
 
Page 1    peterfisk@peterfisk.com 

 
 
 

 
 

Hooi Ling Tan … the “plumber” of Asian super-app Grab 
 
Hooi Ling Tan was at Harvard when she co-created Grab, the $20 billion South East Asian 
super-app, where she is better known as “the plumber” for her pragmatic approach. 
 
Tan grew up in Kuala Lumper before travelling to Europe to study engineering at the 
University of Bath. She took a year out from her studies, to work for Eli Lilly in Basingstoke, 
where she realised that even in a world of fast-changing technologies, “the real decisions 
and future strategies in business are made by management not engineers” as she puts it.  
 
She returned to Malaysia to join McKinsey. Often working late, she would rely upon the 
city’s notorious unlicensed taxis to get home after dark. Her worried mother sat at home, 
waiting for her daughter’s safe arrival home. Little did she realise that her late-night journey 
would have greater impact on her future career, than her consulting work by day. 
 
At Harvard she most profoundly affected by a class on how to build a sustainable 
business, and realised the opportunity to serve the many more under-served consumers at 
the “bottom of the pyramid”, back in her home country. Coincidently, at Harvard, she met 
another Malaysian, Anthony Tan, no relation, who would become her business partner.  
 
The two Tans worked together on a business idea to make taxis safer back home, their 
plan winning $35,000 in HBS’s New Venture Competition 2011. Using their winnings, they 
set about launching a mobile app, initially called MyTeksi, and then renamed Grab. It 
helped that Anthony Tan’s family are the largest distributor of Nissan cars in the country, 
and they soon had a fleet of taxis and motor bikes on the streets of Kuala Lumpar. 
However, Hooi-Ling had to return to McKinsey in return for funding her education, but 
spent every vacation day flying back to support the fledgling start-up.  
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In 2015 she returned full-time to Grab, and took on the role of 
COO, focused on product development, customer experience, 
and HR. In reality though, she became known as “the plumber” 
because of her pragmatic operational focus on problem solving, 
unlocking bottle necks and reshaping the business model. 
Progress depended on building many partnerships, where there 
were rarely any rules to follow. Partners trusted them, she says, 
because of their passion to help make life better. 
 
Grab became known as “the Uber of south-east Asia”, locked 
in a battle with GoJek to be the leading provider of ride-hailing 
service. The business grew rapidly to become a platform-based 
business that now operates in over 225 cities across Asia, with 
over 100 million users. In 2018, Grab acquired Uber’s $6bn 
regional business, including UberEats, which sparked the move 
into food delivery, and many other sectors.  
 
Today, thousands of Grab’s green-jacketed motorbikes, cars 

and helicopters now wait to deliver anything anywhere, faster than anybody else in south-
east Asia. During the pandemic, Grab doubled its merchant base, and saw rapid growth in 
GrabFood, Grab Car and GrabBike. In December Grab was awarded a digital banking 
license in Singapore, and also reportedly explored a merger with Asian rival Gojek, 
although this was not progressed. 
 
Tan is particularly excited by the growth potential of South East Asia, describing it as the 
world’s fourth largest economic region (after China, USA and EU). “It is a patchwork of 
nations and cultures, islands and 
languages, but with many shared 
challenges of infrastructure. It is 
600 million people, including a 
huge emerging middle class, and 
great desire to leap-frog other 
nations in its progress through 
technology.” 
 
She says success for a start-up is 
when the company no long 
depends on its co-founders.  
However she is a constant 
innovator, fusing ideas from other 
places, typically through partners, including an e-wallet, a peer-to-peer paying system and 
insurance. Indeed she sees payments as the fuel that powers her “super app”, enabling it 
to become the most convenient, integrated and trusted source of anything. 
 
In an interview with Marie Claire magazine Tan says “As a woman leading an organisation, 
you are typically in a minority, so it is never an easy path, but I take pride in leaving a legacy 
that makes it easier for future women to follow”. 
 
