
STUDENT WORLD DIALOGUE @DAIMLER, STUTTGART GERMANY 

4TH AND 5TH OCTOBER 2011, BRIGITTE ROEDIGER 

Daimler AG, based in Stuttgart, Germany is a member of the Globally Responsible Leadership 

Initiative (GRLI) which has the goal to develop the next generation of globally responsible 

leaders. Each year they have an annual meeting with attendees from various business schools 

and companies worldwide. This year, they decided to extend their annual conference by two 

days to have an interactive dialogue with international students. 

125 international participants were selected (from over 1000 applicants) for an all expenses paid 

conference. Part of what attracted me to apply was the idea of discussing sustainability – a 

passionate topic for me – with so many other students. The application process included a 1000 

word essay that asked what sustainable leadership means to us as well as how companies 

should enforce this. 

I felt extremely proud to be selected as a representative for the University of Stellenbosch 

Business School, which is a GRLI Partner. The excitement of travelling abroad was in my mind 

for a constant 4 weeks from the time I heard the news. 

 



 

Day one: Monday, 03 October was a day of arrivals. We were well looked after from the first 

moment we met our friendly guide at “Meeting Point A” in the airport. With two hours to wait 

before the next shuttle was available to take us to our hotel, we could eat and drink as much as 

we liked at the San Francisco Coffee Bar. Immediately we started recognizing one another as 

Daimler Students as we all had a white Daimler Card, luggage and nothing but time on our 

hands. The conversations started to flow with ease covering the basics of who we are, where 

we come from and what we study. The group that I had arrived with was a great group to meet 

and we toasted to getting to know each other with a variety of German beers and sparkling 

wine. Our shuttle had arrived, taken us to the hotel where we walked in to see another hundred 

students enjoying a dinner buffet. After dinner, the jetlag had kicked in for most of us and we 

decided to call it an early night, so that we could start the conference fresh the following 

morning. 

Day two: Tuesday, 04 October and the conference began. The specially hired tram 

“Sonderfahrt” had taken us to the Carl Benz Centre where we were to meet and interact for the 

next two days. Of course, all being a group of tourists, it had taken us a few minutes to 

assemble after the many photos of our new surrounds. Daimler was celebrating 125 years of 

automobile history and we were encircled by some of their most acclaimed vehicles – including 

the Mercedes Benz AcXros 2011 which is the most efficient heavy truck with the lowest 

emissions. 

 



 

We were welcomed by Dieter Zetsche, chairman of the Board of Management of Daimler AG 

and Head of Mercedes-Benz cars. According to the agenda, 30 minutes was dedicated to his 

welcome, however, we were all engrossed by his speech and him by our questions that we went 

well over time. He spoke of integrity and social responsibility as core issues for him and how 

corporate integrity has become more important now than ever before. He emphasized that value 

based companies generally outperform others and that over 90% of people are now seeking this 

in the company that they work for. He stated with confidence that all Daimler employees have 

integrity that even though their cultures and background were different that they all work 

together towards a common goal and that is to make a difference. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



He discussed the role of business schools to teach leadership and values, although this starts at 

home it can be ignited through education. One can immediately see in a person’s body 

language whether they are truthful, caring and a leader that respects people. It is through this 

common goal that we can motivate each other, create the energy and align ourselves to a 

direction forward together. His talk was inspiring and somewhat comforting to know that a leader 

of such a powerful international company leads with his heart as well as his head. If one does 

not share these visions or values with a company then you are not an ideal employee. I agree 

with Daimler’s slogan and believe that this is the way forward - Think Big, Start Small, Act Now. 

I would just add one word - Together. 

Next, Prof. Dr. Marielle Heijltjes, SBE associate dean and professor of Managerial Behavior, 

spoke on the topic of globally responsible leadership together with Uwe Steinwender, senior 

manager at Daimler Corporate Academy. They introduced the GRLI GRID®, a framework to 

explore individual and collective values on globally responsible leadership as well as concrete 

actions taken. Essentially it was about combining who we are as people with the organisations 

that we work within – whether the two are aligned or not which followed nicely from Dieter 

Zetsche’s welcoming. Furthermore we were questioned what this meant to us in different 

contexts of an individual, organisation, community and society. 

  

We were given five minutes of silence to reflect on what sustainability means to us, our 

organisation, our community and our planet. Immediately, I reflected back to USB director, John 

Powell’s opening speech this year where he asked us what we are going to once we have our 

MBA. What contribution will we add to our community or what impact will we have on society? 



