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Our Vision
Challenging what is and inspiring 
what could be, we develop leaders 
who transform organizations and 
contribute to society.

Our Mission
Founded by business executives 
for business executives, we are an 
independent academic institution 
with Swiss roots and global reach. 

We strive to be the trusted learning 
partner of choice for ambitious 
individuals and organizations 
worldwide.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FZR0u6hl_20&feature=youtu.be


5Keep your OWP neurons firing!

In June, we spent an 
inspiring and energizing 
week together at 
Orchestrating Winning 
Performance Lausanne 
2019. The 25th edition of our 
signature program was one 
of the best yet! 

 Professor Jean-François Manzoni
 IMD President and Nestlé chaired 
 Professor

Forty IMD faculty members, six 
keynote speakers, many expert 
guests, 400 executives from all over 
the world, and over 35 of today’s 
most pressing topics: OWP truly 
gave us food for thought about 
how we can ‘Seize Tomorrow’s 
Opportunities’. 

We trust that after the program, you 
were refreshed and re-energized 
as well as stimulated and engaged. 
Remember, you cannot be engaging 
if you’re not engaged.

To help maintain the momentum 
you gained at OWP, and as an 
academic  institution that lives 
‘Real Learning. Real Impact’ day 
in and day out, we wanted to follow 
up to make sure that you retain and 
implement your take-aways from 
your week with us. 

REAL LEARNING
From interviews with our keynote 
speakers to summaries of the main 
ideas from many of the sessions, 
the following pages will remind you 
what you learned and how you will 
make it happen. 

And as you probably recall us saying 
at the closing ceremony: Neurons 
that fire together, wire together!
That means that it’s not enough 
to be exposed to ideas once. We 
encourage you to set aside time to 
deliberately revisit your insights 
from OWP so they stay fresh. 

REAL IMPACT
Real impact comes from actions 
not just from ideas. So please 
implement what you have learned 
and regularly review the actions 
that you’re taking, the impact they 
have, and ask yourself if you need to 
adjust accordingly. 

Thank you once again for choosing 
IMD as your trusted learning 
partner by joining us at OWP. 

We wish you continued success and 
we hope our paths will cross again 
soon. 

Sincerely, 

Your OWP Co-Directors,

 Professor Tawfik Jelassi 
Professor of Strategy and Technology 
Management

Scan me
To watch the video
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"If you really have no 
data or other things 
to rely on, the gut is 
a very helpful tool 
to have in making 
decisions under 
pressure."
  Erik Roland
  Sales Manager
  Financiera Maderera SA



Welcome - foreword

• Seize tomorrow’s opportunities – are you future-proof?
• Three questions for Guillermo Diaz

Developing Leaders

• What makes a great leader in the digital age?
• The role of business in society
• Three questions for Peter Voser
• Why do so few organizations succeed in their digital transformations?
• 8 tools to help family businesses navigate the future 
• Transforming your team through mindfulness
• Introvert or extrovert: who makes the better colleague?
• For tough decisions, remember the bigger picture

Transforming Organizations

• How several minds can be mindful together
• Artificial intelligence: boom or doom?
• Three questions for Carlos Moreira
• Understanding China, the innovator
• Behavioral economics in the digital world
• Three questions for Rolf Dobelli
• How design thinking can transcend your company

Age of Uncertainty

• How to future-proof your business 
• When a country is a threat to your company
• Three questions for Sibongile Manganyi-Rath
• How to thrive in a world where everything can be copied
• Three questions for Afdhel Aziz

Real Impact

• Understanding power and turning it into leadership 
• Are sustainability and profitability compatible?
• OWP in a nutshell

Page

5

8

10

13

14

16

18

20

22

24

26

28

33

34

38

40

42

46

48

50

57

58

60

62

64

66

69

70

74

78

 
Contents



8 Seize tomorrow’s opportunities –  
Are you future-proof?
In a rapidly-changing world, 
strong leadership means always 
anticipating, preparing and investing 
for the future

Today’s business landscape is changing faster than ever. Rapidly evolving 
digital technology, artificial intelligence, disruption from abroad, new 
generations entering the workplace, agile leadership, design thinking: 
these trends and more are shaping the future. 

At OWP Lausanne 2019, we carefully selected a wide range of topics to 
help leaders stay ahead of the curve and to create opportunities out of 
challenges.

By better understanding and analyzing the forces at play, leaders can 
adopt a more positive, opportunity-rich outlook.

Strategy is about where to play and how to win. Identifying potentially great 
opportunities is hence an important, necessary first step, but it must be 
complemented by selecting the opportunities that are most promising for 
you and your organization. 

Seizing opportunities requires aligning your organization’s forces, 
resources and capabilities. Too often organizations identify the right 
opportunities but are unable to make the most of them because there is 
insufficient alignment across the silos. 

