
 
Page 1    peterfisk@peterfisk.com 

 
 

 
 

How will the future emerge? …. The inspiration of tech. 
 
2020 has been a phenomenal year. If you’re a tech company. But then, you could argue that in 
some ways every company should be a tech company, in structure and culture. And human too. 
 
Since the pandemic hit, Apple’s stock price has looked more like the Burj Khalifa, rather than 
showing symptoms of Covid-19. Since mid-March, it’s market value doubled in just 21 weeks to 
become the world’s first $2 trillion company, having taken 42 years to reach $1 trillion. While 
Tim Cook and team haven’t sustained the relentless product revolutions of the Steve Jobs era, 
they have profited from extending its global reach, fuelled by content and applications.  
 
It might seem contradictory, but as society locked-down, and the global economy shrank faster 
than ever before, some companies have thrived like never before. Consider the growth by 
market value of these businesses over the first 6 months of 2020: 
 

• Amazon. Market cap added = $401.1bn. While the online retailer struggled initially to 
cope with demand, it spent $4bn enhancing its distribution capacity. 

• Microsoft. Market cap added = $269.9bn. The Azure cloud has dominated growth, 
while user numbers for Teams and Xbox both mushroomed to over 100 million. 

• Tesla. Market cap added = $108.4bn. Becoming the world’s most valuable auto maker 
is not really the story, for Tesla is much more about energy, and specifically batteries. 

• PayPal. Market cap added = $65.4bn. Online payments grew dramatically with online 
retail, but the real secret was PayPal’s new Venmo app for peer to peer payments. 

• Pinduoduo. Market cap added = $55.2bn. 628m people used China’s #2 shopping 
platform with a gamified, group-based approach to ultra-low prices (more next month). 

 
Tech companies all, but equally retail and communication, gaming and transport, energy and 
finance. The rapid convergence of sectors, digitalisation of interfaces, and power of networks 
is everywhere. 2020 has become a year of dramatic shake-up where the growth companies in 
every sector realise that the innovative application of new technologies is key to their future. 
For the many of us, for who the year has not been so phenomenal, the lessons are obvious. 
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Post-pandemic consumers … new habits, new priorities. 
 
As the world begins a slow recovery from the worst of the pandemic, it is clear that lockdown 
has had a profound impact on how we live. The fear of contagion, the experience of isolation, 
and the economic uncertainty that continues, are changing consumer behaviours for good. As 
new synaptic pathways take shape in our brains, new habits typically form in around 66 days. 
 
Digital behaviours most obviously accelerated – how we work, learn, shop, socialise and play. 
Zoom’s daily user base rocketed from 10 million to 200 million in 3 months. Disney’s new 
streaming service, Disney+, achieved the same growth in 5 months that Netflix achieved in 7 
years. Online shopping grew more in 8 weeks than the last 10 years, telemedicine went from 
2% to 98% of all initial health appointments in 15 days.  
 
Analysis by McKinsey illustrates how behaviours are changing around the world: 
 

 
 
The importance of health and wellbeing is set to endure, as we become used to low-touch 
experiences. At the same time, we value humanity more, caring for society, family and 
neighbours. As a result, our physical shopping behaviours change too. Local proximity, but self-
service, less frequent visits, baskets of flour and detergent, rather than clothes and cosmetics. 
Sustainability became a more or less significant issue depending on safety and economics.  
 
Nesting in our homes, we became more subdued too. Our wanderlust to travel was quashed 
by quarantine, as airlines and hotels have perhaps been worst affected, typically losing 90% of 
their business. Most people lost confidence in using public transport, so roads became more 
congested as we slowly ventured out, while many city centres have remained ghost towns. 
 
Socialising, except for the initial youthful exuberance to party again, has been more moderated. 
Many restaurants still operate as kitchens for home delivery, fuelling the continued rise of 
delivery companies like Deliveroo and Just Eat, who have added groceries and medicines, in a 
similar way to the Asian super-apps like Grab and Meituan Dianping. And our love of small 
brands, like craft beers, has given way to a trust in larger, familiar brands.  
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Rise of “Generation Alpha” … children of the millennials. 
 
We are familiar with the differences between generations – from “baby boomers” to “millennials” 
– and how we define (stereotype) age groups most notably by attitudes that are shaped in their 
formative years. Their experiences while growing up have a huge influence on their enduring 
worldviews and values, their preferences for brands, and behaviours in the workplace. 
 
