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Humanocracy: business as amazing as the people inside 
 
“The future of work” has become a hot topic in recent months – the end of the office, the shift 
to distributed working, careers to contracts, functions to projects, jobs displaced by machines. 
Yet the real challenge is not people, but the organisation structures that still limit them. 
 
“In a world of unrelenting change and unprecedented challenges, we need organisations that 
are resilient and daring” says Gary Hamel, co-author of the new book “Humanocracy: Creating 
organisations as amazing as the people inside them.” 
 
“Resilient, creative, and passionate” are the qualities organisations now need, says Hamel 
and co-author Michele Zanini, yet many organisations are “inertial, incremental, and inhuman”. 
Organisations should be rebuilt “to free the human spirit”.   
 
“Humans are adaptable, creative and passionate – but organisations are mostly not”. Even 
though openness, flexibility, and creativity are essential, our current bureaucratic organisations 
are not allowing us to pursue those qualities, he says.  
 
Of course there are some great examples of amazing organisations that do release the power 
of humanity, as I explore in my forthcoming book:  
 

• Buurtzorg (self-organised teams) to Morning Star (employees contract with each other) 
• Haier (thousands of micro enterprises) to Haufe (people choose leaders, including CEO) 
• Red Hat (crowdsourced strategies) to Handelsbanken (most decisions made locally). 

 
Hamel proposes 5 steps which business leaders can take, in order to create more resilient, 
innovative, and entrepreneurial organisations:  

1. Define the challenge … Most of the bureaucracy that stifles organisations is invisible, 
so leaders should calculate the “Bureaucratic Mass Index” (BMI) of their organization 
(find a link to tool on my website), based on factors such as layers, frictions, insularity, 
disempowerment, risk aversion and politics. 
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2. Learn from innovators … Take inspiration from organisations that have embraced new 
approaches (as described above). Real examples demonstrate how the old 
bureaucracies are really not needed. Even large organizations can be led with only a few 
layers of management. 

3. Embrace new principles … New practices don’t work 
with old principles, demanding a rethink of values and 
culture. The old pursuit of maximising efficiency and 
compliance, should be replaced by experimentation, 
meritocracy, openness, community, and ownership. 

4. Hack the management model … “Bureaucracy is not 
going to die in one Armageddon-like battle”, says 
Hamel. Rather than top-down imposition by a change 
program, encourage people to hack the principles and 
practices. “Effective change rolls up, not down”. 

5. Start from where you are … Ask your team, “what 
should we change in order to get serious about 
openness, creativity, experimentation, and meritocracy?” Start with small steps that can 
reduce bureaucracy and encourage innovation across our organisations. 

 
Hamel reflects that “only 1 in 5 employees believe their opinions matter at work, only 1 in 10 
have the freedom to experiment with new solutions, and 1 in 11 say they can influence 
important decisions. This is a waste of human capability. We must do better”. 
 

 
 

Evan Spiegel … how Snap’s founder is humanising tech* 
 
Evan Spiegel sits in his loft-sized office, taking up the top floor of Snap’s head office in Santa 
Monica. On the beach outside, young people chat and surf, sunbath and play. Inside, his 
Snapchat platform enables those same teens and young twenty-somethings to stay connected 
day and night. Spiegel is one of the them, still in his twenties, but also a multi-billionaire tech 
entrepreneur founder of Fast Company’s “world’s most innovative company” of 2020.  
 
A little like his hero Steve Jobs, Spiegel studied design at art college, followed by an internship 
at Red Bull, which taught him much about consumer culture. At Stanford he launched a start-
up with classmate Bobby Murphy, initially called Picaboo, which evolved into Snapchat in 
2011. He dropped out of college when the app reached 1 million daily users a year later. In 2014 
Mark Zuckerberg offered him $2 billion for the business, which he turned down, instead 
choosing an IPO in 2017, which valued the business at $30 billion. 
 
