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The Imagination Sundial … how can we build back better?  
“Don’t even try to recover, instead find a new path” was the challenging message from 
Muhammad Yunus, the Nobel Peace Prize recipient who created microfinance as a way for 
people to escape poverty through work. He joined me online last month for The Recovery 
Summit alongside over 80 leading thinkers from business, politics, media, sports and beyond.  

A unique pause in our careers, a message from the future, a once in a lifetime opportunity. The 
disruption of today’s global pandemic, may well become a turning point in how we lead our 
organisations, and live our lives. Rob Shorter’s “Imagination Sundial” has emerged in recent 
weeks as a new design tool to help us imagine what we might seek from the future, and how. 
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Shorter, from the north-west of England, spent the last decade working for the Co-op, one of 
the world’s largest consumer co-operatives, owned by millions of members, and the UK’s fifth 
largest food retailer. He has now joined “doughnut” economist Kate Raworth and her team, 
whose model has recently been embraced by the cities of Amsterdam and Copenhagen in 
recent months, as a blueprint for better growth.  
 
He describes his goal as “to cultivate the collective imagination” towards an economy in 
which “people and planet thrive in balance.” 
 
The “Imagination Sundial” emerged from a view that we are living in a time of imaginative 
decline at the very time in history when we need to be at our most imaginative. Rob Hopkins 
who worked alongside Shorter says “we believe that this decline is first and foremost 
underpinned by the rise in trauma, stress, anxiety and depression which, neuroscientists have 
shown, cause a reduction in the hippocampus, the part of the brain most implicated in 
imagination.”  Wendy Suzuki agrees, writing in Forbes “long-term stress is literally killing the 
cells in your hippocampus that contribute to the deterioration of your memory. But it’s also 
zapping your creativity”. 
 
If imagination is, as John Dewey defined it, “the ability to see things as if they could be 
otherwise”, and given that we need to see, as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) put it “rapid, far reaching and unprecedented changes in all aspects of society”, then 
nurturing our capacity to have the most resilient and dynamic imagination possible is vital.  
 
The sundial contains 4 main elements, described in more detail by Shorter and Hopkins:  
 

• Space … the mental and emotional space that expands our capacity to imagine. Our 
busy and stressful lives are riddled with fear and anxiety which inhibits our potential for 
imagining. Space is about how we can slow down, feel safe, open up and connect with 
others and the natural world to rekindle this capacity. “Morning pages” is a practice 
recommended by Julia Cameron in “The Artist’s Way” to help people with artist’s 
block. It is an individual practice of continuous freefall writing of three sides of paper 
every morning, an unfiltered emptying of your mind, and appreciation of what is there.  

 
• Place … the gathering points for collective imagining, designed for connection and 

creation, collaboration and chance encounter, encouraging diversity of people and 
ideas. In Portland, Oregon, Intersection Repair invites residents who live around a 
shared intersection to come together to imagine what they want their street to look like, 
then collectively paint the road surface. The results are truly beautiful and it starts to 
change the way people see the place. Communities start holding street parties, setting 
up mini libraries and just generally gathering in the place they once ignored. 

 
• Practices … that connect us and change our frame of possibility. Practices are the 

things we can do together that take us out of our rational thinking minds into something 
altogether different, breaking down our internal constraints and societal norms to open 
up a greater sense of what is possible. A good practice creates bridges between the real 
and imagined, the known and unknown. For example, “what if” questions are a simple 
way to open up a range of possibilities. They are sufficiently open-ended that they don’t 
feel prescriptive while allowing people to shape their own creative responses. 

 
• Pacts … of collaboration that catalyse imagination into action. Action drives belief, and 

belief inspires further action. It is an agreement that brings together people and 
organisations who together can make things work. In Italy, for example, Bologna’s 
Civic Imagination Office works with communities across the city through 6 labs, using 
visioning tools and activities to come up with a diversity of ideas for the future of the 
city. When good ideas emerge, the municipality sit down with the community and create 
a pact, bringing together the support the municipality can offer, and what the 
community can offer. In the past 5 years, over 500 pacts have been created. 
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Melanie Perkins … Canva’s $3 billion growth in lockdown 
 
Canva is a workplace collaboration platform, and one of the world’s most valuable female-led 
start-ups.  It enables people to create graphics, presentations, videos, marketing materials and 
social media content. It has 30 million users across 190 countries, creating 80 designs per 
second, a total of over 3 billion designs since launch. 

