Esben Østergaard … robots accelerated by pandemic
At the age of 4, Esben Østergaard built his first Lego robot. Four decades later the Danish
entrepreneur has developed and sold two robotics companies for €560 million having become
a pioneer of the "cobot", small and flexible collaborative robots, much more versatile than old
manufacturing-line robots, and able to engage more usefully with human activities.
Østergaard studied physics saying “I’m a curious nerd. I just wanted to understand the
changing world”. He co-founded Universal Robots in 2005, deliberately choosing to remain the
CTO, preferring the practical excitement of technological innovation over the “boring” CEO
role. Having sold UR, I interviewed him at the European Business Forum, held in his home town
of Odense, when he told me he was looking forward to stepping back from everyday business.
He described how, having built two businesses, he now wanted to do more good in the world,
and how his wife sat him down last Christmas Eve with a Powerpoint presentation describing
the UN's 17 Sustainable Development Goals. She said "Now you have an opportunity to
make a real difference", so he set about exploring how robotics could do more for society.
Within three months, the Covid-19 pandemic took hold. Østergaard knew he had to do
something, and started exploring how to automate the swab-based virus testing process, as
recommended by WHO. He launched Lifeline Robotics with a team of 10 colleagues from the
University of Southern Denmark (SDU), aiming to take their fully-automated "swab robot" from
funding to patent, prototyping and approval, to launch, in record time.
Last week, after 8 weeks development, he launched his innovation which will be operating in
hospitals from later this month. "The robot picks up the swab after the patient has scanned her
ID-card, and it then identifies the right points in the patient’s throat with artificial intelligencebased computer vision" he explains. "This means that medical staff are no longer in danger of
infection, and can spend their time treating other patients who need more human care."
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Starships and Spot … from robodoctors to robochefs
Around the world, robots have rapidly taken on roles in healthcare, and in many other sectors.
Another Odense-based company, UVD Robots, part of Blue
Ocean Robotics, created a robot that moves around hospitals with
large vertical ultra violet lights, disinfecting rooms. The first
orders came from Wuhan, and the robots can now be found in
over 2000 Chinese hospitals.
In Italian hospitals, a robot named Tommy is a familiar sight,
automatically taking patients’ blood pressure at their bedside,
whilst an Alibaba-created robot that was initially used to deliver
room service in its futuristic FlyZoo hotels in Hangzhou, is now
delivering patient meals and dispensing medicines.
Retailers have turned to robots too. Starship robots, small kneeheight remote vehicles, have been delivering groceries in the UK
town of Milton Keynes for the last two years, but have now seen
demand rocket. In the USA, CVS Health is using a similar robot vehicle, known as Nuro, to
deliver drugs and other essential supplies to people’s
homes if they are quarantined with virus symptoms.
McDonalds is working on robotic chefs to operate in
fully-automated kitchens (a step up from its “Speedee
Service System”, with which the brand took off in 1948, in
post-war depressed USA). In South Korea cafes have
reopened with robot baristas, which offers 60 types of
coffee, and at-table service, meaning that stores only
need one person working in them.
Drones became a feature of lockdown in many countries too. In Spain, for example, Draganfly
drones informed people to return home if they dared to venture out onto streets, breaking
lockdown rules. The drones also used body heat
sensors to identify people likely to have the virus.
And in Singapore, Spot the robodog, developed by
Boston Dynamics, has been patrolling the city’s
Bishan-Ang Mo Kio Park. Far from barking its orders,
Spot politely asks runners and cyclists to stay apart
and keep to safe distancing measures. “Let’s keep
Singapore healthy,” it says in English as it roams
around. “For your own safety and for those around you, please stand at least one metre apart.
Thank you,” it added, in a softly-spoken female voice.
MIT predicts that AI-based automation will affect at least 30% of the current activities of at least
70% of job roles. However the World Economic Forum suggests that more jobs will be created
than lost, 133 million created and 75 million lost over the next 5 years.