Then everything went wrong. Spiegel rapidly grew his team to thousands, putting himself at 
the heart of all technology development, yet Snapchat was haemorrhaging users, losing 5 
million in 2018, and losing most of his senior team. The stock price dived by 90% and most 
people thought it was all over.  However, Spiegel wasn’t finished, knowing that he needed to fix 
his business, and his internal workstyle. With Murphy he reimagined the app around what 
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consumers liked. He invested heavily in Augmented Reality (AR) tools, and also added crazy 
rabbit ears to photos, which might sound like a gimmick, but were loved by his young audience.   
 
Apple and Alphabet see the future of 
the smartphone eventually migrated to 
some form of headset device, but 
Snap is focused on its cheap and fun 
Spectacles, cool designs with built in 
AR cameras.  
 
The team drove for new types of 
content, developing a Netflix-style 
platform for short 5 minute movies 
with teen-specific content, and a 
second app called Bitmoji which 
allows users to make Simpsons-like 
caricatures of themselves, and then 
placing your avatar into animated 
movies alongside your friends, in 
Bitmoji TV. 
 
What emerged was a very human approach to technology. While many older audiences might 
trivialise those rabbit ears, Spiegel knew they could make his technology business cool, 
desirable and incredibly human. 
 
In recent months, Snap has responded to the Covid-19 lockdown by providing new types of 
support to users, including a teen-focused mental health app “Here for you” with videos on 
how to cope with stress and anxiety, and how to support others. Last month Spiegel also 
formed a partnership with Headspace, creating a series of “mini” meditation apps. 
 
Making technology “more human” will be a key step to progress in forthcoming years. This 
could be like Pokémon Go embracing augmented reality in gaming or using gaming itself to 
transform activities such as shopping, like Alibaba’s gamified incentives to attract shoppers its 
11:11 Shopping Festival, or Kahoot making education more fun.  
 

Zhang Yiming … the Bytedance founder behind TikTok* 
 
TikTok competes with Snapchat and Instagram as the social media platform of choice for most 
young people. Since its launch three years ago it has grown rapidly to 1 billion users, and is in 

the news because of its Chinese origins. 
While it is definitely a hit with young 
people, the US President is less keen, 
maybe using security concerns as an 
excuse to escalate trade wars. 
 
TikTok’s infectious 15-60 second videos, 
most often in the form of choreographed 
dances, have spread rapidly in lockdown. 
In the UK, for example, 27% of 18-24 year 
olds now use the app, compared to 7% 
back in March.  
 
TikTok was created by Bytedance, often 

described as the world’s largest “unicorn”, founded in 2012 by Zhang Yiming. The business was 
recently valued at around $100 billion following substantial investment by SoftBank (and double 
the potential value of its TikTok subsidiary). 
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Like his compatriot Jack Ma, 37 year old Zhang had an inauspicious start to his career. Having 
studied software engineering in Tianjin, he joined Chinese travel start-up Kuxun in 2006, its fifth 
employee, later becoming its technical director.  
 
In 2008 Zhang joined Microsoft, but felt stifled by the corporate environment and soon left to 
join another start-up, Fanfou (created by Wang Xing, who later founded Meituan Dianping). 
When Fanfou failed, he returned to Kuxun, which was acquired by Expedia, formerly part of 
Microsoft. He left to start his first business, an online real estate platform, 99 Fang. 
 
Zhang now had the entrepreneurial bug, and saw in the rapid growth of mobile phone usage, 
an opportunity far beyond making calls. In China, and other emerging markets, phones were 
many people’s first experience of the internet, 
yet phone apps and interfaces were poor.  
Chinese users had a new thirst for 
information, and he saw the opportunity of 
artificial intelligence to push relevant 
content to users in more personal and 
intuitive ways. 
 
Bytedance initially launched Toutiao 
(meaning “Headlines”) which focused on 
using AI to aggregate and recommend news 
to individuals, both from established media 
and user generated content. Most investors 
turned Zhang down for funding, seeing a 
Chinese tech market already dominated by 
the likes of Alibaba, Baidu and Tencent.  
 
However Zhang soon found a profitable niche in entertainment apps, sharing viral jokes, 
memes and videos, Bytedance’s first app Neihan Duanzi gained 200 million users in 2017, but 
was closed down by Chinese censors for being “incommensurate with socialist core values”. 
 
