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The cart passes every morning around six. It’s pushed by Seu Geraldo — I don’t even know his

last name — through the back streets of Benedito Bentes, in Maceio.

I started noticing something about that routine: it worked with a level of precision that most
formal systems try to achieve and rarely do. If he arrives too early, the gates are closed. Too late,

and the truck is gone. There’s no system controlling this. Just experience.

[ didn’t learn this kind of thinking from a book. I learned it by watching people like him.

I thought about Seu Geraldo often while I was building the LogPET machine — a
portable PET shredding device we designed at the Federal Institute of Alagoas to serve five
cooperatives like his in Maceid. The machine processes approximately 12 kilograms of plastic
per hour and reduces estimated transportation costs by around 45%. It took us three years, zero
proprietary parts, and a design philosophy born entirely out of constraint. We built the machine
for the cooperatives. But the more I worked on it, the more I realized something uncomfortable:

we weren’t bringing knowledge to them. We were learning from them.

This essay is addressed, in spirit, to Peter Drucker. It is a report from a place that his
books rarely name, about people whose work rarely appears in management journals, and about
an argument I want to make about what next-generation innovation actually requires. The 2026

Drucker Forum theme is "Next Gen Innovation: When Everything Depends on Ingenuity." I want



to suggest that ingenuity — the kind Drucker most valued — has never been scarce. What has

been scarce is the institutional willingness to recognize it in the places where it already lives.

I. The Machine We Built and the Knowledge We Found

In February 2021, I joined the LogPET research group at IFAL as a student with no
engineering background and a conviction that the PET plastic accumulating in the cooperatives
of Maceio represented a solvable problem. The cooperatives served as the informal backbone of
the city's solid waste management. The workers — almost entirely women and elderly men from
low-income neighborhoods — collected, sorted, and sold recyclable materials for incomes of
roughly two hundred to four hundred reais per month. The bottleneck was transportation: PET
bottles are lightweight but voluminous, and the cost of moving them to recycling plants
consumed a disproportionate share of cooperative revenues.

The conventional solution — a fixed, industrial shredder — cost more than the annual
income of all five cooperatives combined. So we built our own. The World Bank estimates that
informal waste pickers contribute to recycling rates of up to 20% in cities across the developing
world, yet they remain almost entirely excluded from formal innovation systems (World Bank,
2022). Our cooperatives were part of this invisible infrastructure. The design process was an
education in what Drucker, in Innovation and Entrepreneurship, called the "unexpected" as a
source of innovation (Drucker, 1985, p. 35): the insights that moved the project forward came
not from academic literature but from the workers themselves. One cooperative leader showed us
how she had modified a hand truck to navigate a particular ramp; that modification became a
structural principle in the machine's frame. A maintenance technician at a local metalworking

shop suggested a blade geometry that no engineering handbook recommended; it worked.



The machine we built is not what any of us designed individually. It is the product of
knowledge that crossed formal and informal systems in ways that the university, left to itself,
would never have engineered.

I carried this experience with me when, two years later, | began working as a process
manager at a transportation company in Macei6. The company was losing approximately
R$35,000 per year through a financial voucher system that nobody had ever fully mapped. The
losses were not caused by incompetence. They were caused by the gap between the formal
system — the vouchers, the spreadsheets, the official procedures — and the actual system: the
workarounds, informal compensations, and undocumented fixes that frontline employees had
invented over years to keep things running. When I applied Business Process Management
methodology and Key Performance Indicators, we reduced losses by 61%, cut monthly rework
by 38%, and raised SLA compliance to 94%. What made the difference wasn’t the methodology.
It was realizing that the people already knew how the system actually worked — they just had
never been asked to explain it. Drucker wrote that the task of management is to make human
strengths productive and human weaknesses irrelevant (Drucker, 1967). What I encountered in
both the cooperative and the transportation company was a version of this: extraordinary human
strength — in the form of tacit, experiential, community-embedded knowledge — that the formal

management apparatus had rendered invisible rather than productive.

I1. Culture Is Not a Variable. It Is the Ground.