The journey does not stop once we have the “sought after” piece of paper that says we have 

graduated. As class representative, I have lightly discussed this matter with fellow colleagues 

but it is time to put words into actions. It is a rare opportunity that one has so many like minded, 

inspired individuals in the class and we need to take advantage of this. I wrote in my notes 

“investigate what community project we can add value to as MBA Part Time class 2011” and 

this is something that I would like to pursue. 

I am fortunate that I work for a company, Spier Wine Farm, where sustainability is so embedded 

in what we do. Being in the marketing department, I am constantly confronted with the question 

of how to communicate these core messages to the consumer as well as the employee. It is no 

easy task and to Dieter Zetsche’s point it starts at home. One can try to communicate these 

messages to individuals however if that core passion is not there then neither is the common 

goal and that is the hurdle we have to overcome. 

I strongly believe that a platform such as what Daimler has created starts the buzz, the hype 

and the excitement about sustainability. In a room filled with people where no two are the same 

in terms of culture, gender, age, background, studies that we sat there with a shared passion. 

You could feel the energy in the room and that is what made the conference so unique. After 

discussions of the Grid Method, we interacted with one another for the first time where we were 

tasked to put our combined thoughts into artwork to visually create a “wall of sustainability”. 

With only five minutes to do so, one would think that there would be bickering or arguing about 

who has the best idea of what to draw and that there would even be a dominant leader. This 

was not the case as we were all leaders. It was fascinating to do group work where ideas just 

connected and learning was taking place in-between the drawing. 

 



 

After a coffee break, we were again divided into groups to play a game about communication 

skills. We were each given a different set of rules to study before and instructions to not speak. 

The challenge came into play when trying to firstly tell your teammates what your rules were 

(without talking) and secondly to convince them that your rules were correct. Taken to real life, 

the concept was applicable as to how do you communicate to people with different backgrounds 

and what is the common ground. 

This lead to a “case study” group discussion between developed and developing countries and 

the way in which they do things and which was the most effective. It was interesting to partake 

in this debate hearing how different “countries” debate with one another. I laughed at myself a 

few times for thinking that developing countries, such as South Africa, are behind the times just 

because we are developing as did most developing country students. However, through the 

diverse conversations I soon realized that this is not the case. The students from developed 

countries such as Canada and USA were also amazed at some of the projects that we have 

developed. Reality is what we perceive it to be. 

In an ideal world, the two nations should have a conversation and perhaps combine the way in 

which they do things to find a new method that is perhaps better than the first. Is that not the 

point of networking and dialoging with one another? 



 

After lunch, we were placed into different groups to play another game. This game was trading 

information and pieces of a puzzle to build a shape. Again, different culture views immediately 

affected the strategies. Does one trade for information, money or the pieces? Do you share your 

information with other groups or keep it to yourself? Are you in the market to win it or to prevent 

others from winning? We had some laughs and near conflicts during this game and it was 

interesting to see how personal people could internalise the game. 

Playing these games and interacting was a sure way to break the ice amongst a room filled with 

strangers. In hindsight, I do believe that I learnt more from the conversations had with people, 

the way in which react towards one another (think “raw data”) than if someone had to stand up 

and teach this to us in the form of a PowerPoint presentation. With that in mind, Daimler had 

achieved well. 

After another coffee and snack break, we headed over to the Mercedes-Benz Museum. Again, 

as tourists, there was always a photo opportunity… 



 

 

The afternoon passed with two very creative activities given the morning’s intense academic 

discussions. We had met artist, Freddy Reitz, who had spoken to us about finding her passion 

in life. Once you have this, you have a sense of purpose and life will fall into place. I had to 

admire her for only finding her passion in her later years of life, when I think MBA is helping me 

to find my passion now, early on in my career. With that conversation fresh in mind, we had 

headed over to a room to create our own artworks of passion! 

 



 

Following the art session we took a tour of the museum – all nine stories and 1500 hectares. 

Taking an elevator ride to the top floor, you walk out and see a white horse – ironic, but as the 

first mode of transport, this is where it started. As one circulates through the floors, you walk 

through a timeline of cars and Daimler history. From the first mobile to the new eco green 

emission vehicles, race cars to celebrity cars. It is fair to say that the men were in heaven and 

the girls were taking photos to make the men at home jealous! 

 

 



 

The evening session started with a powerful speech from Mark Drewell. He told the story of 

apartheid in South Africa and how a minority group of people with a shared vision came 

together to unite and make a difference in the country. The tale had upset some fellow students 

but I believe that they were more focused on the “apartheid” message as opposed to the united 

outcome that was achieved through this, either that or naïve to the seriousness of the situation. I 

felt proud to be one of the few South Africans present. 