 
Melanie Perkins, its 32-year-old Australian founder, 
used to describe Canva as a graphic design tool, but 
“reframed” it as a workplace collaboration platform, 
and therefore comparable to hyped businesses like 
Slack and Zoom, transforming perceptions and 
valuations. 
 
Perkins was a teenage entrepreneur. She launched 
her first business at 14, designing and selling 
handmade scarves to sell in her hometown of Perth. 
8 years later, she founded her next company, an 
online system for schools to design their yearbooks 
called Fusion Books, which is now the largest 
yearbook publisher in Australia. 
 

In 2013, she launched her third business, Canva, a platform that allows anyone to create 
professional-quality designs no matter their level of expertise. The platform is available in 100 
languages and has a library of over 3 million images, with new inspiration added every day. 
Within 5 years Canva had 250 employees, and became a $1 billion-valued unicorn. 
   
“Before Canva, creating a professional looking design was a complex process – you had to 
purchase expensive software, learn how to use it, purchase stock photography, decide on a 
layout, slice images, design, share ideas between the team by email only to find revisions 
needed to be made, then send your design to print.” 
 
Individuals and companies pay a flat subscription fee that enables them to set up a brand kit 
with logos, preferred colours, fonts and assets, and ensure consistency across their designs, 
access to billions of images and much more, and a print service that gives users the ability to 
produce professional prints in a variety of formats and sizes, delivered straight to their doorstep. 
 
Perkins says that Canva has seen huge demand during the pandemic, as the world has shifted 
online, people have adapted businesses and launched new concepts.  
 
“Canva’s accelerated growth during is indicative of the new normal, as more teams realize the 
need for a more scalable, more collaborative, more affordable and more user-friendly design 
platform” she says. “Now more than ever, organisations of all sizes are doubling down on 
building a reliable remote workplace, and are turning to modern productivity platforms like 
Canva to ensure they remain flexible and scalable.” 
 

New “liquid” business models … fusing the best of both worlds 
 
As lockdown shifts to downturn, we have seen how many companies have adapted to new 
socially-distant norms. Cafes and restaurants have developed thriving street-food and delivery 
businesses, cinemas and theatres have become drive-in experiences.  

In sport, Norway created the “Impossible Games” with athletes from Europe and Africa 
competing synchronously by video-link in different locations. In business, Apple hosted its 
annual developer conference (WWDC20) virtually, with impressive online keynotes, animations 
and interactions, shared by more people than ever. London Fashion Week did likewise. 
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Fundamentally, we are seeing a rapid shift to more “liquid” business models. 

In chemistry, you will remember, a “liquid” state exists between a solid and a gas – between a 
structured and unstructured state. In the business world, between a physical and digital world. 
“Liquid” is a much better word than hybrid – it means that we can fuse together the best of 
physical and digital formats, and also give consumers much more choice in how it is 
constructed. Liquid businesses are more accessible and agile, responsive and personal. 

These “liquid” attributes permeate both the inside and outside of business – shaping the new 
ways in which we work – how we communicate, collaborate and learn – and the new ways in 
which we compete – sell, create, manufacture, and support customers. 

The pandemic has seen rapid adoption of new technologies, and more significantly a shift to 
“digital me” with elevated Maslow-style human needs of belonging and connectedness. New 
formats emerge, responding to the new consumer, fusing the best of digital and physical: 
 

• Liquid Health … the fluid combination of digital technologies like Babylon Health and 
Good Doctor, providing smartphone consultations, AI-enabled diagnostics, robotic 
surgery, together with empathetic care. 

• Liquid Work … the fluid combination of more distributed yet collaborative working from 
anywhere, more flexible jobs and employment, more diverse and talented teams, 
creative people augmented by tech. 

• Liquid Production … the fluid combination of made remotely and on demand, 
embracing 3D printing to print what we like as we need it, the shift from fragile slow 
supply chains to dynamic personal ecosystems. 

• Liquid Retail … the fluid combination of digital consumers, with physical delivery – dark 
kitchens of Deliveroo delivering restaurant meals to our home, luxury brands selling 
direct, from Tiffany & Co. diamonds to Amazon’s Common Threads. 

• Liquid Mobility ... the fluid combination of multi-modal transport, as we shift to electric 
and autonomous cars, we shift from ownership to subscription, enabling a choice of 
transport modes, as we become more local. 