Culture doesn’t just influence innovation — it shapes everything about it. . It shapes what
problems are visible, which solutions are conceivable, what failures are survivable, and what
knowledge survives across generations. Drucker understood this. In The Practice of

Management, he described the organization as a human community held together by shared



values and common purpose (Drucker, 1954). In Post-Capitalist Society, he argued that the
decisive resource of the knowledge economy is not capital or technology, but the capacity to
apply knowledge purposefully — a capacity always embedded in cultural context (Drucker,
1993).

The cultures of resource-constrained communities generate specific and powerful
capabilities. The first is creativity driven by necessity: when standard solutions are unavailable or
unaffordable, improvisation is not a style but a survival mechanism. The LogPET machine was
an act of creativity driven by necessity. So was the voucher workaround the transportation
employees had built over years. This kind of creativity produces knowledge that is practical,
contextual, and deeply reliable — tested against real conditions rather than simulated ones.

The second capability is trust built through relationships. In contexts where formal
institutions are inaccessible or unreliable, social networks and interpersonal trust perform the
functions that institutions perform elsewhere. Credit flows through reputation. Knowledge
transfers through mentorship. Coordination happens through relationship rather than contract.
This is not a deficit. It is a form of social capital that, as Fukuyama observed, underlies
high-performing societies and economies (Fukuyama, 1995). In organizational terms, it creates
exactly what Edmondson identified as psychological safety — the condition that enables teams
to surface problems, take risks, and learn from failure (Edmondson, 1999). The difference is that
in peripheral communities, this safety is structurally embedded rather than administratively
manufactured.

I witnessed this when I developed and taught a forty-eight-hour curriculum on applied
artificial intelligence and data analytics for eighty-seven community learners at IFAL's extension

program. The 97% satisfaction rate was not produced by pedagogical technique alone. It was



produced by the relational context: participants who came to a learning environment where, for
many of them, they were invited to contribute knowledge rather than merely receive it. Drucker's
concept of the knowledge worker (Drucker, 1969) typically assumes a credentialed professional
in a formal organization. These eighty-seven learners — many of them informal workers, small
traders, and community organizers — were knowledge workers in the most substantive sense.
They simply lacked the institutional recognition that Drucker's concept usually assumes.

The third capability is systems literacy born of necessity. People who live where systems
are fragile or opaque develop an intimate knowledge of how things actually function — as
distinct from how they are officially described. This is the knowledge in Seu Geraldo's daily
route: the precise calibration of timing, path, and relationship that makes the cooperative work. It
is the knowledge the transportation employees encoded in their workarounds. In Drucker's terms,
it is effectiveness intelligence — knowing where the real leverage lies inside a complex system

(Drucker, 1967).

II1. The Leadership Problem: Seeing What Is Already There

If these capabilities are genuine and valuable, why does the global innovation economy
consistently fail to leverage them? The answer lies in a category error that is both intellectual and
institutional. The global innovation economy efficiently funds familiar models — laboratories,
universities, venture-backed startups. It consistently overlooks where real new knowledge is
actually being created. This is not a minor inefficiency. It is a structural bias that rewards certain
forms of ingenuity while systematically ignoring others.

Drucker diagnosed a version of this when he distinguished between efficiency — doing
things right — and effectiveness — doing the right things (Drucker, 1967). The question that

gets asked is: "how do we optimize existing models?" The question that should get asked is:



"where is genuinely new knowledge actually being created?" Asked honestly, that question leads
to uncomfortable places.

When I founded the Fisica Ativa startup in 2024 — an EdTech project building hands-on
learning simulators for communities with limited laboratory access — we applied for and
received a public innovation grant. The review process was structured around high-resource
ecosystem criteria: market size, scalability, intellectual property. Our project, which addressed a
massive and genuine educational need in a constrained context, required significant effort to
translate into the institutional language of the grant. We succeeded. But that translation was a
cost — one that many equally innovative projects in similar communities cannot absorb.

Drucker wrote that effective leaders ask not "what do I want to do" but "what needs to be
done" (Drucker, 2004). At the scale of the global innovation economy, what needs to be done is
the redesign of recognition systems to capture ingenuity across the full range of contexts where it
occurs — including, urgently, the resource-constrained communities that face most directly the

problems that next-generation innovation must address.