A slow recovery … adapting to a “low touch” economy
Larry Fink, CEO of BlackRock, recently said that he expects “at least a 24 month downturn”
before most businesses get back to their pre-Covid performance. “But that all depends on how
quickly we can find a vaccine”. Pascal Soriot, the French CEO of Astra Zeneca (which has just
become the UK’s most valuable company, after 11 years of HSBC and 8 years of BP) believes
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that Spring 2021 is likely to be the earliest that a vaccine is ready. His business is currently in
the middle of clinical trials of a Covid-19 vaccine developed with Oxford University.
Latest IMF economic forecasts say that most economies are unlikely to recover significantly for
at least 18 months (with a global -3% global contraction in 2020, broken down by -6.1% in
advanced and -1.0 in emerging economies).
China is most advanced in its recovery, three months since lockdown, and returned to around
90% of its pre-Covid performance. 90% recovery might not sound too bad, but analysis by The
Economist says that this “could be catastrophic” for many companies.
“Factories are busy and the streets are no longer empty. However the missing 10% includes
large chunks of everyday life. Travel on public transport and domestic flights are down by a
third. Discretionary consumer spending, on such things as restaurants, has fallen by 40% and
hotel stays are a third of normal.”
Every business will need to adapt how it works, from fundamental shifts in business model to
new ways to serve customers. On my website I have captured over 250 “pivots” as companies
seek to survive and thrive. Here are just a few:
•
•
•
•

Airbnb has closed all rental and travel activities, and refocused on “online experiences”
sourcing and selling everything from online cookery courses to tango dancing.
Chinese cosmetics brand Lin Qingxuan closed its stores, but redeployed its instore
beauty advisors as online influencers, driving over 200% sales growth.
Sydney-based Stagekings, an events business that usually builds stages, sets and
expo stands, has transformed itself to make bespoke home office furniture.
YourChoice, based in LA, realised that in niclomaside, a contraceptive drug, they had a
potential Covid-19 treatment, and immediately created ANA Therapeutics

The Board of Innovation, founded by Nick De Mey in Antwerp, Belgium, has just launched a
great report “The Low-Touch Economy” on how to adapt, and thrive in a post-pandemic
environment where social distancing and low-touch are the priorities.

The report concludes that “we shouldn’t get too comfortable” and predicts a series of
aftershocks, as business seek the best ways to come back (as illustrated below). “It’s going to
be a rollercoaster ride of trial and error, as our governments try to navigate society to a place
where we are ready for recovery. Buckle up!”
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Leaders in crisis … Jacinda Ardern and Brian Chesky
Harvard Business School historian Nancy Koehn says great leaders are not born, they're
made. She says “they’re made in a way that often begins with some kind of adversity”.
Her book "Forged in Crisis: The Power of Courageous Leadership in Turbulent Times" begins
with leaders on the precipice of a great crisis: Ernest Shackleton marooned on an Antarctic
ice flow, Abraham Lincoln on the verge of seeing the Union collapse, escaped slave Frederick
Douglass facing possible capture.
Polar explorer Shackleton, who attempted to cross Antarctica in 1914, rescued members of his
crew from a failed expedition. Koehn "One of the important things Shackleton has to do is to
manage the energy of these 27 men to keep them away from the cliff of doubt and despair
and discord, and that is a critically important message and lesson for leaders leading all of us
through our own turbulence."
Over the last 12 weeks, leaders of all types have certainly been tested. Most obviously we have
seen the soaring leadership of three women: Jacinda Ardern, Mette Frederiksen and Tsai Ingwen as they calmly guided their nations – New Zealand, Denmark and Taiwan – through
uncertainty. Other political leaders have done, well, less well.
New Zealand PM, Ardern, still only 37, has had plenty to cope with in her 3 years of leadership,
from terrorism to Covid-19, and says in her forthcoming book “I Know This to be True” that too
much focus on power and strength means leaders can lose
sight of the need for kindness.