The now retired “builder” generation of Jack Welch, who succeeded through “command and 
control” organisational structures, were not surprisingly most influenced by world wars. The 
“boomer” generation of Steve Jobs was more inspired by possibilities, like the moon landing. 
Most boardrooms today are largely populated by “Gen X”, more open and collaborative.   
 
“Gen Y” (also known as millennials) were the first digital natives, unable to imagine life without a 
mobile phone and social media. As the entrepreneurs, and primary workforce of today, their 
attitudes are reshaping markets and organisations as we speak. They are now being followed 
by “Gen Z” who bring a fresh conscience to society. So what happens next? 
 
Kids growing up in a pandemic-stricken world, locked-down and schooled online, will inevitably 
be shaped by their experiences, and go onto shape the future of markets and work. They are 
labelled “Generation Alpha” by an Australian research company, McCrindle (see the diagram 
below). They will soon outnumber the boomers, they will most likely live beyond 100 years old, 
and as a global population of over 2 billion, they will be the largest generation in history.  
 

  
 

A new report by Canvas8 reminds us that “Gen Alpha” will see an isolationist world as normal, 
not just because of Covid-19, but because of the politics of Trump and Brexit too. Their values 
are shaped by incredible tech possibilities, health consciousness, political anxiety, and a call-
out culture, driven by millennial parents who are actively conditioning their future views.  
 
In reality these youngsters are already shaping markets – with social influence and purchasing 
power beyond their years. They will be the most materially endowed generation, born with iPads 
and iPhones as toys, they will have a gamified approach to learning and life. “Gen Alpha” are 
the real legacy of today’s pandemic, and will also be most influential in shaping our future.  
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Piyush Gupta … DBS, the world’s most innovative bank* 
 

Piyush Gupta leads DBS, the largest bank in 
Southeast Asia, and widely recognised as the 
world’s most innovative bank.  
 
As a CEO, he has a relatively unorthodox 
background, having grown up in the technology 
and operations parts of banking. During his 27-
year Citi banking career, he did 22 jobs in 
multiple countries, including a one-year stint as a 
tech entrepreneur leading his own start-up. He 
built a very broad-based understanding of 
commercial banking, how people work together, 
and how digital can enhance it.  
 
He joined DBS in 2009. At the time, the bank, 

which was founded in 1968 by the government as the Development Bank of Singapore to 
help fund the young city-state’s industrial development, was inefficient and bureaucratic, 
running on outdated technology. “Damn bloody slow” some called it. 
 
Like many banks, DBS was defined by complex products, drab locations, and long queues. 
Gupta went to branches incognito to speak to customers, to see for himself the cause of 
their dismay. He realised that the bank had unwittingly made itself difficult to do business 
with, creating safeguards on people’s money that also made it difficult to access. Managing 
the bank was not easy either. No central data was available to show which of the bank’s 
branches were profitable and which were not.  
 
Gupta spent time looking at other banks, but also looking at tech companies like Alibaba 
and Tencent who were moving rapidly into banking. He believed that such companies were 
about to redefine banking in substantially new ways – redefining the whole concept of 
financial services, not just creating a more digital approach. He decided that DBS needed 
to have a tech company mentality, with all the 
agility and inventiveness that would imply. 
“Banks are yesterday’s story” he told the 
Financial Times.  
 
Gupta started by focusing on the customer 
experience, and then having addressed the 
basic culture and processes, on innovation, 
specifically embracing technology. His approach 
was driven by employee “hackathons” to spur 
collaborative thinking and diverse ideas. Rather 
than relying upon industry-proven solutions, 
DBS looked outside for new ideas and solutions, 
by for example taking a stake in Kasisto, a banking chatbot and AI start-up. DBS also 
become the first bank in the world to develop a methodology for measuring digital value 
creation, which shows the impact of digitisation on earnings. 
 
DBS seeks to deliver a new kind of banking experience that is so simple, seamless and 
invisible, that customers have more time to spend on the things they care about. “If we just 
tried to apply technology to the existing banking model, we would just end up being an 
efficient bank” he says, which he sees as ok, but not exactly ambitious. What he really 
wanted to do was transform the concept of banking, to make people’s lives better.   
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The bank’s slogan “live more, bank less” has a double meaning. “Bank less” meant saving 
time, by making banking fast and easy. “Live more” meant enabling people to do more, by 

embedding banking and 
payments into everyday life, 
whether that be helping small 
businesses to access suppliers 
at preferential rates, or 
embedding DBS into a real 
estate company’s system, to 
give you an immediate 
mortgage quote while viewing a 
new home. 
 