“I was fortunate to find a true co-conspirator in my co-founder Anthony Tan. As an introvert, 
I’ll typically pause, reflect on why I am feeling doubt, and reset so that I can focus on what 
to do next. I also discuss these doubts with my trusted confidantes to stress-test my 
assumptions and source ideas on how to approach a situation better. And I intentionally 
stretch myself beyond my comfort zone. That helps me develop the muscle I’ll need for 
those inevitable moments of self-doubt.” 
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Rise of the super-apps  … “one ring to rule them all” 
 
The pandemic pivot to digital, in some cases a decade of change in just 12 months, is 
perhaps most obvious in the rise of a new generation of integrated, mobile-centric service 
businesses known as “super-apps”. Grab is one of them, while others like WeChat are 
even better known, particularly in China where everyday life centres around the single app. 
 
In recent months, there’s been a huge development in functionality and popularity of these 
super-apps. WeChat evolved from a social media platform into much more. GoJek, like 
Grab, evolved from taxis to deliveries and payments. China’s Meituan started in food 
deliveries, and then mushroomed. As did Colombia’s Rappi. There is Line in Japan, Sea in 
Singapore, Bolt from Estonia, and Jio’s phenomenal free phone-driven growth in India. 
 
Super-apps are sometimes likened to the Lord of the Rings’ mythical “one ring to rule 
them all”. They create more value for business by offering more ways to engage with 
existing customers, more often, more profitably. Customers can easily move from food 
orders to fashion, utility bills to movie tickets, taxis to games, in one click. No need to enter 
new passwords or payment details. As a result, there are huge efficiencies in customer 
acquisitions, technology infrastructures, and management. Investors love them too. 
 

WeChat … from Chinese social media to mobile payments, launched by 
Tencent in 2011, and with 1 billion monthly users by 2018. It includes a 
diversity of messaging and video conferencing services, video games and 
photo sharing. User activity is tracked by the government, who also use it for 
government services, public information and social “credits” (or fines). 
 
Gojek … launched in Indonesia as a motorbike taxi and delivery service in 
2009 (“Ojek” means motorbike taxi), then rapidly spread into over 20 services 
and across nearby countries. GoRide, GoShop. GoPay. But also GoMed 
(healthcare), GoTix (tickets), GoClean (cleaning), GoGlam (hairstylist), GoAuto 
(car repairs), Go Bills (utilities), and even GoMassage.  
 
Rappi … the Colombian super-app, has spread to over 200 Latin American 
cities over the last 5 years. It has a similar diverse range of services, some of 
the most popular being cash deliveries (from ATM to home) and dog 
walking. Also in demand during the pandemic have been RappiMall and 
RappiEntertainment, including live music and sports. 

 
The term “super-app” was coined by Mike Lazaridis, the founder of RIM (Research in 
Motion, the Canadian company behind the Blackberry). In 2010, Blackberry was the 
market leader in smartphones, with a 42% global share. At the Mobile World Congress 
2010 he introduced Super Apps, describing them as integrated, contextual, and seamless 
“apps that once you start using, you wonder how you ever lived without them”. 
 
Key to this integration is the payments engine, which most have developed themselves, 
and in many cases that has meant essentially becoming banks too. Alipay, now evolved 
into Ant, is a powerful example. Indeed, Piyush Gupta, CEO of Singapore’s DBS bank 
recently said that payment platforms like GrabPay are their biggest challenges.  
 
This also starts to explain why many tech platforms in more developed markets, like 
Europe and North America, have not evolved into super-apps. There is more established 
competition, delivery networks and payment services. Amazon, Google, Facebook, 
Microsoft offer diverse content, but not the same range of transactional services like 
deliveries, transport, and utilities, as many of these rising stars of the developing world.  
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Jane Fraser … first lady of Wall Street, Citi’s new CEO 
 

 
 
Jane Fraser, the Scottish-born 53 year old, this month became the first female CEO of 
one of America's largest banks, stepping up to the top job at Citigroup. Born in St 
Andrew's, educated at Cambridge, she started out as an investment analyst with Goldman 
Sachs in London and Madrid, then found her way to Harvard for an MBA. 
 
In 1994 she joined McKinsey, working in New York then London, working part-time for 5 
years as she gave birth to her two children, rising to become a partner. 
 
While there, she co-authored a book Race for the World: Strategies to Build a Great Global 
Firm. She spent time interviewing some of the most interesting business leaders from 
across Asia for the book, and when talking about it afterwards, attracted the attention of 
Citi who recruited her as Head of Client Strategy in 2004. 
 
