Time to move forwards … to reimagine the future
Thanks to a small bit of contagious RNA we are all now unwilling participants in a seismic
experiment that is shaking the foundations of society, technology, economics, healthcare and
more. Dan Pink wonders if it’s a message from the future. Klaus Schwab calls it the bonfire of
blinkered capitalism. Satya Nadella describes it as a shift “from hierarchies to wirearchies”.
As we move from survival to adjustment, from chaos to catalyst, the next normal (or abnormal)
is being shaped right now. The next generation of businesses are being forged. The leaders of
the future are stepping up. Great leaders are made in a crisis, and innovation thrives in tough
times. How will you seize this moment to do more, to be more, to create a better future?
It’s a watershed moment. As the virus followed the flows of money, goods and people around
the world, the networks that facilitate our modern lifestyles facilitated the pandemic. 183
countries have reported Covid-19 cases, 3 billion people across the world have been under
some form of lockdown, with a $2.7 trillion projected economic loss (according to Bloomberg).
Right now, we are seeing a huge unmasking of our current systems – the fragility of business
and society, the consequences of urbanisation and globalisation, our dependence on
technology and healthcare. Activities in which consumers are likely to change behaviour most
are in travel, shopping, and socialising. And to some extent in work, education and health.
We are faced with a choice to re-build the world as it was, or to realise the possibilities before
us. To build stronger economies and more inclusive societies, to harness the power of our
resilience and ingenuity to shape a better world of our choosing. We each have a role and a
stake in solving humanity’s most pressing challenges, and also seizing its opportunities.
I believe we will see a rising social conscience in business, more future-proofed portfoliobased strategies, an acceleration to digital, a humanising of technology, a shift to
dematerialisation, more agile ecosystems of global and local supply and demand, a more
flexible workstyle, fast projects replacing traditional jobs, a more liquid learning style … and
better leaders who look forwards not back.
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Devi Shetty … reimagining healthcare in India*
Devi Shetty, founder of Narayana Health, has performed over 15,000 heart operations, and
also operates a chain of 21 medical private medical centres across India, and much more.
Shetty grew up in the Karnataka region of south-west India, the eighth of nine children to
parents who ran a chain of Udupi restaurants in Mumbai. From an early age, he wanted to be a
doctor, but then at school when he heard about the world’s first heart transplant, performed
by Christian Bernard in South Africa, he knew he would be a heart surgeon. He trained in
Mangaluru, before specialising in cardiac surgery at Guy’s Hospital in London.
In 1989 he started work in Kolkota and became the personal physician to Mother Theresa.
“When I first starting treating her in hospital, she would often get up from her bed to accompany
me when I went on rounds. One day as we went visiting kids she defined a paediatric heart
surgeon to me in the most beautiful way possible. ‘I know why you are here,’ she said. And I
asked her, ‘Why Mother?’ ‘When God created these children with heart problems, he was preoccupied and so he sent you here to treat
them,’ she replied. That truly touched my
heart.”
Shetty describes how he looked after
Mother Teresa for the last five years of her
life. “These years changed my perception
of life. Mother Teresa's humility and
simplicity is what struck me most. She
was one of the most popular women in
the world, and yet so humble and simple.
Everybody knew her well, in fact, as they
would see her approach them, they would
be ready to bow to her feet. But she
would greet everyone and politely
introduce herself.”
In 2001 he opened Narayana Hrudayalaya,
a multi-disciplinary hospital just outside
Bangalore. The NH cardiac unit is the largest in the world, with 1,000 beds performing over 30
major heart surgeries every day. It also hosts around 15,000 outpatients daily.
He believes that most hospitals can reduce their costs by 50% if they adapt a business model
that leverages economies of scale, plus measures such as smart sourcing, and preserving air
conditioning for extreme conditions. More hospitals were developed around the country using
the Bangalore model, in total with over 30,000 beds, and extending further afield into Africa too.
His innovations in patient care included training family members to administer after-surgical
care and pioneering low-cost diagnostics. He also typically has each of his surgeons performing
around 35 operations every day, compared to one or two in other heart hospitals worldwide.
In the two decades he has reduced the cost of his heart bypass operations from $3,000 to
around $800 (compared to over $200,000 for the same procedure at the Cleveland Clinic in
Ohio, USA). He has developed Yeshasvini, a low-cost health insurance scheme, affordable to
most people in his markets, whilst offering free care for poor families, especially for children,
partly funded by revenues he gains from a more recent health tourism service, largely focused
on cosmetic operations.
Shetty says “India is in a phenomenal position to show the world a new way of delivering
affordable healthcare.” The Wall Street Journal called him “the Henry Ford of heart surgery.”
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Day One, again … Jeff Bezos’ letter to shareholders
Each year, Jeff Bezos writes an open letter to Amazon’s shareholders. Over the last 20 years,
these letters (you can download them all from my website) have become an unparalleled source
of insight into how the world’s richest man thinks
about leadership, digital strategy, business efficiency,
online customer experiences, managing through
crises, and more.
Since founding Amazon in 1994, Jeff Bezos has run his
company according to an unconventional set of
principles. Don’t worry about competitors, don’t worry
about making money for shareholders, and don’t worry
about the short-term. Focus on the customer, and
everything else will fall into place, he repeats. Quotes
from previous letters include:
•