Gupta called his strategy “the 
invisible bank” where financial 
transactions are embedded 
deep within the activities of 
everyday life – from travel to 

shopping, eating to entertainment. No longer do people need to think of banking as a 
separate activity, it is part of everything. 
 
DBS’s transformation is seen by many as the most radical of any incumbent bank. 
Internally, DBS’s 26,000 employees have embraced 
a start-up mindset, with a priority to develop and 
deliver simple and effortless services, with a focus 
on enabling customers to do what they do better. 
Digital platforms now account for 48% of DBS’ 
business. Innovations include Digibank, India’s first 
online-only bank; PayLah!, a mobile wallet app, 
Treasury Prism, a cash management tool for 
corporate finance departments; and Smart Buddy, 
a wearable lunch payments and savings wristband 
for school kids. 
 
In 2019, DBS became the only bank ever to simultaneously hold three global titles: “Bank of 
the Year” by The Banker, “Best Bank in the World” by Global Finance, and “World’s Best 
Bank” by Euromoney. 
 

How to “Eat, Sleep, Innovate” … with innovation BEANs 
 
The practical story of DBS’s transformation is told in a new book 
Eat, Sleep, Innovate by one of the world’s top innovation gurus, 
Scott Anthony, senior partner of Innosight (left), together with Paul 
Cobban, Chief Data and Transformation Office at DBS. 
 
The book focuses on “how to make creativity an everyday habit 
inside your organisation”.  

Of course many leaders have experimented with open innovation 
programs, corporate accelerators, venture capital arms, 

skunkworks, and innovation contests. As the book says “They've trekked to Silicon Valley, 
Shenzhen, and Tel Aviv to learn from today's hottest, most successful tech companies. Yet 
most would admit they've failed to create truly innovative cultures. There's a better way. 
And it all starts with the power of habit.” 
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The elusive secret to creating a culture of innovation, says Anthony, lies in BEANs. Not the 
edible varieties, but in “behaviour enablers, artifacts and nudges” as they demonstrate from 
a wide range of approaches used in companies around the world, including DBS.  

• Behaviour Enablers … are direct ways to encourage a new behaviour, tools or 
processes that make it easier for people to do something different.  

• Artifacts … things you can see and touch, digital and physical ways to reinforce these 
new behaviours, and become tangible symbols of change.  

• Nudges … an approach from behavioural science, promote change through indirect 
suggestion and reinforcement, without you even thinking about it.  

 
In DBS, a culture of inefficient meetings was seen 
as a significant blocker to change and innovation. 
Meetings started late and ran later, they lacked 
purpose or decisions, and were dominated by a few 
voices. The transformation team created an 
approach called MOJO, seeking to create a more 
democratic approach to ideas generation. Now, in 
every DBS meeting, the MO (meeting owner) ensures 
that everybody has equal share of voice, while the 
JO (joyful owner) seeks to keep the meeting to time, 
progressing effectively, and reviews how it went at 
the end. A wide range of artwork and tools supported the approach, plus an “equal share of 
voice” metric that rose from 40 to 90%. 
 
So what makes a good BEAN? Well, they need to SPROUT … That is, to be 
 

• Simple … easy to adopt and remember 
• Practical … be useful, connecting to existing routines 
• Reinforced … how to guides, training sessions, visual reminders 
• Organisationally consistent … linked to objectives, processes and values 
• Unique … fun, memorable, supported by stories and legends 
• Trackable … able to be measured, adjusted and scaled. 

  
The behavioural psychology behind BEANs is similar to many examples of how people can 
break addictions and form new habits, and deployed by organisations like Alcoholics 
Anonymous and Weight Watchers (or WW as rebranded). Look at the way gaming seeks to 
seduce and guide you intuitively, and how many other industries now seek to “gamify” their 
experiences. Many books - such as Richard Thaler’s Nudge, or Switch by Chip and Dan 
Heath – have also focused on the psychology of changing behaviour. 
 
BEANs is a practical technique to apply this to an entire organisations, particularly one 
seeking to be more innovative. Here are some more examples of BEANs: 
 

• Adobe’s Kickbox … a physical box with step-by-step experiment guides, with 
increasing levels of participation, and a prepaid debit card for $1000 of expenses. 

• Amazon’s Future Press Release … New projects in Amazon start with an imagined 
leap to launch day, and a narrative describing the new initiative for customers.  

• Danfoss’ Man on the Moon … an innovative competition to encourage bigger 
thinking, starting by defining the problem worth solving. 