It soon returned in 2016 with Douyin, a Chinese social network that creates short music, lip-
sync, dance, and comedy, mostly in the form of short videos. This functionality was significantly 
enhanced with the acquisition of the American app Musical.ly in 2018, which also led to the 
launch of an international version of the Douyin app, branded as TikTok, later that year. 
 
Zhang remained acutely aware of China’s censors, the concerns of other nations, and the 
experience of Huawei. He sought to separate the TikTok business where possible, for example 
by storing all of its data in USA and Singapore. In June, Kevin Mayer, previously chairman of 
Walt Disney International joined TikTok as CEO, and as Bytedance’s COO. 
 
In the last month, the US government threatened to ban TikTok from the USA, unless it was sold 
to an American company. Zhang’s old friend Microsoft stepped forwards, and is now exploring a 
$50 billion acquisition of the social media business. Having already acquired LinkedIn, Microsoft 
recognises that networks and content are as important as software to its future growth. 
 

Ecosystems Inc … from egosystems to ecosystems 
Most of today’s successful organisations work as complex, diverse and highly collaborative 
networks of many partners. Ecosystems, particularly in the form of platforms, have driven the 
rapid rise of Asian companies like Alibaba and PingAn – and TikTok - but equally in supporting 
the reinvention of established companies like Apple and Microsoft. 

“Ecosystems Inc” is a fabulous new book in which Thinkers50 bring together the best ideas on 
ecosystems from over 30 of the world’s best thinkers – Rita McGrath explores “stepping stone” 
strategies, Bill Fischer focuses on ecosystem innovation and learning, Whitney Johnson 
defines the growth system, and my own chapter focuses on the rise of ecosystem brands. 
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Stuart Crainer, as curator of the book’s ideas, starts by saying “Companies can’t help seeing 
the world as a place to be controlled. The mass-producing organizations of the twentieth-
century thrived on control. That was what they were designed to take advantage of. In the 
twenty-first century, the organizational dynamics are radically different. The new reality is 
messy and uncertain. Organizations sprawl globally. They compete in fast changing markets 
against equally fast changing competitors. They compete for people. They compete for 
customers. And their suppliers are dispersed worldwide.”  

At the heart of understanding this new reality is the 
concept of ecosystems. The Oxford English 
Dictionary defines an ecosystem as “a biological 
system composed of all the organisms found in a 
particular physical environment, interacting with it 
and with each other. Also in extended use: a 
complex system resembling this.”  

“Most business strategists seek to protect their 
existing assets and to keep competition at bay. But a 
pure play orchestrator is happy to open up to 
competition and to share its intellectual property, as 
long it keeps the ecosystem growing” says Julian 
Birkinshaw in his chapter.  

The key words are interaction, complex, and system. Viewing the organizational world as an 
endless array of often interlocking ecosystems and to see an individual corporation as an 
ecosystem of stakeholders in various locations provides a challenging change in perspective.  

My own chapter focuses on the role of brands in bringing ecosystems to life for consumers, 
and the added richness and reach which brands – and their consumers – gain through the 
network effects of ecosystems.  

“While ecosystems are most often thought of as large virtual networks of supply, they have 
much more impact when considered from the perspective of demand, how they bring together 
richer experiences, and reach and connect many more consumers” I say in my chapter. 

I explore brands such as Glossier, Emily Weiss’s community-based beauty business, and 
Mikkeller, the world’s largest branded network of craft beers. I call them “butterfly brands” 
because they can be small and agile organisations who have incredible scale and impact. 
ARM, the world’s most successful semiconductor business, Haier, the world’s largest home 
appliance brand, and Virgin as an IP-based brand network, are other examples. 

The Wicked 7 … systems thinking to solve big problems 
 
A “wicked problem” is typically difficult to solve because it is incomplete and contradictory, 
and maybe even resists resolution. Because of complex interdependencies, the effort to solve 
one aspect of a wicked problem may reveal or create other problems. 
 