OWP 2019 featured several sessions to help you align your organization 
and create the right capabilities, with topics like competitiveness, 
leadership, transformation journeys, organizational culture and many 
others.

The 25th edition of OWP Lausanne also offered several sessions focused 
specifically on leaders’ personal development, which is necessary for 
leaders to help their organizations remain at their best. 

Your organization faces new challenges and so do you – stay future-proof. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B1BxuL1hroE&t=40s


11Three questions for: 
Guillermo Diaz
The newly appointed SVP Customer 
Transformation at Cisco explains how to lead 
the digital orchestra of transformation

1. How do you define success in the context of digital 
transformation?
 At Cisco, we are really interested in defining transformation even 
further. We want to be able to help our peers and our customers define 
what their North Stars are. It is important to ask why you are changing 
when you go on a transformation journey. Is it really a transformation? 
Are you changing the composition of your competitive landscape? Are 
you becoming more agile and are you prepared for the risk that comes 
with your environment? We want to help our stakeholders change the 
landscape. The digital part is focusing on how you use technologies to 
accelerate that transformation. It’s about shortening the gap between the 
transformation and the technology side and putting them into a package. 

2.  What does it mean to you and Cisco to be agile?
 The term agility means different things to different people. 
Sometimes we get confused between speed and agility. Speed is about 
going fast. Agility is the ability to move when issues come about and when 
new competitive disruptions happen. We think that agility allows us to be 
more competitive, faster, and allows us to manage our risk in a way we 
haven’t done before. We want to help many of our customers really drive 
agility into their organization. 

3.  What do you think are some of the most disruptive 
upcoming technologies?
 I’m a network guy. I think about disruption in the foundation of 
communications. I see 5G as a very disruptive technology, along with the 
combination of wi-fi 6, which is the indoor version of 5G. That will allow us 
to move seamlessly inside and outside of our environments. But what do 
you do now that you have that technology as a foundation? It always goes 
back to the why. Will it make us more productive or healthier? We have 
to use it to improve our lives and educate ourselves. Healthcare and our 
homes are some practical examples where we’ll see these technologies 
really take off. I think we will be able to get more healthcare at home and 
our homes will become a lot smarter and customized to our needs.  

Scan me
To watch the video



12

"I learned how 
to enhance my 
leadership operating 
system with 
trust, clarity and 
momentum."
  Prashant Bhanushali
  Senior Vice President and Chief 
  Operating Officer, Global Vendor    
  Management and Strategy 
  Crédit Suisse
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Developing Leaders

Becoming a better leader for your 
business and society



14 What makes a great leader 
in the digital age?
Jennifer Jordan, IMD Professor 
of Leadership and Organizational 
Behaviour

The social psychologist and leadership expert examines 
which competencies are the most important for predicting 
success in organizations, and how executives can develop 
those competencies as a leader. 

What makes leadership different in 
the age of the smartphone, social 
media and so many other digital 
technologies?

Jennifer Jordan says in the last five 
years there have been three major 
changes. First, leaders are no 
longer technical experts; it is now 
more important that they can create 
strong networks that drive change. 

The second shift is transparency. 
Leaders don’t have a choice 
anymore about what they keep 
private and what they share publicly. 
It’s more about what the public 
wants to know about them and what 

their colleagues share about them. 
The last major change that is 
prompting shifts in leadership is the 
virtual environment. We used to see 
our teams every day in the office but 
now managers can see their team 
once or twice a year and the rest 
of time they work virtually and that 
changes the context. 

Based on six months of research 
with global executives, Professor 
Jordan and colleagues from the 
Global Center for Digital Business 
Transformation identified seven 
competencies or qualities 
embodied by the most effective 
leaders in the information age.



15Today’s best leaders are

ADAPTABLE
Know that change is constant, change 
opinion based on new information

HUMBLE
Accept feedback and acknowledge 
others’ expertise

VISIONARY
Focus on long-term direction, even amid 
short-term uncertainty

ENGAGED
Willing to interact with all stakeholders, 
strong curiosity in emerging trends

HYPERAWARE
Constantly scanning for any opportunity 
and threat

ABLE TO EXECUTE AT SPEED
Move quickly, often valuing speed over perfection

GOOD DECISION-MAKERS
Make evidence-based decisions with data and 
information



16 The role of business in society:
Getting it right
Knut Haanaes, IMD Professor of 
Strategy

Businesses with a longer-term focus ensure returns by innovating around 
sustainable products and services, he said.

“It’s not about companies doing their business and then doing some good,” 
Professor Haanaes explained. “It’s about companies doing their business 
in a way which is good. It’s not about giving, it’s about setting ourselves up 
in a different way. Business has to be part of the change.”

The UN 17 Sustainable Development Goals will not be achieved without 
the participation of business, Haanaes said. Innovation to help solve these 
goals represent at least US$12 trillion in business opportunities.