• Boehringer Ingelheim’s Lunch Roulette … an easy to use website for setting up 
“lunch dates” with new people, encouraging new collaborations. 

• Tata’s Dare to Try … annual prize and public recognition for teams that failed, but 
learning something valuable, with a physical trophy. 
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Eat, Sleep, Innovate is about much more than BEANs – innovative 
chiefs, shadow strategies, habit hacking, culture sprints, testing ideas, 
and starting a movement - and dives deep into the back story of DBS’ 
transformation too.  
 
As does the highly impressive Transformation 20 report, also by 
Innosight, which provides a ranking of the world’s most successful 
business transformations, and how they achieved them. 
 

Reed Hastings … Netflix, and its culture of no rules* 
 
“If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up the people to gather wood, divide the work, and 
give orders. Instead, teach them to yearn for the vast and endless sea.” 
 
Reed Hastings likes to quote Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, author of The Little Prince. 

 
Hastings revolutionised how the world watches 
movies. He cofounded Netflix in 1995, the same 
year he sold his first company, Pure Software. 
Having grown up in a world of VHS videos, usually 
rented from a local store, he got the idea for Netflix 
when he owed his local Blockbuster store $40 for 
a movie he had misplaced. A new format, DVD was 
emerging, and he started offering them to be 
delivered and returned by mail for a flat monthly 
subscription fee, challenging Blockbuster’s high 
costs and inconvenience.  
 
He famously said “as an entrepreneur you have to 
feel like you can jump out of an airplane because 
you're confident that you'll catch a bird flying by. 

It's an act of stupidity, and most entrepreneurs go splat because the bird doesn't come by, 
but a few times it does.” 
 
In 2011, he went further, introducing an online streaming service, at a higher subscription 
fee. Netflix’s stock price stumbled, and the Huff Post called him "monumentally stupid." 
Today, Netflix has a market value almost identical to Disney, a model for engaging 
consumers through the power of big data and AI, to understand them more deeply, and to 
create content that is personal and compelling to them.  
 
“Entertainment is a core human need”, says Hastings. “It changes how we feel and gives 
us common ground. The invention of motion pictures 120 years ago, and then of television 
70 years ago, were the first two entertainment revolutions. The third revolution is streaming, 
personalising any-screen anytime anyplace video, which allows Netflix to provide better 
entertainment at lower cost and greater scale than the world has ever seen.” 

While Netflix is admired across the world for its innovative business model, Hastings 
realised that it needed to innovate how it works inside too - how people engage in work 
and lead others - in order to deliver the external promise and sustain its market momentum. 

Netflix’s “Culture Desk”, subtitled “Freedom and Responsibility” has been described 
by Sheryl Sandberg as “the most important document ever to come out of Silicon Valley.” It 
was developed by former chief talent officer Patty McCord. She and Hastings were 
unimpressed by most organisations, and didn’t want Netflix to be the same.  
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The document describes “the unusual 
ways we work together so we can 
eventually entertain everyone”.  
Instead of listing the company’s core 
values like every other company, they 
decided to write down the things the 
company valued, what mattered to 
them, what they expected of their 
people.  
 
They started with “Like many great 
companies, we strive to hire the best 
and we value integrity, excellence, 
respect, and collaboration. What is 
unique and special, though, about 
Netflix is how much we encourage independent decision-making by employees; share 
information openly, broadly, and deliberately; are extraordinarily candid with each other; 
keep only our highly effective people; and we avoid rules”. 

They agreed that there would be no vacation policy and no travel policy, and everyone is 
paid more than their market rate.  You can book your meeting in “The Matrix” or “Dr 
Strangelove” conference room. And if you need some noise-cancelling headphones, just 
swipe your ID on one of their “tech vending machines” and they’re yours at no cost. “If you 
look at an innovator’s mind, the innovator never says we should look around and see what 
everyone else is doing and do it a smidge better” says Hastings, “we just took risks with the 

people stuff, just like we took risks with the 
business.” 
 
It’s not all fun and freedom, however. There is a 
hard edge. He admits that in reality much of 
Netflix’s approach has been about tolerating a 
level of chaos and error, to stimulate innovation. 
But that gets more difficult as you grow in size 
and locations.  
 
Judgement is key, he says, although admitting 
that judgement is subjective. “Brilliant jerks” are 

sacked, and Hastings describes the company as “a team, not a 
family”. Employees are subject to the so-called “keeper test”, where 
adequate performance is rewarded with “a generous severance 
package”. He describes the culture as “jazz rather than orchestra”, 
managing through values and context, so that everyone is doing the 
right thing without central coordination. 
 
