
must become the new normal,
where digital tools are treated as a
network of applications, rather than
a collection of isolated solutions.
The reason is simple. The value of

any single tool is amplified when
it's part of a broader, integrated
ecosystem.

A holistic approach doesn't just
improve operational efficiency. It
switches the narrative completely.
The inward focus on optimising
solely for the port's benefit
suddenly becomes an outward
focus on transforming supply
chains, improving customer
experiences, and driving industry-
wide progress. This is the kind of
innovation that really matters—not
just for the bottom line, but for the
people and industries that the port
or terminal serves.

If | asked you to measure the
value of your latest technology
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“AS WE LOOK T0 2025, LET'S REMEMBER THAT THE MOST
IMPACTFUL INNOVATIONS ARE THOSE THAT ALIGN TECHNOLOGY
WITH TRUST, COLLABORATION, AND SHARED GOALS."

deployment, where would you
start? Cost savings? Increased
throughput? These traditional
yardsticks are fine for traditional
physical work. But, for knowledge-
based work in 2025, we need
different metrics.

Value can be more than numbers
on a balance sheet. Value can also
be found in community perception,
employee experience, and
customer trust. Rory Sutherland,
an advertising executive and
behavioural science expert, calls
this “psychological value"—the
intangible yet undeniable benefits
that resonate with people—
especially customers. It's why a
perfectly designed terminal doesn't
just function well; it feels efficient
and welcoming to employees,
customers and visitors alike.

Decarbonisation is a perfect
example. Ports that invest in green
technology aren't just reducing
emissions; they're enhancing
their reputations with customers,
communities, and regulators.

The return on investment isn't
just economic—it's social, legal,
political, ethical, environmental,
and importantly from a human-
centric perspective, emotional.

This is the new lens through
which we must view technology.
It's not just about what it does but
how it makes people feel about our
organisations and the relationships
it fosters. In 2025, leaders who
understand this will redefine what
it means to succeed.

2025 and beyond promises
challenges, from decarbonisation
deadlines to geopolitical
uncertainties. But it also offers an
unprecedented opportunity: the
chance to think differently about
technology.

What if we stopped asking,
“What can this tool do?" and
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started asking, “What problem

are we solving for people?”; what
if success was measured not by
efficiency alone but by the ripple
effects of innovations on the
communities that the port serves?

I'm not suggesting we abandon
technology. I'm suggesting that
we use it intentionally and with
purpose. The tools of 2025 are
ready. The question is, are we?

Looking back over those
five years since | first visited a
Port Technology event, it has
undoubtedly been a period of
education, experimentation and
discovery. Ports and terminals
around the globe have taken bold
steps to implement Digital Twins,
loT devices for environmental
management, and Al for predictive
maintenance. But the most
successful stories weren't about
the technology itself—they were
about the human element behind
it,

Technology succeeds when
people believe in it. As we look to
2025, let's remember that the most
impactful innovations are those
that align technology with trust,
collaboration, and shared goals.

The port industry in 2025 won't
have the luxury of standing still.
Decarbonisation targets loom.
Geopolitical tensions disrupt global
trade flows. Labour shortages
reshape how businesses think
about talent. These challenges
are real, but they're not
insurmountable.

Many ports are investing in
electrified equipment, renewable
energy, and sustainable
infrastructure to meet global
targets. But the challenge isn't just
technological—it's strategic. How
do businesses that often operate
on tight margins balance the
need for immediate action with

long-term planning? How do they
ensure that investments deliver
value not just environmentally but
economically and socially?

Similarly, labour shortages
can't just be solved by hiring
more people. The industry faces
a double-edged challenge—an
ageing workforce and a new
generation reluctant to enter
a legacy industry. We need to
rethink how ports embrace
change. Automation can fill some
gaps, but we also need to invest
in up-skilling, creating roles that
blend human ingenuity with
technological support. But here's
the kicker. Higher skills demand
higher pay. Those solutions
designed to reduce costs may in
fact end up costing more.

These challenges require more
than innovation. They demand
uniquely human qualities.
Resilience, adaptability, and most
importantly, empathy. A focus on
people. In 2025, the companies
that thrive will be those that view
obstacles not as barriers but as
opportunities to lead.

| feel confident that 2025
will showcase more ambition
in the industry. Technology will
continue to generate headlines.
But the real story won't be the
projects themselves. It will be the
mindset behind them. Too often,
we build for process, rather than
people, resulting in resistance
and inefficiency. A human-centric
approach will design solutions to
meet user and customer needs.

To illustrate my point, let's think
about Port Community Systems.
For over 40 years, these platforms
have been connecting every actor
in the supply chain with a seamless
flow of information. At the time of
its inception, the technology was
impressive, and it still is, but its
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“INNOVATION IN 2025 WILL BE ABOUT BREAKING DOWN
SILOS, REDEFINING VALUE, AND PUTTING PEOPLE AT THE
CENTRE OF TECHNOLOGY STRATEGIES."

success relies on something much
simpler: collaboration.

As the industry continues its
exploration of new and emerging
technologies, ask yourself—will we
see stakeholders embracing the
same shared vision, or will competing
interests get in the way of progress?

The advent of Al-driven
predictive analytics for equipment
maintenance is another case in
point. The technology itself can
reduce downtime and save millions
in lost productivity, but only if
organisations prioritise simple yet
foundational things—like data quality
and involving frontline workers.

The lesson is clear: success
doesn't rest solely on the
technology but on the strategies,
partnerships, and people that bring
these projects to life.

As we prepare for 2025, with
more tools than ever at our
disposal, the question isn't whether
the technology is ready. It is. The
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question is whether we are ready
to use it differently.

Innovation in 2025 will be about
breaking down silos, redefining
value, and putting people at the
centre of technology strategies.

It will be about asking better
questions and embracing oblique
solutions. Above all, it will be
about recognising that the greatest
transformation won't happen in
our hardware or software—it will
happen in how we think.

Let's make 2025 the year we
finally shift the narrative. Stop
chasing the next shiny tool. Start
building the systems, cultures, and
mindsets that will truly transform the
industry. In the end, there's nothing
smart about bad use of technology.
The biggest innovation of all isn't in
the tools we deploy—it's in the way
we choose to use them.

In 2025, the smartest ports won't
just use technology. They'll use it
wisely.
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