“Kindness and empathy are the most important qualities of
leadership. I think one of the sad things that I’ve seen in political
leadership is that we’ve placed too much emphasis on notions
of assertiveness and strength. And yet, when you think about all
the big challenges that we face in the world, that’s probably the
quality we need the most. We need our leaders to be able to
empathise with the circumstances of others; to empathise with
the next generation that we’re making decisions on behalf of.
And if we focus only on being seen to be the strongest, most
powerful person in the room, then I think we lose what we’re
meant to be here for. So I’m proudly focused on empathy,
because you can be both empathetic and strong.”
Airbnb founder Brian Chesky realised that he needed to lay off
25% of his people last month. For those leaving he did what he
could, including letting them take their work laptops. For those
staying he needed to sustain motivation, and together build back
for the others.
“As I have learned these past eight weeks, a crisis brings you
clarity about what is truly important. Though we have been
through a whirlwind, some things are more clear to me than ever
before. First, I am thankful for everyone here at Airbnb.
Throughout this harrowing experience, I have been inspired by all
of you. Even in the worst of circumstances, I’ve seen the very best
of us. The world needs human connection now more than ever,
and I know that Airbnb will rise to the occasion. I believe this
because I believe in you. Second, I have a deep feeling of love for
all of you. Our mission is not merely about travel. When we started Airbnb, our original tagline
was, “Travel like a human.” The human part was always more important than the travel part.
What we are about is belonging, and at the centre of belonging is love.”
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Purpose in crisis … B Corps are 63% more likely to survive
Intel’s Andy Grove (or András Gróf as he was born in Hungary) famously said “bad companies
are destroyed by crisis, good companies survive them, and great companies are improved”.
Companies with a clearly defined purpose are typically doing
better in finding their way through today’s chaos. A purpose
gives a business direction, even when products are not selling,
and profits are plummeting. Their broader contribution to society
helps them to adapt and innovate in new ways, and keeps
employees motivated and customers engaged.
Andrew Kassoy, cofounder of B Lab, an organization that
certifies companies that meet strict standards for social and
environmental performance as “B Corporations” argues that
such companies are actually better prepared to weather
crises. During the 2008 financial crisis, B Corps were 63%
more likely than other businesses of a similar size to make it
through the downturn. “We think those companies were more
resilient,” he says. “They had stronger relationships with their workers, or their customers,
or through their supply chains, that allowed them to make it through.”
Muhammad Yunus, the Bangladeshi social entrepreneur and Nobel Peace Prize winner, who
pioneered the concept of microfinance with Grameen Bank, says “Don’t plan for economic
‘recovery’ post-Covid. Redesign it from scratch.”
“The coronavirus pandemic offers us an unparalleled opportunity,
and we need to start by asking the right questions. Do we take the
world back to where it was before the crisis or do we redesign the
world? It is entirely for us to decide, and it should not be only about
how to get the economy running again. Needless to say that the
pre-coronavirus world was a huge challenge, and many in the world
were worried about the terrible price we would pay if we do not
change our ways. We were literally counting days to when the whole
planet would become unfit for human existence, especially because
of the effects of climate change.”
Yunus says “We were under serious threat of massive
unemployment created by the new disrupted world,
especially with artificial intelligence. Our major wealth concentration was, and still is, in the
hands of the few. Income inequality gap was rising to dangerous levels. We were reminding
each other that the current decade is the decade of last chance, and our efforts after this will
bring only marginal results, inadequate to save our planet. Should we go back to that world?
The choice is ours.”
Muhammad Yunus is one of over 60 global thinkers – from business, politics, media and sports
– coming together in an incredible 5 day “Recovery Summit” on to explore how the postpandemic world can move forwards. Sign up and join me, it’s free: therecoverysummit.com

Economics in crisis … rethinking the metrics of progress
Masayoshi Son, the chief executive of Japanese conglomerate SoftBank, is known for
his outlandish predictions. He previously forecast that “in 300 years humans will be able to live
to 200 and communicate telepathically with dogs”. His long-term perspectives have earned him
kudos as a super-investor, particularly in technology companies.