On decision-making: “Most decisions should
probably be made with somewhere around
70% of the information you wish you had. If
you wait for 90%, in most cases, you’re
probably being slow. Plus, either way, you
need to be good at quickly recognizing and
correcting bad decisions. If you’re good at
course correcting, being wrong may be less
costly than you think, being slow is going to be
expensive for sure.”

•

On customer-centricity: “There are many
advantages but here’s the big one: customers are always beautifully, wonderfully
dissatisfied, even when they report being happy and business is great. Even when they
don’t yet know it, customers want something better, and your desire to delight
customers will drive you to invent on their behalf. No customer ever asked Amazon to
create the Prime membership program, but it sure turns out they wanted it, and I could
give you many such examples.”

•

On AI and machine learning: “Over the past decades computers have broadly
automated tasks that programmers could describe with clear rules and algorithms.
Modern machine learning techniques now allow us to do the same for tasks where
describing the precise rules is much harder. At Amazon, we’ve been engaged in the
practical application of machine learning for many years now.”

Bezos’ new letter, published in April 2020, focuses on the threat posed by Covid-19, to
Amazon and to the world. His key message is simple: Amazon is acting aggressively to create
value and keep people safe, following some criticism from media. Amazon earned $75 billion
revenue in the last quarter, up 22% on last year. That’s $10,000 per second. He is also
spending $4 billion on Covid-19 safety measures for his people and customers.
He considers the new stress that Amazon has been put under to be a productive stress,
something that will, in the long run, help Amazon by teaching it how to operate under a chaotic
set of circumstances.
He concludes “Reflect on this from Theodor Seuss Geisel: ‘When something bad happens you
have three choices. You can either let it define you, let it destroy you, or you can let it
strengthen you.’ I am very optimistic about which of these civilisation is going to choose.”
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The Big Pivot … how companies are adapting
We’ve all read about how companies have adapted in crisis to do good – Louis Vuitton’s handsanitizer or Burberry’s protective clothing – but now many more companies are shifting to also
do different. How can you reimagine ways to use your assets and capabilities?
•

Time Out, the listings magazine has rebranded as Time In and focused on online
entertainment, and other suggestions for
activities to do at home.

•

You can now explore the remote Faroe
Islands with a camera-wearing local
person who walks around the island
responding to your online commands.

•

Online fashion retailer Rosie On Fire
created Supply Drop selling lockdown
solutions, from “Lockdown Birthday Kit”
to “Lockdown Date Night Kit”.

•

Japanese short-term rental company Kasoku offers spouses apartments to avoid
“Covid divorce” as stressed couples seek time apart.

•

MESS, a manufacturers’ association in Turkey, brought together its members’ digital
capabilities to create the nation’s own Covid-19 digital tracking app in record time.

•

Tunisian taxi company IntiGo has become a delivery service, and will deliver anything
anywhere, to your home, or to your friends, in major cities for $4/hour.

•

Netflix Party allows you to watch movies and TV shows with friends, wherever you are
and also has group chat so you can react and discuss together.

•

World Athletics’ first virtual track meeting kicks off with one athlete per event, and
others joining online in stadia around the world. No crowd, but a “digital atmosphere”.

•

LA-based food truck turned restaurant Guerrilla
Tacos has launched “Emergency Kits”. The $149
option has ingredients for 60 tacos, plus a roll of
toilet paper.

•

Signature Brew is paying out-of-work musicians to
hand-deliver its “Pub In A Box” product with
glassware, snacks, a music quiz, playlists and beer.