During her 16 years at Citi, Fraser has worked her way through roles within the group’s 
investment and private banks, as well as its mortgage business and its operations. She has 
frequently been charged with turning around troubled parts of the bank, the fourth largest 
in the USA. She worked in its mortgage division following the financial crisis and was put in 
charge in Latin America after a scandal in its bank in Mexico. 
 
Fraser is poised to take charge as the bank grapples with the economic fallout of the 
pandemic. In the most recent quarter, Citi's profits plunged 73% as it set aside more than 
$7bn to cover potential losses.  
 
She recognises that the last 12 months has been a testing time for Citi, not just 
commercially, but for every employee. “We’ve been in the midst of a health crisis, and if we 
didn’t put our people’s health and safety first and understand what’s going on in their 
lives, honestly, I think we would have done a very poor job managing the bank through the 
crisis,” she says. 
 
Fraser says being a good leader means "setting a vision, having the courage to make 
tough calls, and asking questions" and focuses on these three important factors: 
 

• Context ... "you have to provide a vision, a sense of purpose, setting the stage so 
people know what they should do, and the decisions they should be make” 

• Curiosity ... "if you’re not asking lots of questions, not really engaging with people, 
then you’re not curious about the world, I think you miss a lot of different things" 
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• Courage ... "because there are some tough calls, and at the end of the day, the 
buck stops with you and you’re the one that has to make them." 

 
The new CEO suggests "I think courage comes through just being brutally honest about 
who you are, what are some of the challenges you personally have faced, and being as 
authentic and real about yourself as possible, so that the people in the middle of the 
organisation relate to you. If they’re not relating to you, that whole engine of the business 

isn’t trusting you and going in the direction that you’re 
trying to take the organisation." 
 
So what lessons has she learnt during her career? 
"One of them is around succeeding off your 
strengths. For a long time, I would spend most of my 
time waiting to hear the feedback on what I needed to 
fix. But if you look at the people who do really well, 
they’re focused on their strengths and what makes 
them happy and what their passions are." 
 

The challenges for today’s CEOs are formidable, not least if you are stepping up to lead a 
struggling bank, where past glories shape expectations of success. The challenges can be 
even great if you are a woman. 
 
Fraser, as a mother of two, says she sees it as balance rather than compromise. She 
said at a recent conference “There is some crazy pressure on women, and on men, to 
almost be superwoman or superman, and that’s just not realistic. My advice is you can 
have it all, but not at the same time.” 
 
“I think being a woman has been helpful” she says about her leadership style, in an 
interview with the FT. “You are a bit different from other leaders, immediately you look 
different. I’ve always enjoyed the fact that you can therefore play the game differently, 
you’ve almost got licence to have more degrees of freedom, and that’s fun.”  
 
She's also not afraid to express herself. In an FT article she remembers how her early years 
working in Madrid encouraged her to reject corporate suits and “drab grey coats” for 
“dramatic and colourful clothes” favoured by Spanish professional women. “They were 
themselves. They were powerful, and they were 
feminine”.  
 
When the financial crisis of 2008 hit, her Cuban-born 
husband Bert Piedra, former head of global banking at 
Dresdner Kleinwort, decided to leave to his role and 
spend more time looking after their young boys. 
 
In a CNBC interview she said "Being a mother of young 
children and having a career is the toughest thing I have 
ever had to do. You are exhausted, guilty, and you must 
learn how to do things differently. It was the making of 
me because I became much more 80:20, focusing on what was really important. I got 
good at saying no, and also became more human to the clients who also face many of 
these issues too." 
 
Mary Barra, GM's CEO is said to have advised Fraser to “embrace” the focus on gender, 
and then spend the rest of her time focused on her job. “At the end of the day, the most 
important thing is, can I do a good job in the day job?” she's reflects. 
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Women in leadership … calm and creative in a crazy world 

Gender equity is still not a top priority for 70% of global businesses, despite heightened 
awareness of women’s challenges at work during the pandemic, according to new research 
called “Women, Leadership and Missed Opportunities” by IBM Institute for Business Value.  
 
The study found that fewer women 
hold senior management roles in 
2021 than they did in 2019. It found 
that 8% of boardrooms, 10% of C-
suites, 20% of senior managers, 35% 
of junior professionals are female. 
 