The phrase was coined by Rittel and Churchman in 1967 when addressing social policy issues 
from climate change to drug trafficking, nuclear weapons to healthcare. Solving wicked 
problems, they said, requires a great number of people to change mindsets and behaviours. 
 
Inspired by the Covid-19 pandemic, Philip Kotler, the 89 year old marketing guru, and Christian 
Sarker, have set out to “seize the opportunity to find new joined solutions to the world’s 
greatest challenges” with “The Wicked 7”. They felt that one of the main reasons that the 
world’s wicked problems aren’t being addressed is because when we try to solve them 
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individually, the boundaries we draw to frame the problem are reductive – they reduce and 
diminish the scope of the true underlying causes.  

Complex challenges typically require systems thinking, mapping out the many interrelated 
causes and effects of a situation. I first used the approach with Mastercard in 1995, working 
with analytics firm Pugh Roberts in Boston to create a $1 million model of the credit card 
market, and business model, to identify the key value drivers and best growth strategies.   
 
Sarker says “It’s time to re-design society by tackling the world’s big issues collectively as key 
components of “ecosystems of wicked problems”. These are their defined “Wicked 7”: 
 

• Climate collapse: the interlinked global crisis of weather-related events from heat 
waves, forest fires, flooding, hurricanes, ecosystem degradation, and species extinction. 

• Inequality: economic inequality as a measure social and gender inequality. The growing 
gap between the 1% and the 99% of people creates an unequal and unjust society. 

• Extremism: the growing intolerance and hate fuelled by identity-based groups that 
create social unrest and commit acts of terror. 

• War: includes militarism, the culture of war, armies, arms, industries, policies, plans, 
propaganda, prejudices, and rationalizations that lead to lethal group conflict. 

• Corruption: the dishonest conduct by those in power or those seeking to influence 
them using fraud and bribery, and creating further inequality and injustice.  

• Health and livelihood: the worldwide challenge of public wellbeing – economic and 
physical health. Includes the economy, the future of work, employment, and education. 

• Population and migration:  population growth leads to increased conflicts over water, 
energy, food. It include environmental degradation, refugees and asylum seekers.    

 
The expert community which has come together as the Wicked 7 Project see it fundamentally 
as a design challenge. They use a collaborative, open-source approach to iterate a public 
repository of “virtuous solutions”.  
 
This starts by mapping out observable cause and effects using multiple “why?” questions to 
search for connections, influences, and ultimately root causes. A map of the problem emerges, 
known as the “Wicked Cycle”.  
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They then use a “digital twin”, a digital simulation, from which more positive impacts can be 
modelled, resulting in a second map, a “Virtuous Cycle”. 

 
 
In addressing Covid-19 as a “wicked problem” the team used data from sources such as 
endcoronavirus.org which is a fascinating analytical source of how different countries have 
responded over recent months.  
 
It quickly became apparent that countries that did best – like Germany, New Zealand and 
Taiwan – have common features, including a properly funded health system, technological 
edge, and high levels of public trust. Many also have female leaders who acted swiftly and 
decisively, with testing and contact tracing protocols across the entire country. 
 

Angela Cretu … reviving Avon in the midst of pandemic 
 
I first met Avon’s new CEO, Angela Cretu, during a customer-centricity masterclass I was 
delivering in Budapest a decade ago. As we talked about the primacy of the consumer, and how 
to create better propositions for them, she was adamant 
that in her business it was the network of self-employed 
sales representatives who were most important, and the 
proposition to them.  
 
For years, Avon has stood out for its distinctive business 
model. It’s network-based model of peer to peer sales 
has thrived, selling to friends and neighbours within local 
communities, inspired by Avon’s support in “empowering 
women” to achieve independence, success and personal 
wealth. It also thrives on representatives recruiting their 
own local teams of representatives, with those at the top 
of “pyramids” able to potentially make millions. 
 
However all of that changed with Covid-19. For years, despite declining sales and increasing 
competition from a new breed of direct and community-based beauty brands like Glossier and 
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Beauty Pie, Avon had resisted a shift to digital. As competitors embraced natural ingredients 
and new business models, Avon clung to its old model of success. 