So how can businesses effectively integrate 
sustainability in core business strategy?

• Focus on material issues
• Ensure compliance
• Create a clear business case
• Break trade-offs
• Send credible signals to the market

The world’s biggest challenges cannot be fixed without the 
involvement of business, according to IMD Professor of 
Strategy Knut Haanaes.



17Be credible and authentic
Investors like BlackRock and the Norwegian sovereign wealth fund are 
demanding greater transparency about sustainability issues throughout 
corporate supply chains. In an age of social media, businesses must also 
communicate authentically about their impact and can no longer get away 
with empty claims. 

Companies need to demonstrate credibly the incremental steps they 
are taking to create value for shareholders and society to maintain their 
license to operate among stakeholders, according to  Jose Lopez, IMD 
Executive in Residence, and former Executive Vice President at Nestlé SA.

Sustainability concerns belong within operations and not communications 
or public affairs roles, he said. “You have to put yourself inside the 
ecosystem,” he said. “It’s an operations job. It’s not political. It’s not 
communications. You can only make change if you act on it, not if you only 
talk about it.”

With greater transparency, the new generation of consumers will start 
basing their purchasing decisions on responsible corporate behavior, 
Lopez explained. 

“I’m extremely optimistic about future generations,” he said. “They have a 
different perspective.”
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rXWWkNl-8zc&feature=youtu.be


19Three questions for: 
Peter Voser
The Chairman and CEO of ABB on 
what makes a great leader

1. What are the important aspects of managing a crisis?
 The people element is absolutely crucial. Because you need to build 
trust in the team you’re leading, you cannot question their professional 
skills. You need to trust. You need to give them empowerment and 
accountability. At the same time, they have to be open to different solutions 
and open to different challenges. So do you, yourself, as a leader. In 
crisis mode, it becomes extremely important that you are a leader who 
believes in leading through people and not one who believes in leading an 
organization by doing it yourself. 

2.  What advice would you give to other leaders?
 The higher up you are in your organization, the more you are shaping 
the world. You’re contributing to something meaningful in the world and 
there is nothing nicer. We spend so much time working. If you are there 
going around on the treadmill, just repeating a formula, that’s not fun. So, 
think about what you really do and what you are changing. Then you should 
have some fun. When you talk to your staff, don’t always play the big CEO. 
You should also be the colleague from time to time. Be yourself and have 
fun as well.

3.  What is your vision of being strategic as a leader? 
 Strategy is not seeing the details. Strategy is seeing the big picture. 
I spend a lot of my time pushing things back down. But a CEO also needs 
to be bold. I think we are paid to take a few hits from time to time. For me 
leadership always comes back to the people. As a CEO you have to listen; 
leadership is trust. You cannot regularly release your frustration in front of 
your team. If you do then you are not a good boss. If you want to succeed, you 
can’t have your people running around like chickens with their heads cut off. 

Scan me
To watch the video



20 Why do so few organizations succeed 
in their digital transformations?
By Michael Wade, IMD Professor of 
Innovation and Strategy

New rivals are digitizing whatever can be digitized to attack incumbents’ 
value chains, gaining market share, eroding margins, and wreaking havoc 
to the competitive landscape in virtually every industry.

For large and mid-sized companies, the imperative to transform is clear. 
How to transform is another matter.

The hard truth is that, despite leaders’ best efforts, and billions spent 
in pursuit of digital transformation, the vast majority of organizational 
change programs fizzle, falling well short of their expected impacts. 
Because failed transformation programs put incumbents behind the eight 
ball in dealing with disruptive competition, organizations can ill-afford for 
their transformation programs to fail.

Transformation practitioners need a different mindset and a new 
approach to executing change that can handle the complexity and scale 
of today’s market leaders. Orchestration—mobilizing and enabling so as 
to achieve a desired effect—paves the way for a new, more holistic view 
of organizational resources and how they work together to drive change 
synergistically.

Based on research and interviews with over 1,000 practitioners from 
around the world, we propose a profoundly different approach – one 
that orchestrates transformational change amidst the realities of highly 
complex internal structures and rapidly changing external environments.

Company leaders feel the urgency to transform their 
organizations in the face of digital disruption. 
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The principles of digital business transformation

ACTION
Ensure that the executive team 
consistently reinforces the direction of the 
transformation, along with their explicit 
expectation that managers and individual 
employees plan, invest, and execute in ways 
that support this direction. 

ACTION
When pursuing digital business 
transformation, embrace the need for a 
connected approach to change, and operate 
in the Orchestration Zone, rather than 
relying on ill-suited change management 
doctrines. 