IV. Tradition, Change, and the Adaptive Culture

The 2026 Drucker Challenge theme asks how culture navigates the tension between
tradition and change. I want to offer a reframing: the premise of tension may itself be part of the
problem.

In the communities I know best, tradition and innovation are not opposing forces. They
are the same force, operating at different timescales. The cooperative model that Seu Geraldo
participates in draws on deep traditions of mutual aid and collective labor that predate formal
economic organization in northeastern Brazil. It also incorporates GPS logistics, digital payment

systems, and mobile communication. The tradition does not resist the technology; it gives the



technology a purpose and a community through which it can function. The innovation does not
displace the tradition; it extends it.

Baker and Nelson's research on entrepreneurial bricolage found that organizations under
severe resource constraints develop innovative capabilities precisely through creative
recombination of existing — traditional — elements in new configurations (Baker & Nelson,
2005). The tradition is the inventory. Innovation is the act of recombination.

This matters for organizational leadership because one of the most persistent failures in
change management is the destruction of tacit knowledge — the informal wisdom and cultural
practices that make an organization effective, which formal change processes routinely eliminate
in pursuit of gains visible on spreadsheets. Leaders who understand how adaptive cultures
preserve and transmit tacit knowledge across generations have access to a model of
transformation that is both more durable and less destructive than standard redesign paradigms.

Drucker argued that organizations are human communities before they are economic
machines, and that leaders must understand culture not as a soft variable but as the hard
infrastructure of performance (Drucker, 1992). The cultures of peripheral communities — forged
in constraint and sustained by relationships that formal institutions never replaced — are exactly

the hard infrastructure he had in mind.

V. What the Forum in Vienna Needs to Hear

I am writing this letter from Maceid because the conversation happening in Vienna is
incomplete without voices like mine. Not because my experience is unique — it is not. Because
it is common. Because there are thousands of Seu Geraldos operating with this kind of ingenuity
in every city in the developing world, and the Global Peter Drucker Forum has not yet found a

systematic way to learn from them.



Next-generation innovation will not come only from places with the resources to package
ingenuity in forms that grant committees can evaluate. It is already being built — at six in the
morning, on carts, in cooperatives, in community classrooms — by people who have been
solving hard problems with limited means for generations. The question is not whether this
ingenuity exists. The question is whether the global management community has the institutional
imagination to recognize and mobilize it.

Making this ingenuity productive — in Drucker's sense, translating human strength into
organizational and social outcomes — requires two things. First, leaders with the ability to
recognize capability where others don't look: exposure to unfamiliar contexts, practice in reading
tacit knowledge, and the intellectual humility that Geertz described as the willingness to have
one's preconceptions unsettled (Geertz, 1973). Second, institutional architectures — grant
systems, innovation scouting, educational frameworks — designed to capture ingenuity across
the full range of contexts where it actually occurs.

Drucker believed that management is the constitutive social technology of the modern
world: the organized effort to direct human capacities toward the creation of value (Drucker,
1954). If that is true — and I believe it is — then failing to recognize the ingenuity of peripheral
communities is not just an equity problem. It is a management failure of historic proportion. The
problems confronting global society — climate disruption, inequality, public health — are
precisely the ones for which knowledge embedded in constrained, adaptive, relational cultures is

most relevant.

VI. The Letter I Am Actually Writing

Drucker once observed that the most important things cannot be measured (Drucker, as

cited in Wartzman, 2014). The most important things Seu Geraldo knows cannot be measured.



Neither can the knowledge of the cooperative women who shaped the LogPET machine, or of
the transportation employees who built a working system inside a broken one, or of the
eighty-seven learners who came to a community classroom and taught me more about pedagogy
than any curriculum theory I had read.

What I learned in Maceid is simple, but hard to accept: ingenuity is not where
institutions look for it. It is where people have had no choice but to create it.

Seu Geraldo's cart will roll again tomorrow morning at six. The knowledge it carries —
about timing, about relationships, about how to make a system work when the system does not
work — will not appear in any management journal. But it is exactly the knowledge that the next
generation of innovation depends on.

The future of innovation will not be limited by a lack of ideas. Only by our failure to

recognize where they already exist.
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