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No human is limited 
 “I don’t know where the limits are, but I would like to go there” said Eliud Kipchoge as dawn broke 
over the Danube river in Vienna early one Sunday in October. Two hours later he stood in the middle 
of  the tree-lined Hauptallee, having just sprinted to the finish of the INEOS 1:59 Challenge, the first 
human to break 2 hours for the marathon. 
“That was the best moment of my life” said Kipchoge, exhausted but still smiling at the finish line. 
The clock above him was stopped at 1:59.41. “Today we went to the Moon and came back to Earth” 
he said. 

Having followed the Kenyan runner for the last 15 years, I watched every second of his record 
attempt in awe. The organisers, led by chemical giant INEOS seeking to build a more aspirational 
brand, left no stone unturned in their pursuit of history.  
 
They searched the world for the perfect venue – a flat course, perfect weather conditions, and 
nearby time zones. They resurfaced the road and even added slopes to help round the bends, and 
employed a precision-timing Tesla car. Nike perfected a new carbon-plated shoe, F1 engineers 
shaped the aerodynamic pacemaker formations, and a huge crowd went mad.  
 
It was a great example of Carol Dweck’s “growth mindset” in action.  
 
Afterwards, Kipchoge talked selflessly about how he hoped his moment would inspire others, not 
just to also beat the 2 hour barrier, but also for people to believe in the spirit of humanity, to rise 
above conflict and doubt. Around his wrist, he wears a band saying “no human is limited”.   
In Vienna he showed the world, that he and they have no limits. 
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The world’s #1 CEO  
Jensen Huang cofounded NVIDIA in 1993, 
building more powerful computer chips for 
video games. The 56 year old Taiwanese 
American entrepreneur, worth $4.6bn, is now 
leading the AI revolution, and has just been 
ranked as “The World’s Best Performing CEO” 
of 2019 according to Harvard Business Review. 

Huang, actually named Jen-Hsun rather than 
Jensen, graduated from Oregon State 
University and then gained a masters in 
electrical engineering from Stanford. His strategy when founding the tech business was to focus on a 
single niche: building powerful computer chips to create graphics for fast-moving video games. As 
the company went public in 1999 and grew through the 2000s, video games remained its growth 
engine, but even back then Huang could see a different path forward. 

Data scientists were beginning to ask computers to perform much more sophisticated calculations 
more quickly, so NVIDIA began spending billions of dollars on R&D to create chips that would 
support artificial intelligence applications. By the mid-2010s its AI-focused chips had come to 
dominate this nascent market, showing up inside autonomous vehicles, robots, drone aircraft, and 
dozens of other high-tech tools. 

NVIDIA’s stock market performance shows how this bet has paid off: From late 2015 to late 2018, 
the company’s stock grew 14-fold—a performance that puts Huang at the top of HBR’s list of best-
performing CEOs in the world this year. Huang was previously ranked #2 in 2018 and #3 in 2017. 

Finding more purpose 
Why does your business exist? Tesla exists to “accelerate the world’s transition to sustainable 
energy”, Dove to “help the next generation of women realise their potential”, Microsoft to “empower 
people to achieve more”, and Swarovski to “add sparkle to people’s everyday lives.”  

9% of business leaders surveyed by PwC believe that an organisation’s purpose is central to 
business success, yet 68% said that purpose is not used in their decision making processes. 
Millennials who have a strong connection to the purpose of their organization are 5.3 times more 
likely to stay.  

Customers view purpose-driven brands as being more caring and, as a result, are more loyal to 
them. CPN showed that 67% of people feel companies with a purpose care more about them and 
their families. 79% said they’re more loyal to purpose brands, and 73% said they would defend 
them. Another 67% said they are more willing to forgive such a company for a mistake.  

Recent analysis of “purposeful” companies 
by the Corporate Board has the most 
compelling financial evidence – suggesting 
that purposeful companies outperform the 
stock market by 42%. It goes on to compare 
those who have a purpose statement but no 
more, who deliver average performance, and 
those who embed it in everything they do. 
Companies without a sense of purpose 
within their vision/mission, underperform the 
market by 40% it says. 
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Yvon Chouinard, founder of Patagonia, is a great purpose-driven leader. He is a dedicated nature 
lover who, in the late 1950s, started building climbing gear for a few people in the Yosemite 
mountains. Today, Patagonia is a $200 million company, a certified B Corporation, and widely 
recognized as a leader in environmental sustainability. The company’s success is particularly 
noteworthy in light of some of the purpose-driven decisions Chouinard made along the way. Early in 
Patagonia’s history, the company stopped making pitons, the metal spikes climbers hammered into 
rocks–and a mainstay in the business at the time– because they damaged the environment. 