Hastings has spent the last 18 months trying to capture the essence of 
Netflix’s culture in a new book, written with INSEAD’s Erin Meyer. 
Having worked with Meyer, who is best known for The Culture Map 
exploring how different cultures can work together, they seem like 
polar opposites. The digital entrepreneur comes across as rambling 
and folksy, while the Paris-based academic is smart and precise.  
 
No Rules Rules is written separately by both, in alternating chapters. Indeed Meyer admits 
that her first reaction to Netflix’s culture was “hypermasculine, and downright aggressive”. 
However it’s an interesting, inspiring, read. And timely too, given that many of us have 
spent much of the last 6 months, sustained by multiple Netflix series.  
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More inspiration … Creatives, Disruptors and Thinkers 
 

Finally, some more sources of ideas for business leaders, inspiration to 
rise up in times of crisis, to look ahead for new opportunities.  Remember, 
57% of the world’s best companies started in a downturn … 
 
Fast Company’s 2020 Most Creative People celebrates leaders who are 
shaping the future of business in more unusual ways. They challenge the 
visions, assumptions, priorities and ethics of more conventional business 
leaders, while also inspiring new ways forwards. It includes: 
 

• Joy Buolamwini … battling AI bias, getting big tech to hold back on facial recognition 
• Reginal Dwayne Betts … the lawyer revealing the justice system’s failures through poetry 
• Roland Edel … CTO of Siemens eHighway, which charges electric trucks as they drive 
• Li Xiang … the Chinese interior designer who turns stores into escapist experiences 
• Kourtney Morgan … her ReCrafted line for Patagonia transforms waste into uniqueness 
• Holly Herndon … for producing Proto, the first mainstream AI-created pop album 
• Angela Benton … the Streamlytics founder launched Clture, fusing Netflix and Spotify 
• Celeste Holz-Schietinger … Impossible’s biochemist using human insight to reinvent food 
• Ryan Reynolds … the founder of Aviation Gin who is calling out the sexist ads of Peloton 
• Mariana Mazzucato … the economist urging governments to think like venture capitalists 

 
CNBC’s 2020 Disruptor 50 ranking is particularly significant this year, as current disruptors 
are likely to emerge from Covid-19 with the power to reinvent markets, “with tech platforms 
with the power to dominate”. The top 10 ranked disruptors are: 
 

• Stripe … the Irish-born Collison brothers are set to redefine global e-payments 
• Coupang … the South Korean retail platform is outperforming Amazon at its own game 
• Indigo Agriculture … David Berry’s AI-driven platform seeks to optimise farming  
• Coursera … Online education has thrived in lockdown, and now faces its biggest test 
• Klarna … No online sale is left behind, thanks to the Swedes who let you pay later 
• Tempus … Using AI and genetic sequencing to analyse clinical data for physicians 
• Zipline … Drones delivering medicines started in Rwanda, but is now going mainstream 
• SoFi … Mobile financial services is booming, particularly in the hands of millennials 
• Nateera … Contactless healthcare by sensing tiny movements on your skin’s surface 
• GoJek … Indonesia’s motorcycle taxi service now delivers food, money, and much more 

 
FT/McKinsey 2020 Business Book of the Year seeks to celebrate ideas that will be most 
influential in the years ahead. This year’s list is dominated by culture and leadership, with a 
strong twist of how to survive and thrive as we emerge from the pandemic. It includes: 
 

• The Double X Economy by Linda Scott … the “epic potential” of empowering women 
• A World without Work by Daniel Susskind … how we should respond to tech automation 
• If Then by Jill Lepore … how Simulmatics Corp, founded in 1959, invented the future 
• No Filter by Sarah Frier … how Instagram transformed business, celebrity and culture 
• Radical Uncertainty by Mervyn King … decision-making for an unknowable future 
• Reimagining Capitalism by Rebecca Henderson … how business can save the world 
• Samsung Rising by Geoffrey Cain … the secretive tech giant that dominates Seoul 
• Trade Wars are Class Wars by Matthew Klein … the global impact of rising inequality  
• Uncharted by Margaret Heffernan … how to map the future together, despite uncertainty 
• Winning Now, Winning Later by David Cote … succeed short-term, invest for long-term. 

 
Be safe. Be strong. Be smart. 

Peter 

*Extracts from my new book, Business Recoded, to be published on 1 December. 