We once again headed off into different groups to have a “cooking class” where we had made 

our own starters of Parma ham, figs and loaves of bread – perhaps a somewhat symbolic way 

to start to the evening where we had broken bread and drank red wine together. Following this 

we had dinner and a cocktail party in the museum. Before the cocktails and dancing shoes had 

taken over for the evening, one of my highlights of the conference had taken place.  

A group of us sat around a table discussing what issues are important to us and if we had five 

minutes to talk to the world what would we say. We laughed and chatted about trade 

negotiations, globalisation vs. localisation, is environment more important than social justice, 

should there be a central government to the world, is education the solution to everything and 



many more topics. A closed Facebook group has been created for us, where these 

conversations continue on a daily basis. We are the change and we are the team that can get 

this going. It was so inspiring to see and take part in discussing what matters in the world. It was 

at that very moment that I believed we are the future leaders. I understood what it was that 

Daimler wanted to achieve – it was to unite us through this very passion. 

 

As best as we could, the following morning we met bright and busy tailed and made our way 

back to the Carl Benz Arena with our special “Sonderfahrt” train. The morning started off with a 

powerful PowerPoint presentation by Alexander Mankowsky. He has a background in artificial 

intelligence, has the title of knowledge engineer and currently working on the culture of mobility, 

the interdependency of social and technological innovation and other aspects of envisioning 

paths into the future for Daimler. 

The remainder of the day of was divided into three different “Sustainable Board Meetings” 

where we debated what were the important issues and if we were on the board of a company, 

how would we justify which proposals should be accepted. 

The first topic was Green Technology. It was agreed that technology would continue to evolve at 

an exponential rate but we did question whether there would still be mass consumption and 

economic growth by 2050. Some of the other interesting discussions included a new term of 

“prosumer” where we consume what we produce in order to be self sustained. The role of a 

potential Chief Environmental Officer would be added to the board of directors. There would not 



be a “cradle to grave” life cycle of products as all products would be recycled. Lastly, the 

transportation of green energy from one nation to another has to be addressed as no one 

should own technology; it should be shared amongst all. 

The movement of products to services was the key issue of sustainable board meeting two. 

With the movement of technology as mentioned above, people are generally enquiring more 

about services than products. Cloud computing is a new revolution to this and how all products 

have to adapt to work together. Essentially it is a network view of helping one another to help 

you. With online services one could schedule appointments with a doctor or dentist and upload 

symptoms prior to meeting. Life would be less about volume and more about variety. This is 

where the world is going but one has to wonder what does this mean for countries that are still 

developing and relying on natural resources and commodities as their main source of income. 

 

Sustainable board meeting three was about new modesty and the way of consumerism. With 

resources becoming scarcer, the idea of sharing resources with one another was a potential 

solution. This would create a united, community way of life. It was argued that the rising middle 

class may not want to return to the basics or that the higher LSM market would reduce their 

consumerism habits, however, the world will have to change its view and education, 

brainstorming, innovation and think tanks would have to become a regular way of life. Life is 

moving at a faster pace and it was Gandhi who said that the world can provide enough for every 

man’s needs but not every man’s want. 



The closing speech was memorable where the master of ceremonies again mentioned that we 

are the generation that has to take change to the next level. We have to believe in ourselves 

and the greater good of the world to work together to find a solution that will inclusively benefit 

everyone. As mentioned in my radio interview, for me it is about sharing the information that we 

have engaged in with one another and taking that back home. For me, I have shared the 

discussions with my team at work, through blogging on Financial Times, continuing the 

discussions we have on Facebook and through this extensive feedback. It is time that we ignite 

this passion in more people. 

 

That was the end of the Daimler World Dialogue conference. To celebrate its endings and the 

two days of knowledge sharing – which in its busy nature felt like a week – Daimler had invited 

us to the Cannaster Wasen (annual Stuttgart Beer Festival) second largest beer festival 

following Oktoberfest. It was such a strange experience to be a part of this wonderful traditional 

festival. I have never seen anything like it with 35 hectares of carnival rides, food halls and beer 

tents with an average of 5000 people visiting each year. Daimler paid for our entrance and 

booked seats for us in a beer tent (in a wooden building) where people not only sit and eat at 

their tables but also stand and dance on them to all the local traditional songs. It was pure 

craziness and yet a fantastic bonding experience to end the two day conference. 



 

 

In closing through the entire experience I have learnt so much about myself. I travelled alone 

knowing no one and now I have 124 international friends. I have found my passion which is 

sustainability (triple bottom line within companies and how to improve the climate change 

problem) as well as becoming a sustainable leader. This has helped me to find my purpose 

which is to share this knowledge, to engage with people and make a contribution to society. I 

am not entirely sure on the how as yet, but I feel that I am on the right track. 

PROST (cheers in German) to our future! 