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His $100 billion Vision Fund – which gets its money from the sovereign wealth funds of UAE
and KSA, plus corporates including Apple - has made huge investments in companies including
ARM semiconductors and Sprint communications, Uber car-sharing and WeWork workspaces.
Yet it was declared “almost worthless” last week. Son called Covid-19 an “unprecedented
crisis with a similar potential impact to the Great Depression”.
His mood was downbeat, his Powerpoint
presentation typically quirky, this time showing a
picture of flying unicorns falling into “the valley
of coronavirus” with few escaping. “Despite
people’s view that SoftBank might be struggling,
we continue to grow,” he claimed. “Don’t think
about the past, think about the future.”
Son, the second wealthiest person in Japan, has
been here before. In the dotcom crash of 2000, he lost almost all of his money, but then took a
chance by investing his last $20 million in a little-known Chinese start-up, Alibaba. Whilst he
saw little return for over a decade, that investment is now worth $120 billion. He hopes he can
perform the same trick this time, pointing to recent investments in TikTok-owner ByteDance
and South Korea’s Coupang.
Softbank’s business strategy defines the ultimate goal not in terms of financial returns, but as
happiness. Last week, he again ended his session talking about happiness, saying that “maybe
we should measure success in other ways than money”. Whilst most of his audience shuffled
uncomfortably, he is not alone in his thinking.
Mariana Mazzucato has been described as “one of the most forward-thinking economists of
our times”. The Italian-born professor at University College London is also founder of UCL’s
Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose where she asks fundamental questions about how
“value” has been defined, who decides what that means, and who gets to measure it. Her TED
Talk provocatively titled “What is economic value? And who creates it?” lays down the
gauntlet. “If some people are value creators,” she asks “What does that make everyone else?
The couch potatoes? The value extractors? The value destroyers?”
Kate Raworth, a researcher at Oxford University’s Environmental Change Institute is the author
of a great book “Doughnut Economics”. Her model was last month embraced by the City of
Amsterdam, as a blueprint for redefining priorities
as it seeks to rebuild after lockdown. In her
doughnut – the ones with a whole in the centre –
the inner limits of the ring are defined by minimum
living standards (SDGs) and outer ring defines
ecological limits of the planet, and in between is
“the safe and just space” for humanity. Or to put it
another way, humanity’s 21st century challenge is
to meet the needs of all within the means of the
planet.
Raworth challenges our obsession with growth,
and its outdated measures. She says “The concept
of GDP was created in the 1930s and is being
applied in the 21st century to a completely different
economic world. “GDP’s limited scope (like ignoring the value of unpaid activities like
volunteering or parenting) has kept us financially, politically and socially addicted to growth
without considering its costs on people and planet” she says. She is pushing for new visual
maps and metaphors to represent sustainable growth that doesn’t compromise future
generations. What this means is moving away from the linear, upward moving line of “progress”
as purely financial, to a “regenerative and distributive” doughnut.
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Maria Raga … Depop, love child of eBay and Instagram*
Depop is eBay for Generation Z, but for the young Spanish CEO it is much more. “It is about
life, and what people love, and can do together” she says.
“Be Human” is the slogan Raga sees first every morning as she enters the offices of Depop
each morning. “It’s like a reminder to start by talking with people before emails” she says. The
message of course is to remind everyone that business is about people, emotions and
dreams, even when it is driven by coding, platforms and algorithms.
Depop has been described as “the love child of eBay and Instagram”, a place where
millennials buy and sell things, anything.
It is an online C2C marketplace, where users
can buy and sell goods from all around the
world. Its customer base is predominantly Gen
Z, young people born since 2000, who have
grown up as digital natives, alongside a strong
environmental drive towards second-hand, or
upcycling as they tend to call it, or “pre-loved”
in Raga’s language.