Some years later Chouinard took a significant risk by switching his company’s clothes to an organic 
cotton line. This required sourcing new products, building a new supply chain, and raising the cost of 
his clothing. Both moves were good for the planet and aligned the company’s work with Chouinard’s 
own sense of purpose, but had he been only driven by the bottom line, Chouinard likely would not 
have made these choices. They were costly in the short run, but they helped Patagonia thrive in the 
long run. 
 

Blue Oceans win business ‘Oscars’ 
The Financial Times calls it “The Oscars of 
Management Thinking.” Every two years, the 
world’s top business thinkers gather in London for 
a day of ideas sharing, and night of ego polishing 
at the Thinkers50 Global Summit. This was a 
moment to celebrate the impact of ideas – and the 
people who articulate and spread them through 
their business books, academic programs, and 
also their practical implementation. 
The new ranking of top management thinkers 
represent a changing of the guard. Gone are many 

of the grand old men of academia – Christiansen and Goldsmith, Peters and Porter, Martin and 
Mintzberg. In come a fresh generation of thinkers and doers, with a crop of new ideas for the digital 
world. More youthful, more female, more global and more practical too. An increasing number of 
corporate executives rub shoulders with academia – from companies like Alibaba, Dutch healthcare 
innovator Buurtzorg, the world’s top white goods business Haier, and more. 

Renee Mauborgne and Chan Kim, co-authors of the Blue Ocean Strategy, ranked as this year’s top 
thinkers. Mauborgne is the first woman to be named as the world’s most influential thinker, with Kim 
being the first person from Asia to top the list. The Paris-based INSEAD professors are also the first 
representatives from a European business school to earn this honour. Their breakthrough idea of 
pursuing uncontested markets (blue oceans) in place of highly-competitive ones (red oceans) has 
become a business school staple over the past 15 years. 
 
Kim and Mauborgne climbed three spots on this year’s Thinkers50 to reach the top spot in a ranking. 
Previous leader, Roger Martin, architect of integrative thinking, placed 2nd. Amy Edmondson 
(Harvard’s fearless professor), Switzerland’s Alex Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur (of business model 
canvas fame), and Rita McGrath (seeing around corners) made up the Top 5. 
 
The ranking is designed to identify the “ideas with the power to change the future” through “a clearly 
articulated theory or philosophy of management”. It is founded on two concepts viability (‘quality and 
relevance of ideas”) and visibility (“impact of ideas on the world”). This becomes the “4Rs” 
(relevance, rigor, reach, and resilience) along with criteria like media coverage, academic citations, 
public affiliations, and communication skills. 
 
Thinkers50 isn’t just a ranking, but focuses on awards too. Rosabeth Moss, a long-time Harvard 
Business School professor, earned a Lifetime Achievement Award. Santiago Iñiguez de Onzoño, 
former dean of Spain’s IE Business School received the Founders Award, which recognizes “the 
architects who lay the foundations for ideas to flourish.” Harvard Business School’s Amy 
Edmondson collected the Breakthrough Idea Award for her work on creating fear-free business 
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cultures. Dartmouth Tuck’s Vijay Govindarajan took home the Innovation Award, while Harvard 
Business School’s rebellious Francesca Gina nabbed the Talent Award. 
 

Megatrends for 2020s 

The 2020s will be a decade of transformation. Many will find the relentless nature of change 
uncomfortable. As business leaders you should find it incredibly exciting. Your challenge is to 
engage colleagues in seizing the new opportunities - harnessing the power of business and new 
technologies to address the wrongs in our world, and create new rights. 4 themes matter most: 

1. Power, redistributed 

Rapid urbanisation is redefining our world, the nature of markets and power of nations. 1.5 million 
more people live in cities every week. By 2025, Asia will be home to 33 of the world’s 49 megacities, 
of over 10 million people. In fact China expects to have 200 cities with a population of over one 
million people by 2025. To tackle overcrowding in Beijing, China is building a new city – Xiongan 
New Area – from scratch 100km southwest of the 
capital. Dehli will replace Tokyo as the world’s 
largest city, whilst all 10 of the world’s fastest 
growing cities will be in India, with the port of Surat 
growing fastest of all. The growth is driving the rise 
of a new global middle class, 3.2 billion people 
today, growing across Asia to 5.3 billion by 2030. 
The world’s fastest growing market. 