•

Spiffy, the US on-demand car cleaning service
have rolled-out a service to sanitise property – your
home, office, shopping, or mail.

•

Veoleo Press, a small publishing company of
Spanish children’s books, has pivoted to a payas-you-wish model selling colouring sheets that are created by Latinx artists.

•

Boston-based Alignable created a new platform so that restaurants and retailers are
hiring out-of-work waiting staff to deliver food and goods to consumers.

•

Edible Arrangements used to offer elaborate bouquets of fruits cut in the shape of
flowers, and now offer simple boxes of whole fruits like apples, bananas, and melon.
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World changing ideas … inspirational businesses
Business can be a platform for good. Probably the best way to solve many of the world’s
environmental and social challenges – many which are becoming all too obvious, in a world
shaken-up by the current shocks – is to harness the power of business, its assets and
infrastructure, brands and customer bases, innovators and imagination.
Fast Company’s “World Changing Ideas” awards explore the products and concepts,
companies and policies, that are pursuing innovation for the good of society and the planet. The
2020 awards looks at everything from large companies’ sustainability initiatives to clever
consumer products to ground-breaking government policies. Here are some of the winners:
A digital identity for every product
Niall Murphy, the Swiss-based co-founder of EVRYTHNG, is on a mission to give every physical
object a digital identity. Once products are IoT tagged – food, clothes, phones, cars – then you
can “activate, authenticate, amplify” them – enabling companies to better manage supply
chains, customers to learn about
products, buy or reorder them, and
get additional services.
Norwegian seafood company Mowi,
the world’s largest salmon and trout
farmer, enables consumers to see
the sustainability certification of the
exact fish they’re buying, when it
came out of the water, and how it
arrived at the supermarket.
Murphy is working with 30 top brand companies - from Coca Cola to Ralph Lauren and Unilever
- to give each product they produce a “digital twin”, a digital identity, manged by its Product
Cloud. He is also collaborating with GS1, the world’s standards organization for bar codes, to
develop a system that allows for a standardised, open format for tagging.
3D-printed houses in Latin America
In southern Mexico, 50 homeless families have just moved into a 3D-printed housing
community, their homes each built in 24 hours, and at a cost of around $4000, by a massive
3D-printer made by Icon. The 15m long
printer squirts out layers of Lavacrete, a
customised mix of resilient, fluid-like
cement, guided by the architect’s digital
design, and also includes plumbing and
electrical wiring.
Jason Ballard, CEO of Icon, says that the
fast construction is ideal for disaster
recovery, after earthquakes or hurricanes,
but also to improve the standard of
housing across the world.
Icon is partnering with New Story, a nonprofit seeking affordable housing in emerging countries. In Mexico, they are building homes for
some of the poorest residents in a rural area near the city of Nacajuca. The homes will be
donated to families who are currently living in makeshift shacks that flood every time there’s
heavy rain.
peterfisk@peterfisk.com