Despite many more programs to 
address gender inequality, they don’t 
seem to be working, with fatigue and 
waning optimism over ineffective programs, nice words with little impact. Only 62% of 
women (71% in 2019) and 60% of men surveyed (67% in 2019) expect their organisation to 
significantly improve gender parity over the next 5 years. 
 
However IBM also identifies 11% of companies which it calls “first movers” who did 
formally prioritise the advancement of women, view gender-inclusivity as a driver of 
financial performance and are highly motivated to take action. First Movers self-reported 
better financial performance – as much as a 61% higher revenue growth – as well as 
stronger innovation and stronger customer and employee satisfaction. 
 
Over the last year, female leaders have shone, particularly in the political world. Jacinda 
Ardern in New Zealand, Kaja Kallas in Estonia, Sanna Marin in Finland, Tsai Ing-wen in 
Taiwan, and of course Kamala Harris in the US. Their calm and empathetic, yet clear and 
focused, approaches have proved far more effective than that of many of their male peers. 

 
Kallas is the latest female prime minister on the world stage, and 
comes with a passion for innovation, in a country that is at the 
forefront of digitalisation – Estonian citizens, or even their e-
citizens who gain virtual nationality, can take part in weekly online 
government polls, as well as manage every aspect of their lives – 
health, transport, parking, taxes – digitally. 
 
Appointed in January, the 43-year-old lawyer says “I am very proud 
to be elected as a female leader. But it’s not about my gender; it’s 

about progress. And it’s about who is right for the job at a particular time and their 
competence.” She admits being slightly irritated by comments on what she wears, despite 
her regular Instagram posts, and says “I think most people realise we 
have far more significant issues to address right now.”  
 
EVE List is a fabulous organisation that emerged two years ago out of 
the Global Advanced Management Program which I lead at IE Business 
School. Sophie Le Ray, based in Cannes, has created a platform for 
gender equality that connects talent and companies together. It 
focuses on closing the gender gap, with an in-depth analysis of gender 
performance by companies around the world, scoring each company on 
their progress. Rentokil Initial, Caesars Entertainment and Taylor 
Wimpey are currently the top ranked companies. EVE List also provides 
a comprehensive list of new job opportunities for women. evelist.org 
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Post-pandemic reopening …  Which path will you take? 

As the world nudges towards reopening after the chaotic disruption and economic 
stagnation of lockdown, now is the time to explore your path forwards.  

Some companies have thrived as markets pivoted to digital, behaviours were transformed, 
and new priorities came to the fore. However not everybody has seen the incredible 
growth trajectories of Amazon and Tesla, Pinduoduo and Ping An, Vestas and Visa. Others 
have struggled to survive – their outdated or fragile business models exposed - or in 
sectors that just could not continue amidst socially-distanced restrictions. 

Gartner’s post-pandemic planning framework (below) is designed to be a stimulus for 
scenario planning – in simple terms, to explore what has changed, how new approaches 
might continue and scale, or old approaches might return but in a different format.  

So as we shift to reopening, which path will your business take?  
 

 
 
For some, this will mean a return to business as usual, although maybe strengthened with 
new capabilities and efficiencies (eg restaurants reopening, but also offering online 
deliveries, chef blogs and instore delis). For others it might be to reduce (eg gyms are 
unlikely to be packed full of sweating bodies again, not least because Strava and Peloton 
now offer more convenient and sociable alternatives). 
 
Many companies will need to reimagine their futures. Some have already learnt how to 
reinvent their entire ways of working (eg the shift to digital healthcare with remote 
diagnostics and video consultations) and others are ready to rescale, accelerating their 
new models as the new norm (eg digital conferencing and events). And some might 
conclude that it is time to retire.  
 