2. Consumption, reimagined 

Environmental threats are intensifying, questioning 
business models and increasing pressure for 
business to act, to seek a new balance between 
short-term priorities and long-term sustainable 
impact. As individuals and brands 
embrace more resource-efficient behaviours, from 
eco-friendly bike-sharing to material recycling, 
social and environmental issues have become 
critical drivers of decision making. 66% of consumers, including 73% of millennials, say they will pay 
more for environmentally-friendly products. Last month Formula 1 pledged to become carbon-
neutral by 2030, and to make all grand prix sustainable by 2025. For a sport that produces 225,000 
tonnes of CO2 each session, and transports 10 teams to 21 races around the globe, this is a huge 
commitment, and demonstrates the shift in society’s priorities.  

3. Technology, enhanced 

The cities of the future will be smarter, exploiting technology  to be cleaner and more efficient in use 
of resources. Copenhagen, for example, has pledged to become the world’s first carbon-
neutral city by 2025. Overall, the global smart cities market is expected to grow to $717 billion 
by 2023, up from $308 billion in 2018.Developed countries must adapt to aging populations, and the
consequent implications for healthcare costs. Changing work patterns might help: PwC estimates   
OECD could gain more than $3.5 trillion by raising the employment rates of older people to levels      
found in New Zealand and Iceland (where 56% of those over 65 still work). Connective 
technology means that by 2020 there will be 7 times as many connected devices as people on the 
planet. The global smart home tech market will be worth $53 billion by 2025, as consumers demand 
smart fridges that advise them when food is expiring, smart mattresses that monitor sleep patterns   
and smart baths that emit relaxing aromatherapy.  
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4. Business, redefined 

The average age of a company listed on S&P 500 has fallen from almost 60 years in the 1950s to 
less than 20 years today. The rate of churn is expected to increase with the constant growth of new 
technologies, changing markets and driving new entrepreneurial businesses. However there is a trust 
deficit in today’s society – declining faith in politicians, institutions and even religion, as illustrated by 
the latest Edelman Trust Barometer – meaning that people are turning to businesses to show 
leadership. Businesses are expected to show a lead in address big issues, and embracing new 
technologies and desirable brands to innovate in more responsible ways – solving big social 
problems at the same time as making money. Today’s CEOs are increasingly expected to speak out, 
to challenge injustices, and to give new direction. A recent HBR report identified the ability to adapt 
adapt as the most important skill for business employees, more important than technical knowledge, 
communication skills or customer-centric problem solving. The inability to adapt is magnified in 
larger organisations, because each person who doesn’t adapt create a drag on everyone else.  

New ideas for leaders 
Last year was a bumper year for business books, and indeed more people are buying physical books 
than ever. Of course, the question is, do they have any good new ideas? Here is my pick of the best 
new titles to inspire you in 2020, and what they meant to me: 

Seeing Around Corners: How to Spot Inflection 
Points in Business Before They Happen by Rita 
McGrath … on how leaders can spot inflection points 
and then set up their businesses to benefit when the 
change comes and new markets materialise. The 
secret is to take a broader view of the “arenas” 
customers play in, rather than being limited by the 
products they buy. I remember Rita talking with me at 
the European Business Forum about how “snow melts 
from the edges”, by which she meant that we need to 
look to the edges of markets for change, change that is 
initially slow, but can then have a big impact. 

Creative Construction: The DNA of Sustained Innovation by Gary Pisano … tilts against the 
conventional wisdom that scale is an impediment to innovation. Rather than wait for creative 
destruction to upend their businesses, leaders can create capabilities for transformative innovation. 
“Construction” is a refreshing word, particularly when there has been so much overuse of words like 
disruption and destruction in recent years. The real point is for big businesses to seize their 
advantages, to keep riding their S curves, keep moving forwards, rather than resting on old models 
of success. 