Sustainable air conditioning in Asia
Singapore’s humidity averages 84% all
year round, so keeping living and work
spaces cool is vital, but comes at huge
expense, in particular to the environment.
That’s why Phononic, a global innovator of
thermoelectric solutions, has developed
a new cooling platform which seeks to
replace traditional compressor-based,
HVAC cooling systems. Tony Atti, CEO,
says Singapore is the ideal test, with its
sweltering heat, and high sustainability
awareness.
Phononic, part funded by Singapore’s sovereign wealth fund, Temasek, is the only company
currently developing outdoor thermoelectric cooling, so essentially creating a new market.
It is testing its new bladeless fans, in busy outdoor locations: restaurants, parking garages, and
waterparks. The OACIS platform is an iteration of Phononic’s semiconductor technology
originally developed for medical fridges, and allows it to pull heat and humidity out of a
particular area and transfer it to another – known as the Peltier effect. The thermoelectric
cooling system can be accurately controlled and doesn’t require toxic liquid refrigerants.
Solar pay-as-you-go fridges in Africa
More than 500 million people don’t have access to electricity in Africa. No electricity makes life
more difficult in any number of ways, one is the lack of a refrigerator, which means people
cannot store perishable food or medicines. To address this need Youmma, a brand of the
Brazilian company Nidec Global Appliances, has
developed small fridge that’s efficient enough to run
on a single solar panel, and a pay-as-you-go business
model that makes it affordable to families on the most
limited budgets in Kenya and Uganda.
“Having access to a refrigerator has ripple effects”,
says André Morriesen of Youmma. “Food lasts longer
and less is wasted, and medication that needs
refrigeration, such as insulin, can be safely stored. But
a fridge also starts bringing some gender equality.
Women, who typically still handle food shopping and
preparation, may spend hours walking back and forth
to markets and additional hours cooking; with a
refrigerator, it’s suddenly possible to buy more food at
once and save leftovers. It saves huge amounts of
time and money.”
Youmma partnered with M-Kopa (Swahili for borrow),
a Kenyan solar energy company, to offer the fridges
as part of a solar home system that includes two LED light bulbs, two strip lights, and two
phone charging cables. After customers sign up, a solar panel is installed on their roof and
begins charging the solar fridge’s battery; the battery manages power consumption and can
keep the fridge running for a day and a half without sunlight. The refrigerator itself, with a unique
compressor, uses little energy. Customers pay a small amount via their mobile phones each
day, and each credit keeps the fridge running until the system is fully paid off.
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Emmanuel Faber … Danone’s purposeful business*
Emmanuel Faber, CEO of Danone, believes that people want to have a vote in the world they
live in. “Each time people choose a brand they exercise their right to vote. They want that
brand to be transparent, meaningful and responsible. Still, they also want the brands they
choose to be playful, innovative, relatable, emotional and engaging. As a result, there is a new
paradigm at play today: brands only exist through the power of people” he says.
Danone is a $25 billion food business, founded in Barcelona and now based in Paris, and
serving 120 markets. It has transformed itself in recent years with a purpose “bringing health
through food to as many people as
possible” and has also become a
Certified B Corporation, challenging
itself, and the world, to do better. It
says, "we expect more from our
food”.
The food (health) business has been
transformed under Faber’s
leadership, putting sustainability at
the core of its strategy and
innovation. As a result, "how" the
business works, matters as much as
"what" it does. This includes how its
leaders lead, Faber saying
breakthrough results can only be achieved when people dare to express and demonstrate their
leadership potential.
Danone describes its unique style of leadership using “CODES” which describes the five
behaviours that shape everything in its culture, from recruitment to development, performance
and rewards:
•

C … Create a meaningful future: challenge the status quo and generate breakthrough
ideas, every day can be a fresh adventure, full of new possibilities and real excitement,
demanding a sense of purpose for yourself, team and colleagues.

•

O … Open connections inside and out: open to new thinking and fresh perspective,
developing networks inside and outside, interacting at all levels and building trust to
understand all stakeholders, and design products of the future.

•

D … Drive for sustainable results: a culture of speed and agility, where individuals are
free and express their talents, anticipating and driving progress in a way that sustains
value creation for the business, consumers and the community.

•

E … Empower yourself and diverse teams: leadership not micromanagement,
releasing the power of the team with the right mix of support and freedom, enabling
people to express their uniqueness and foster collective performance.

•

S … Self-aware: being aware of your own strengths and development needs is
essential to learn and grow, maintaining self-balance at work by recognising when to
step back and when to reach out to others.

Danone wants to change the way the entire food system works, to “nourish lives and build a
healthier world”. It believes that the health of people and the health of the planet are
interconnected. It issues a call to action for all consumers and everyone who has a stake in
food to join “the food revolution”, a movement aimed at nurturing the adoption of healthier,
more sustainable eating and drinking habits.
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Danone’s “manifesto brands” are the means by which the business practically goes about this.
Each brand – like Activia, Delice, Gervais, Volvic - is guided by a framework which defines and
activates a specific cause, aligned with the company’s overall purpose. This starts with a focus
on people, identifying the tension between a relevant consumer insight and the current reality,
defining a legitimate gap to close, or paradox to resolve.
As a result, each brand has a strong point of view, a purpose, that justifies its existence in the
world and relevancy for people, supported by a commitment to help improve the health of
people, as well as to help protect our planet. With over 40 manifesto-driven brands in its
portfolio, Danone sees this as a more engaging and sustainable model to driving profitable
growth, that is aligned with broader society and environment.