• Liquid Learning … the fluid combination of distance and physical learning experiences, 
for children to executives, lifelong learning becoming the norm with flexible 
qualifications, topped up over time, relevant and applied. 

 

Wang Xing … intelligent delivery of anything in China* 
 
Meituan Dianping is a Chinese delivery business which Fast Company ranked as “the world's 
most innovative company” last year.  
 
Despite a series of early setbacks, Wang Xing, a 39-year-old Chinese tech entrepreneur has 
built what is now considered as the leading on-demand services platform, with a huge fleet of 
bikes that will deliver anything anywhere anytime in 
China.  
 
Born in Fujian Province in 1979, Wang was the son of 
a wealthy businessman and factory owner. As a child, 
Wang was an avid reader and excelled at school, 
graduating from Beijing's Tsinghua University in 2001, 
and going on to study for a PhD in Delaware, USA. 
However watching the speed at which Chinese 
markets were changing, and despite having almost 
completed his doctorate, he headed back to Beijing 
to enter the world of business. 
 
Wang became known as "the copycat" because of his habit for creating Chinese versions of 
successful Western businesses. His initial Facebook-like social network for students did not 
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take off, until he launched Xiaonei in 2005, which swiftly accumulated tens of thousands of 
users. However, lack of additional funding led him to sell it for $2 million a year later (Renren, its 
acquirer went on to float it for $740m).  
 
He kept trying, launching a Twitter-like network called Fanfou, which translates as to “have you 
eaten”. Within two years, it had accumulated millions of users, but was shut down by the 
government for highlighting political issues.  
 
In 2010 he and his wife Guo Wanhuai launched a Groupon-inspired group-buying platform 
Meituan. Backed by internet giant Tencent, it quickly expanded to become China’s (and the 
world’s) largest food delivery company.  
 
Since then the “online to offline” platform has expanded rapidly to over 3000 Chinese cities, and 
after merging with Dianping in 2015, Wang’s business now brings together TripAdvisor-style 
restaurant reviews and hotel bookings, bike sharing, cinema tickets, deliveries of all types, and 
ride-hailing services. 
 
Beyond a vast “last mile” delivery network, Wang realised that he had something even more 
valuable, a huge database of the new, rapidly growing, Chinese middle class. A recent 
McKinsey study suggested that 76% of China’s urban population will enter the middle income 
bracket by 2022, with household earning between $9,000 and $34,000. 
 
Despite his personal wealth, estimated to be around $13.5 billion, Wang has earned a new 
nickname in China, as the "poet entrepreneur". His many Fanfou blog posts portray a solitary 
figure, with a particular fondness for Haruki Murakami's “Norwegian Wood”, along with classic 
Chinese poems and literature. 
 

 
 

Tesla’s shift to sustainable energy … and stock market boom 
 
Tesla is now the world’s most valuable automotive company, with a market cap of $209 billion 
on 1 July, just ahead of Toyota. It is now worth more than the combined value of the top four 
European companies - Volkswagen, Daimler, BMW and Ferrari. 
 
A decade ago, many questioned the ambitions of Elon Musk and his team in Palo Alto. Just 
two years ago, Musk was said to be sleeping on his factory floor, as he worked day and night to 
ramp-up production. And Tesla, of course, has never yet made a profit. 
 
In recent months Covid-19 has accelerated demand for electric vehicles. Tesla also offers a 
uniquely low-touch experience, bought online and delivered to your home, and recharged 
remotely. There’s also features such as the “bio-weapon defence mode” air filtration system 
that has become popular in a pandemic. 
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Tesla, however is much more than a car brand. Musk has been particularly keen to accelerate 
development of its Tesla Semi all-electric truck, as the road haulage market is expected to 
rapidly migrate to electric, and then driverless models. 6 months ago he also launched the 
futuristic Cybertruck with striking angular design and (almost) unbreakable windows.   
 
Even more significantly, in 2017 Tesla Motors changed its name to Tesla Inc. and has steadily 
diversified its business activities, most notably into battery energy storage, for both home and 
large-scale use. It also acquired Solar City, the solar roof tile business. Musk described Tesla’s 
purpose as “to accelerate the world’s transition to sustainable energy”.  
 
Combining the capabilities in battery technology and vehicle development has particularly 
excited investment analysts, Musk has revealed plans for a “million mile” battery lasting up to 
16 years, which Tesla’s Chinese supplier Catl has been working on and which is predicted to 
significantly lower the cost of electric vehicles. 
 