Connected Strategy: Building Continuous Customer Relationships for Competitive 
Advantage by Nicolaj Siggelkow and Christian Terwiesch … moves away from transactions and 
services and towards building strong relationships with customers, by seeking to help customers 
achieve an outcome they’re passionate about, often with the help of technology. My own example of 
this is with Nike+ which is the suite of digital services and devices which Nike has evolved over the 
last decade. I love my Apple Watch fused with Nike Run Club, and inspires me daily on my morning 
runs. The strategy has been key to their “direct to consumer” strategy too, which now accounts for 
over 30% of revenues. 

Loonshots: How to Nurture the Crazy Ideas That Win Wars, Cure Diseases, and Transform 
Industries by Safi Bahcall … A loonshot is an attempt to take on a problem that is, as Polaroid 
founder Edwin Land put it, “manifestly important and nearly impossible” to achieve. These are the 
kinds of problems that we want companies to go after, but are difficult to achieve. We’ve all heard of 
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Google’s moonshots, the approach to thinking bigger, 10x rather than 10%. Safi has brought 
together great examples of what this means in practice, in every kind of business. 

A Human’s Guide to Machine Intelligence: How Algorithms Are Shaping Our Lives and How We 
Can Stay in Control by Kartik Hosanagar … as much about human behaviour and psychology as it 
is about technology, because it’s human behaviour that AI algorithms seek to alter, and human 
psychology that drives our response to the concerns they provoke. Working with Microsoft over the 
last 18 months, I’ve been struck by how absolutely core AI is to future innovations, but also the huge 
responsibility which we in business have to ensure that it is used in ethical and positive ways. 

The Fearless Organization: Creating Psychological 
Safety in the Workplace for Learning, Innovation, 
and Growth by Amy Edmondson … Interest in 
creating psychological safety in organisations has 
exploded in the wake of Google’s Project 
Aristotle which sought to determine what common 
factors distinguished its most effective internal 
teams. Amy’s passion for this subject is incredible. On 
a panel at a Thinkers50 Gala with her, I loved how she 
championed the role of teams, and now the 
importance of creating safe spaces in organisations so 
that people really can be human, creative, and find 
personal and organisational growth that is not limited 
by politics and prejudices. 

Coders: The Making of a New Tribe and the Remaking of the World by Clive Thompson … The 
kind of people who write and devise the algorithms that are coming to govern so much of our lives 
are not, at the moment, necessarily the kind of people who care all that much about their negative 
effects. So building on the Microsoft example, it’s time for technologies in general, Silicon Valley 
culture in particular, to become more human. Last year we saw the Copenhagen Letter published, a 
manifesto for tech to think more about people, and to harness the power of humanity. 

Why Do So Many Incompetent Men Become Leaders? (And How to Fix It) by Tomas Chamorro-
Premuzic … Inept leadership has become epidemic despite the widespread recognition that 
organisations can survive only if they retain, engage, and motivate talent. Given that most leadership 
positions are still occupied by men, is this the reason? I’m currently working with the Danish 
Diversity Council, and specifically with many of Denmark’s female leaders. What they always say is 
that it’s not about the sex quota, much more about the values and attitudes which leaders have. 
Time for us all to be a little more female. 

Imagine It Forward: Courage, Creativity, and the Power of Change by Beth Comstock … tells her 
personal story of how she flourished for nearly three decades within GE, sharing that company’s 
exceptional highs and lows between 1986 and 2017, and why she believes leaders need to work 
harder on having the courage to imagine and create the future. Whilst this is Beth’s story, I think it is 
much more. GE of course is a great case study in what has gone right and wrong with innovation 
over recent decades. The real message is for leaders to look forwards not back, to have the courage 
to create better futures for us all. 

Get ready to recode! 
My new book comes out later this year, built on extensive research into the leaders and companies 
who are shaping the world, right now. From Abu Dhabi to Zaragoza, Agua Bendita to Zhong An, 
Anne Wojcicki to Zhang Yimin … how do they make sense of the megatrends shaping our world, 
embrace a purpose beyond profit, unlock the power of intelligent technologies, reinvent their 
organisations, engage new demanding consumers, and rise up to lead the future?   
 
All the best for 2020 
Peter 