What is certain, is that we are in a time of significant change. Every market is being shaken 
up right now, and new orders are being established. CB Insights, a great source of analysis 
on start-ups, reports the arrival of more than 55 new $1bn+ valued “unicorns” already in 
2021. They include names like Bumble, the female-empowering dating service, and 
Clubhouse, the audio-chat platform (more on that later). 
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New thinkers, new ideas  … inclusive, innovative, inspired 

This year’s Thinkers50 “Radar” list of new thinkers to watch is just out. It provides an 
eclectic selection of 30 people working on ideas that reflect the current world, and with the 
potential to shape what happens next. It’s now 8 years since I joined the radar list, but 
what really excites me is how to connect the many ideas, to energise and enrich 
organisations, and how we drive progress. 3 big themes stand out for me:  
 
1. Overcoming bias and embracing inclusivity … not just because it is 
right and fair, but because diversity brings more perspective and 
possibilities, enabling organisations to be more creative, resilient, and 
relevant to their many audiences. New “radar” thinkers include: 
 

• Jenifer Clausell-Tormos, Spanish biomedical scientist and founder 
of Develop Diverse, helping companies attract and retain diverse talent using AI to 
check for social bias and build inclusivity through the language they use in 
communications.  

• Kirstin Ferguson, Australian who created the #CelebratingWomen campaign after 
being frustrated with the treatment of women. Her commitment to emotionally 
intelligent leadership became a movement supporting women in the workplace. 

• Timnit Gebru, co-founder of Black in AI, with new research on racial biases in facial 
recognition software, and is a leader in combating bias in technology where so 
much of the injustice we see in society businesses begins.  

• Anna-Sophie Hartvigsen, Danish entrepreneur and co-founder of Female Invest, 
aiming to close the financial gender gap by providing women with education on  
investing and personal finances.  

• Jackson Lu, Assistant Professor at MIT Sloan focuses on the cost and benefits of 
globalisation, including the "Bamboo Ceiling" phenomenon, on why East Asians but 
not South Asians are under-represented in US-based leadership positions. 

2. Technology-enabled innovation and entrepreneurship … harnessing 
the power of intelligent technologies to accelerate new possibilities for 
business, and also to find new solutions to our biggest social and 
environmental challenges. New “radar” thinkers include: 

• Cathy Hackl, the VR/AR specialist, previously with Oculus and Magic 
Leap,  articulates the potential of the “metaverse”, the virtual world 
made increasingly real by technologies, and how it is transforming 
gaming, entertainment and retail.  

• Mitch Joel, Canadian marketer and music journalist, who hosts Six Pixels of 
Separation, one of the longest-running business podcast around, and particularly 
focuses on how brands can use technology to connect better with consumers.  

• Christian Sarkar, Indian-born marketer who, with Philip Kotler, leads the Wicked 7 
Project, that seeks to bring a more systems-based approach to addressing the 
world’s biggest challenges in a more joined up, and therefore powerful, manner. 

• Fred Swaniker, Ghanaian founder of African Leadership Group, on a bold mission 
to transform Africa by developing three million entrepreneurial leaders by 2035 
through education and support. 60% of Africa's population is under 25.  

• Dashun Wang, founder of Kellogg Center for Science of Science and Innovation,  
pioneered the "science of science" using AI to improve innovation - how we 
discover knowledge, fund science, train innovators, and recognise excellence.  
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3. Building more trusted and sustainable organisations … purpose and 
values have become the key words of our time, as we seek to “build back 
better” to create more human, responsible and equitable organisations. 
New “radar” thinkers include: 

• David De Cremer, founder of the Centre on AI Technology for 
Humankind at the National University of Singapore, brings a 
human-centric approach to AI, building trust as a business asset through fewer 
rules, but more behavioural integrity. 

• Traci Fenton, leader of WorldBlu, a global membership organization helping people 
to “live, lead, and work in freedom rather than fear”, created the Freedom at Work 
leadership model that promotes freedom-centric rather than fear-based leaders. 

• Alyson Meister, professor at IMD, focuses on how individuals develop and manage 
their multiple identities and how they become leaders, and how feeling marginalised, 
stereotyped, or mis-labelled drives stress, well-being, and job performance.  

• David Nour, champions the concept of Relationship Economics, which quantifies 
social capital as a key asset, and creating "Curve Benders" which demonstrates 
how a firm's most strategic relationships drive accelerated growth.  

• Mandeep Rai, journalist and author of The Values Compass, set up the UAE's first 
venture fund. She argues that understanding our own and others' values is a critical 
component of decision-making and risk-taking.  