Perhaps Tesla’s situation helps to explain why stock markets are proving remarkably immune 
to the economic turmoil created by the global pandemic, and felt by most of us right now. While 
stores are closed, jobs lost and the future seems uncertain, stock markets are booming, above 
pre-pandemic levels of early 2020, and around 10% up on last year.  
 
Why? Firstly a stock market, like the value of any company, is a reflection of future potential 
profits, rather than current profitability. This is tempered by confidence in the future, which is 
still strong in the mid to longer-term. Secondly, most stocks are held by the wealthiest in 
society, who are less affected. And third, technology companies like Amazon and Apple, 
Google and Microsoft have done well during lockdown, as life has migrated to digital platforms, 
and are by far the largest players in the markets.  
 

Harnessing the 17 SDGs … a $12 trillion business opportunity* 
 
The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) create a structured framework for 
developing better business strategies and transforming markets. 
 
Achieving the 17 goals, agreed by all member states in 2015, would create a world that is 
comprehensively sustainable, says the UN, which they define as socially fair, environmentally 
secure, inclusive, economically prosperous, and more predictable. The goals are 
interconnected, like the world, so progress on them all will have much more impact than 
achieving only some.  
 
Whilst businesses are clearly 
important to achieving the 
SDGs, they also create new 
opportunities for businesses to 
grow in a more positive way.  
The challenge therefore is to 
embed the 17 goals as a guiding 
framework for development, 
particular at a time when 
companies are looking to 
reimagine how they work, 
more in tune with society. 
 
Making the business case for the SDGs in 2017, the UN’s Business and Sustainable 
Development Commission estimated that they represent a $12 trillion opportunity, combining 
cost savings and new revenues.  They particularly highlighted the opportunities for food and 
agriculture, cities, energy and materials, health and well-being, together representing 60% of 
the global economy.   
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The commission said “to capture these opportunities in full, businesses need to pursue 
social and environmental sustainability as avidly as they pursue market share 
and shareholder value. If a critical mass of companies joins us in doing this now, together we 
will become an unstoppable force. If they don’t, the costs and uncertainty of unsustainable 
development could swell until there is no viable world in which to do business.” 
 

Cemex, the global cement business based in Mexico 
City, uses the 17 SDG framework as a way to develop its 
business strategy, and measure impact. This starts with 
its purpose “to build a better future for everyone” 
through better communities, which are built on towns, 
homes, schools and hospitals. This is about much more 
than cement, or even construction. 
 
The global leader’s CEO, Fernando Gonzalez, says “Our 

social initiatives aim to make cities and communities more inclusive, safe, resilient, and 
sustainable. By building strong, high-quality infrastructure, undertaking actions to combat 
climate change, and offering sustainable products and solutions, we directly contribute to many 
of the SDGs”. 

“We have identified 11 of the 17 SDGs to which Cemex contributes directly (see diagram below) 
with SDGs 9 and 11 particularly related to our core business” he says, adding that “a growing 
number of investors and analysts agree that leading environmental, social and governance 
(ESG) practices can generate higher profitability and may be better long-term investments. 

Cemex managers were asked to take the “SDG challenge” and write a postcard to themselves 
stating what action they would take to be an “SDG mover” describing how they each contribute 
to specific SDGs through day to day activities. Cemex’s Integrated Report brings together this 
mapping, tracked by specific KPIs, and detailed by function and geography.  
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Build back better … inspiration from global leaders 
 
“There has never been a moment quite like this” said Cosimo Turroturro, as he introduced The 
Recovery Summit, an ambitious thought leadership ultra-marathon, a 40 hour webinar over 5 
days. With a global audience of almost 10,000 people, inspired by 80 of the world’s leading 
minds, he continued “Individually and together we face challenges we have never encountered, 
but also opportunities which we have never had before.” 
 
Here are some of the best quotes, from leaders of business, politics, sports and much more: 

 
“Now is the time for leaders to accelerate the future, with an inspiring 
dream and practical capabilities” began Jim Hagemann Snabe, chairman 
of Siemens and Maersk, describing how to look beyond traditional 
strategies. He went on, “now is the time to be bold”, to create a more 
human, digital and collaborative future, and “to unleash human potential.” 
 
 “We were already in a bad place” declared Dambisa Moyo, Zambian 

economist, and board member of Chevron and 3M. “Economic growth had 
stagnated, and governments had built up enormous debt or deficits. The 
pandemic has accelerated this”.  