Raga took on the leadership role in 2016 when
the founders had lost their way. She brought
the strategic brain of Bain, and the digital startup experience of Groupon with her, quickly
engaging the young Depop team to focus on
the customer experience, rigorous testing
and development, and turning trial into regular
usage.
Depop now has over 20 million users, and
with a marketplace selling over 10 million items
at any time, largely fashion. It takes 10% of all
sales through its platform. Research shows that
Gen Z is less interested in big name brands,
and fast fashion, and instead seeks
individuality and authenticity.
“We want Depop to be accessible, democratic and inclusive” says Raga. “This generation is
setting their own trends, influenced by real people, and with a high awareness of the
unsustainable practices of much of the fashion industry”.
A report by ThredUp says that the online second-hand clothing market will be worth over.
$65 billion by 2025. Raga believes that will be accelerated by Covid-19, as people become
more conscious of their consumption, and more social in their actions.
She also recognises that a mobile-centric business is not just a digital business, creating popup stores, to enable Depop-ers to meet in person, but also to showcase the brand and reach
out to new audiences who still shop in stores. Community is equally important, a great example
of which is Depop’s Youtube channel, which has developed a fresh and quirky following for the
brand, embraced social influencers, and built a cult following.
Raga’s passion is to create a human business, people with a love of fashion and life, whilst
using technology to achieve it better.
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The New Long Life … adapting to life far beyond today
Lynda Gratton and Andrew Scott's new book, “The New Long Life: A Framework for
Flourishing in a Changing World” came out last week. A timely guide for everyone.
The book starts “Smart new technologies. Longer, healthier lives. Human progress has risen
to great heights, but at the same time it has prompted anxiety about where we’re heading. Are
our jobs under threat? If we live to 100, will we ever really stop working? And how will this
change the way we love, manage and learn from others?”
Gratton, a Liverpool-born professor at London Business
School, loves to make a mark. I remember speaking at a
conference with her when she was launching her book “Hot
Spots”. She was dressed head to toe in vivid orange, and
handed out hot chilli-flavoured chocolates. Her last book told
us that we are likely to live to at least 100, “so what will you
do?”
She says “One thing is clear: advances in technology and
longevity have not been matched by supporting innovations
to our social structures. In our era of unprecedented
change, we haven’t yet discovered new ways of living and
working and that’s creating a growing tension between our
traditional patterns of behaviour and the world in which we
live.”
However she does believe that the current Covid-19 pandemic is likely to have a huge impact
on how the way we work. “The future of work is now, at least that is how it seems” she says.
“More working from home. Working flexible hours. Fewer commutes. Less time in face-to-face
meetings. Fathers spending more time with their children and family. Becoming more like a
digital native. Reaching out to our communities.”
“Many of us have been amazed at how quickly we became digitally agile and how our homebased technologies have (mostly) held up.” She tells how she
recently asked 3000 exec education students whether they
found online session “frustrating” during lockdown, and only
2% said yes. She suggests that our enforced shift to online
work and education has created competencies and attitudes
that will be the foundations for how we adapt in the future.
Gratton believes that we are an adaptable species and our
capacity to work round situations when under pressure is
extraordinary. “What concerns me is not short-term
productivity but the threat to longer-term creative and
innovative capacity. Small, fast-moving and digitally-enabled
virtual teams are able to exploit the knowledge held among
members that fuels speed and productivity. Yet this is rarely
the route to innovation. Instead innovation comes from novel
combinations, the basis of which are serendipity and chance
encounters. These encounters are often face to face and
rarely structured — they are the water cooler conversations.”
Certainly over the next few years, face to face meetings may
become a rare and precious asset. The challenge we face
now is learning how to make the very most of these. To
ensure that in a world that desperately needs creativity and
innovation, we do not inadvertently stifle it.
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Pirates in the Navy … Tendayi Viki on smarter innovation
Steve Jobs thought that it was “more fun to be a pirate than to join the navy”.