 
Cretu, a 45 year old Romanian who has 
been with Avon for 22 years, took on the 
top job after the company was acquired 
by Brazil’s Natura for $2 billion last year, 
(Avon rejected offers of $10 billion back in 
2012). The Sao Paulo-based company, led 
by Roberto Marques, has also acquired 
Body Shop and Aesop in recent times, 
restyling itself as Natura & Co. 
 
Within weeks of starting her new role, one 
of Avon’s few growth markets, China, was 
locked down. Other key markets like Spain 
and Italy quickly followed. Cretu’s first 

response was to her 5 million self-employed sales representatives, providing masks and safety 
guidance. But the business was in deep trouble, unless it changed quickly. 
 
“It was a wake-up call to our business” she says, “Everybody came together in ways I could 
never have dreamt of. This spirit has accelerated the appetite for people to change and adopt 
new ways to work almost overnight”. 
 
A new digital sales platform was rolled out within 8 weeks, giving representatives new digital 
tools to build their own websites within the Avon ecosystem, migrate their contact databases, 
and establish new forms of relationships with consumers. Avon reconfigured its logistics to offer 
deliveries direct to consumers, once ordered through representatives. 
 
“We have learnt that we have to stop acting in a hierarchical corporate way and start acting 
like a network of professionals, empowering one another, making fast decisions” she says. 
 

The “survive and thrive” framework … build back better 
 
As businesses emerge from the initial crisis of the Covid-19 pandemic, many of the impacts are 
becoming clearer. Brian Chesky, CEO of Airbnb which lost over $1 billion in direct revenues 
during the last 6 months, says that he now realises that his business will have to fundamentally 
change. “We got to big, we made some wrong decisions. We need to go back to what we are 
really about, connecting people. We will change dramatically” he said this month.  
 
Some of the short-term Covid-
19 survival measures, like 
Airbnb’s introduction of online 
home tuition classes – from 
cookery courses to salsa 
dancing – were a great 
success, and will continue. 
Some suspended business 
activities will resume, change, 
or never return. For many 
industries – from travel to 
healthcare – there will be 
lasting structural change. 
 
Now is the moment, as we 
shift from survival to slow recovery, that businesses need to be decisive in what to do, and 
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what not. Already, some companies – like Avon, Coursera, Door Dash and Stripe – have made 
decisive choices during the lockdown period, and are now thriving amidst the turbulence. 
 
I created this “Survive and Thrive” matrix as a simple four box framework for you to decide: 
what to continue, and what to change.  
 

 
 
As you work through the “Survive and Thrive” matrix consider: 
 

• What can we learn from our survival actions, both the temporary activities that we will 
not continue, and the new actions that we will continue? 

• How can we embrace the new activities in ways that might lead to more lasting 
change, even change our view as to future possibilities and strategic goals? 

• As we restart activities that were temporarily suspended, how can we ensure that we do 
not fall back into our old ways, and inefficiencies? 

• How can we combine the new/enhanced and restarted/adapted activities, and 
accelerate them to create advantage, and shape the new emerging markets? 

 
As Chesky made choices, both in crisis mode when the pandemic hit, but also now in 
recovery, he has stuck to a key principle … make decisions “future back”. By this he means 
don’t make decisions purely on the present, but start by thinking what is the future you still want 
to create, how are the conditions to get their changing, and what will be most important.  
 
This takes both foresight, how you see the changed future, but also insight, how the attitudes 
and behaviours of consumers are changing, and will change. Obviously, a business with a 
strong clarity of purpose, will have a better starting point for decision making. Equally, as 
human and technology issues become more significant, and social and environmental issues 
become more urgent and popular in society, there are new factors to embrace in making the 
right choices, and developing innovative ways forward. 
 
I will be leading a series of online “Build Back Better” programs over the coming months, 
helping you to accelerate your recovery, in a way that seizes the new opportunities of change, 
and enables you to have more positive impact on your business, your people, and the world. 
 
Be safe. Be strong. Be smart. 
 

Peter 
 

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