 
 “The pandemic has challenged old ideas of nations, 
hierarchies and strategies, and is teaching us that 
networks, collaboration, and communities across 
borders, are more important and powerful” said Sebastian Coe, President 
of World Athletics. “As leaders, we have suddenly found that with 
technology we can be much more accessible, collaborative and productive.” 
 

 “There are two crises - one is a health crisis, the other an economic crisis - 
that will hit the emerging world hardest. We already have a cure for the latter, if 
we have the courage to act now” added Andrés Velasco, Chilean economist, 
based at the London School of Economics. “People are asking is it worse to 
die of the virus, or of hunger. What will we do?” 

 
 “If we keep doing what we are doing now, it will be a long, slow recovery” 
warned Paul Romer, Nobel economics laureate and former Chief 
Economist of the World Bank. “We should be taking bolder action now, 
addressing the big issues of social inequality and environmental crisis”.  
 
 "We're all now in a high-assumption environment, where 

strategy matters more than ever, with so many new opportunities to innovate. 
It's time to be proactive" says Rita McGrath, strategy professor at Columbia 
Business School, and author of “Seeing Around Corners”. 

 
 "Covid-19 has accelerated change over the next 20 years 
into the next 2 years. The way in which awareness of Black Lives Matter 
spread across the world in days shows that we could be on the cusp of a 
better world" said Ian Goldin, director of the Oxford Martin Programme on 
Technological and Economic Change. 
 
 "People don't like change, because they can’t see a 

better future. We like to live life in a straight line. We don't like to deviate. If we 
reach an obstacle, we crash. Instead we need the courage to explore new 
directions" proclaimed Bertrand Piccard, Swiss psychiatrist, round the world 
balloonist, and founder of Solar Impulse. “Like a balloonist we need to 
increase altitude, by dropping our ballast”. 
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“You can’t stop the waves, but you can learn to surf … then take a moment to 
say ‘kia kaha’ to yourself, the Maori word for stay strong” said global 
adventurer Debra Searle, before also suggesting “Protect your mindset with 
the habit stack: songs, exercise, meditation, sleep, humour, and generosity". 
 
"There will not be a new normal (normal = ordinary, average, 
predictable) ... Instead the new context is about 5Cs: chaos + 

crisis + complexity + confusion + constant change (chaos = exponential speed 
and uncertainty)" said Paulo Gallo, author of “The Compass and the Radar”. 

 
 "We need to build a new DNA for organisations that 
anticipates more shocks, that enjoys disruption, that thrives on constant 
change” said South African futurist Graeme Codrington. “Covid-19 is a 
unique invitation to reimagine our future"  
 
 "Asian companies have been much faster to adapt and pivot 

during the pandemic, to move online, to change activity” observed IMD’s 
Howard Yu, adding “Leadership teams need to be much more diverse - 
ethnicity, gender, religion, age, whatever - to embrace cognitive diversity".  

 
 “I believe in 5 keys to personal resilience: clarity of purpose, perform under 
pressure, think positively, build a support network, manage your energy” 
shared Anna Hemmings, the six times world champion 
canoeist. 
 
 “How do you become an invincible company? Constantly 

reinvent yourself, compete on superior business models, transcend industry 
boundaries” said Alex Osterwalder, having just launched his great new book, 
“The Invincible Company”. 

 
 “We are only conscious of 5% of our behaviours. Most new behaviours 
become habits after around 66 days. Use marginal gains to make 
progressive change” said Steven MacGregor, author of “Chief Wellbeing 
Officer”, and founder of the Leadership Academy of Barcelona. 
 
 “Now is the time to try new things, the greatest risk is not to 

risk. We all need a challenger mindset, deep curiosity and fearless courage” 
offered Inc magazine columnist Terence Mauri summarising it as “a bit of Finnish 
sisu, and a bit of Japanese soshin”.  

 
 “Success in life is defined by how we overcome adversity” concluded Jay 
Sean, the record breaking R&B singer/songwriter, reflecting on how we are 
all faced with moments of big choices, “to take the blue pill or red pill” and 
“how we respond defines the next stage of our journey.” 
 
 

Time to be bold and braver, to look forwards with courage and imagination, to create a better 
future for yourself, your business and the world. 
 
Be safe. Be strong. Be smart. 
 

Peter 
 
 
 

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