Jeff Bezos’ end of an era  … it’s day one for Andy Jassy 

Amazon founder Jeff Bezos is to step down as CEO of the e-commerce giant that he 
started in his garage nearly 30 years ago. He will become executive chairman, saying it will 
give him "time and energy" to focus on his other ventures. Bezos, again the world’s richest 
man with a $200bn fortune (depending on share prices), will be replaced later this year by 
Andy Jassy, who currently leads Amazon Web Services (the cloud computing business 
which he has led for 15 years, and contributes 63% of Amazon’s total operating profits). 
 
Bezos’s legacy is phenomenal. Since leaving his Wall Street job in 1994 and heading west 
towards Seattle in a VW campervan to launch an online bookstore, his journey has been 
unique. Nobody else has  
 

• Grown a business from zero to $1.5 trillion market cap 
• Turned the biggest cost centres into profit centres 
• Generated recurring revenues from 82% of US homes  
• Hired over half a million people in 12 months  

 
Amazon now employs 1.3 million people globally and has its 
hand in everything from package delivery and streaming video 
to cloud services and advertising. It reported $38 billion in 
sales in 2020, up 38% from 2019. Profits almost doubled, 
rising to $21.3bn. 
 
"Being the CEO of Amazon is a deep responsibility, and it's all consuming. When you have 
a responsibility like that, it's hard to put attention on anything else," Bezos said in a letter to 
his Amazon staff.   
 
“As Executive Chair I will stay engaged in important Amazon initiatives but also have the 
time and energy I need to focus on the Day 1 Fund, the Bezos Earth Fund, Blue Origin, 
The Washington Post, and my other passions. I've never had more energy, and this isn't 
about retiring. I'm super passionate about the impact I think these organisations can have."  
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See you on Clubhouse  … drop-in for an audio chat! 
 
Clubhouse is the hot thing in Silicon Valley right now, or anywhere else around the world 
where entrepreneurial-types want to be seen to be hanging out together.  
 
The audio-chat app is “invitation only”, but getting in is quite easy as you’re bound to have 
some friends who are already signed up. Once inside you can head straight for the Startup 
Club, or take a left turn for Leadership 
Reinvented room, maybe try a bit of 
Smiling and Positivity, or Design for Multi 
Creatives, then end up in Health is Wealth.   
 
Some of the world's super-rich and famous 
are already big names on the app: Tesla’s 
Elon Musk seems to have made it his new 
virtual home, while Facebook's Mark 
Zuckerberg is reported to be have been 
checking it out.  
 
If you’re really cool, you might bump into 
rappers Drake and Kanye West, or even 
Oprah Winfrey and Barack Obama. On my first visit Lean Startup’s Eric Reis was chatting 
away to his buddy Strategyzer’s Alex Osterwalder. 
 
The audio platform was launched in early 2020 by Paul Davison (ex-Bain, Google and 
Pinterest) and Rohan Seth (Google and Opendoor) who first met at Stanford, and have 
together formed Alpha Exploration. Within 3 months of launch, the social networking app 
was valued at nearly $100 million. Last month, Clubhouse’s valuation reached $1 billion.  
 
What makes the app stand out is the lack of text, pictures and videos. It is audio 
only. Everything happens live, in real time. You can start a virtual room yourself or join one 
other people are speaking in. Typically, only a limited number of people only can speak, 
while everyone else can listen in. You can raise your hand and ask to join in. The chat isn’t 
recorded or available to play back later, so you have to catch everything as it happens. 
 
The audio-only format gives it the intimacy of listening to a podcast. While many people 
just use the app to speak to their friends, a possibly unforeseen advantage is, as a new 
app, it has managed to avoid the restrictions some governments have placed on existing 
big social-media platforms. At the same time, there are few distinctive features, and 
therefore little to stop the big social platforms imitating it, when it’s no longer cool. 
 
That’s all for this month’s edition.  
 
My new book “Business Recoded” has just been short-listed for CMI Book of the Year 
2021. Also, this month, I’m working on projects in Germany, Japan and UAE. Also my new 
RE/CODE program starts online - five weeks of fresh insights and practical tools, 
coaching, self-study and project work. You can find more at www.peterfisk.com 
 
Stay safe, strong and smiling!  
 

Peter 
 