Of course, trying to build your own start-up is
hard. But there is probably nothing harder in
business than trying to innovate inside large
corporations.
While start-ups have enemies and competitors
outside the company, innovators within large
companies often have enemies and
competitors inside their own company as well.
Large companies are faced with a paradox –
they have to innovate for the future, while running
their core business. It is the management of the
core business that tends to get in the way of
innovation.
And yet a lot of large corporations have
entrepreneurial employees who are constantly
trying to innovate. Although they can be viewed
as disruptive rebel pirates, these innovators can
see the future coming and they are passionate about ensuring that the company survives into
the future.
However most “intrapreneurs” recognise that they cannot keep doing innovation as a series of
one-off projects that have to jump through political hurdles. They realise that there is a need for
some change inside their companies to allow innovation to happen as a repeatable process.
Tendayi Viki’s fabulous new book “Pirates in the Navy” is written for innovators working in
large companies. Some of the best soundbites include
•
•
•
•
•
•

“Making innovation happen in organisations is really hard, but matters more than ever.”
“Not just one-off innovation, but a repeatable cycle of taking new ideas to market”
“The business case is the worst thing. The business case is what crushes innovation.”
“Entrepreneurs in organisations are full of ego, rub people up the wrong way, and fail.”
“Pirates, or more accurately privateers, can bring an entrepreneurial culture.”
“Have a little humility. You’re not Elon Musk or Steve Jobs, and don’t know everything.”

Viki is a passionate innovator, putting a psychology background to good use in seeking to
make sense of organisation cultures, and how innovation can most effectively thrives in big
companies. Originally from Zimbabwe, he is now based at the University of Kent, and part of the
Strategyzer team, led by Alex Osterwalder. He joins me as part of the incredible faculty team for
the flagship executive education programs at IE Business School.

Headspace … Bill Gates and the former Buddhist monk
Headspace was created with one mission in mind: to improve the health and happiness of the
world. Launched in 2010, it was one of the first meditation apps, and now reaches more than 65
million users in 190 countries. It is committed to advancing the field of mindfulness through
clinically-validated research
Andy Puddicombe’s journey to create Headspace, was prompted by tragedy. When he was
22, he was standing outside a London pub when a drunk driver ploughed into a group of his
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friends, killing two of them. A few months later his stepsister died in a cycling accident, and then
an ex-girlfriend passed away during surgery.
He was in the middle of a sports science degree
at the time, but amid the grief he dropped out.
Seeking a complete life change, he decided to
travel to the Himalayas to train as a Buddhist
monk. He ended up spending the next 10 years
as a monk, which took him all over Asia, and
involved him meditating for up to 16 hours a day.
Puddicombe says that the meditation helped him
come to terms with life. “It gave me a shift in
perspective – it taught me to focus less on
myself, and instead bring greater happiness to
others,” he says 24 years later.
In 2005 Andy returned to the UK to set up a
meditation business, not a widely-appreciated
practice at the time. One of his patients, Richard
Pierson, was so impressed by his experience, that he suggested setting up a digital business
together. They agreed a deal,
where Pierson got free
sessions, while building the
app.
They funded their start-up by
doing physical events. Soon,
Virgin Atlantic asked to include
their content in its inflight
entertainment. Puddicombe’s
voice, which narrates the
app, soon became popular.
Today, they have over 300
employees, and the app,
which charges $9.99 per
month, generates over $75
million revenue, and was
recently valued at $1.2 billion.
Just last month Bill Gates, wrote on his blog about how he became “mesmerised by the
English accent” of Puddicombe, and despite being an initial sceptic of meditation, soon became
hooked on Headspace. “The genius of Headspace was to take something as difficult and
nuanced as teaching mindfulness meditation, and break it down into bite-sized, snackable
videos, audios and practices,” says Gates. “This is how they transformed the industry and
penetrated the global market.”
Be safe. Be smart. Be strong.

Peter
*Extracts from my new book, Business Recoded, to be published later this year.
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