Endurance … the resilience of athletes*
“Endurance is as much about mind as muscle power” says sports physiologist Alex
Hutchinson in his fabulous book “Endure”.
In sports - the runner, the cyclist, the rower - there are many physiological elements at play,
from core body temperature to oxygen intake, as well as other psychological factors, such as
perceived effort and pain tolerance. Each of these factors are significant in the level of athletic
performance humans are capable of, especially when testing the perceived limits of
performance, such as setting new world records.
However nearly every athlete will attest to faster recovery if they jump into an ice bath after a
competition. Yet studies show that this practice doesn’t actually decrease inflammation levels,
the thing the baths are intended to reduce. However most physiologists will still say that if
there’s a method that helps you recover, even if it’s purely psychological, it’s valuable to use it
because sometimes belief is just as influential as science.
Hutchinson starts his book by retelling the race to break 4 minutes for one mile. For years, men
across the globe had raced to within a second or two of the barrier, but never quite breaking the
iconic time. When Britain's Roger Bannister finally ran 3.59.4 in 1954, Australian John Landy
who had been trying to run the time for years, went on to improve Banister's time by another
second, only weeks later.
A number of important factors can help people, including business leaders, to endure more:
•

We always have a little more to give. Watch how athletes pace themselves so that
they always have one final effort at the end of a long distance event. And somehow an
Olympic champion, despite a punishing race, can always rise to celebrate victory

•

We can endure more than we think. Athletes have a higher than normal pain tolerance
enabling them to push harder. They learn to cope with this by training at a "threshold"
pace, learning to sustain oxygen debt, despite its searing pain.

•

Fitness enables us to perform better. Athletic performance greatly relies on oxygen
intake, which is enhanced through heightened fitness. Business leaders also need
oxygen, and the physical fitness to sustain leadership performance.

•

Fatigue reduces our performance. Having a tired brain can affect how much we can
endure physically. A tired brain is one that doesn't have a break, isn't refuelled, doesn't
have variety, doesn’t keep learning, doesn’t get enough sleep.
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•

Stress stops us performing. Of the many factors, stress can be the killer. However
stress comes in two forms - stress from outside, eg timescales, and stress we put on
ourselves. External stress can stimulate us, internal stress we can control.

Hutchinson’s research led him to South Africa to work with Tim Noakes, the controversial sports
scientist who first proposed the “central governor theory,” which argues that the brain limits
performance well before the body has reached its maximum output. He also explores the
research of another pioneering scientist, Samuele Marcora, who has developed a series of
brain-training exercises to push that governor.
He also recalls talking to Eliud Kipchoge before his Sub 2 hour marathon attempt, when the
Kenyan said he hadn't really changed anything in his training. What then, he asked, would make
the difference? “My mind will be different” replied the runner. People he says, have a
curiously elastic limit to what they can achieve, driven mainly by their mental toughness.

Ripples of reinvention … more ideas to inspire you
Take a step back from the chaos and uncertainty of the world right not, and consider some of
the bigger changes which we see around us, many of which will be amplified and accelerated
by this moment of shake-up:

•

Ripple … How do you get people to wash their hands? How does painting the walls of a
canteen pink make construction workers behave more safely? Jez Groom shows how
small behaviour changes can have wide-reaching effects in the real world.

•

The Future is Faster than You Think … Peter Diamandis, founder of the X-Prize, on
how technologies are accelerating far more quickly than any of us realise, and how their
convergence is transforming business, industries and our lives.

•

Reinventing the Organisation … Arthur Yeung of Tencent joins Dave Ulrich to focus on
strategic agility, with particular insights into the development of Chinese companies
such as Alibaba, DiDi, Huawei, as well as Amazon, Facebook, Google.

•

The Moment of Lift … Melinda Gates celebrates amazing women from around the
world - with a manifesto for an equal society, where women are valued and recognised
in all spheres of life - explaining how empowering women changes everything.

•

Less is More … Andrew McAfee explains how we learned to prosper using fewer
resources, that we are at the point of “peak stuff”, and why dematerialisation will
accelerate our shift to a more sustainable business future.

•

The World Remade by Covid-19 … Great scenario development work by Deloitte
exploring the potential futures for business over the next 3-5 years, showcasing both the
scenario planning process, and a rich descriptions of possibilities.

•

Pandemic Culture … Nick Morris and his Canvas8 team of behavioural scientists have
produced a fantastic collection of insights exploring the impact of Covid-19 on
consumer behaviour, and what it means for business.

Be safe. Be smart. Be strong.

Peter
*Extracts from my new book, Business Recoded, to be published in September
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