ACTION
Ensure that the CTO works with other 
key leaders, particularly the CIO and 
the assigned transformation leads, to 
increase the overall level of digital business 
agility in the company—its foundational 
capacity to change. This involves creating 
weak connections among organizational 
resources that provide new or relevant 
information, as well as strong connections 
that create the trust and cohesion needed 
for a connected approach to change. A 
stark perception gap exists between senior 
leadership and lower-level managers 
regarding digital transformation efforts 
whereas 39% of C-level leaders believe they 
are actively responding to digital disruption; 
this perception decreases significantly 
among mid-management levels.



22 8 tools to help family businesses 
navigate the future
By Peter Vogel, IMD Professor of 
Family Business and Entrepreneurship

Family businesses have been 
around essentially forever. 
They are among the oldest 
institutions in the world 
and are critical to the global 
economy. 

Representing 70-90%  of companies worldwide, family firms contribute to 
the vast majority of Gross Domestic Product and job creation. 

Yet, only a very small fraction of family enterprises survive across 
generations. This trend is even more pronounced today than it was in the 
past, as businesses (family-controlled or not) are struggling to adapt to the 
new reality of technological disruption. Many businesses have missed out 
on growth opportunities and failed to match the speed of execution of new 
entrants. 

The Standard and Poor’s (S&P) 500 index shows that all firms are losing 
longevity: In 1965, top companies stayed on the index for upwards of 30 
years while today it is less than 15. 

Because of their trans-generational planning, family firms have a longer-
term approach to running a business than non-family companies. While 
that sounds like it might be an advantage, it makes them more prudent, 
and slower at adapting to disruption than other companies. 

Despite their challenges, some of the world’s longest lasting and most 
successful companies are family businesses. 
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1. Strong family business and ownership governance 
This includes setting clear roles, responsibilities, and functions. 

2. A clear strategy to grow family assets at the same growth pace as the 
family’s size
Families grow from generation to generation. Family business 
leaders must ensure that their wealth can support the livelihoods of 
those who are dependent on the dividends and performance of their 
organizations. 

3. A clear succession process in place
Strong succession policies stipulate who under which conditions can 
enter the organization and contain clear rules for family employment. 
The most successful organizations have clear ideas and policies about 
CEO succession and who can join the board of directors. They also 
have policies about when it is time to leave: many set an age limit, for 
example. 

4. Diversity of assets 
To reduce their vulnerability to negative shocks to one type of asset, 
they place their wealth in a variety of investment vehicles. 

5. A spirit of continuous entrepreneurial renewal 
They are always on the lookout for new business opportunities. In 
times of disruption and transformation, businesses – family and non-
family alike– need to be agile and respond to what’s happening in their 
environment. This can often involve families shedding their legacy 
business and moving into other industries.

6. A united and harmonious family
If a family is in conflict it can negatively affect their business. Many 
companies have been destroyed by family infighting. 

7. The best talent to drive performance
They fill critical positions with strong performers. High performing 
family businesses are agnostic to whether those roles are given to 
family members or not. 

8. Excellent financial planning
Being debt free and having high financial literacy among family 
members is crucial to success. 

The best family businesses share these qualities



24 Transforming your team through 
mindfulness
Saffron’s top team came to IMD to hit 
the next level for their clients

“I want us to learn how to work 
together in a more effective way. 
Our leadership team has been 
working together for the last 
fourteen years, for the most part. 
That’s good and bad. When you 
know someone that long, you know 
what to expect. I want to change 
that.” 

This is how Jacob Benbunan, 
Founder and CEO of Saffron Brand 
Consultants, a leading global 
brand consultancy, described 
his motivation to transform the 
leadership of his company. 

Jacob brought the seven executives 
who comprise his leadership team 
to IMD for Orchestrating Winning 
Performance (OWP), a week-long 
crash course on the issues shaping 
the future of management thinking. 
Jacob’s company drives other firms 
through brand transformation, and 

he wanted to better understand 
and experience what it meant to 
undergo that type of change. 

Changing behavior
At OWP, Jacob and his colleagues 
participated in the stream 
called ‘Harnessing the hidden 
power of teams’, led by IMD 
Professor and Dean of Research 
Anand Narasimhan. Professor 
Narasimhan’s course teaches 
teams to be more mindful in the 
way they interact to unleash greater 
value.

“I learned a lot about how to develop 
our interpersonal skills and how 
to read psychological behaviors,” 
Jacob said.

Before coming to IMD, the CEO 
knew OWP required a significant 
investment of time for his leading 
seven executives. But, taking the 
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week away, concentrating on 
change, and spending time with 
each other was more than worth 
that investment. 

He likens the difference between 
OWP and other short courses or 
conferences to a bath versus a five-
minute shower. “At OWP, we were 
able to really immerse ourselves in 
an incredible bath of wisdom,” he 
said.

Every member of his top team 
had something specific they were 
looking to achieve at OWP. 

Improving quality of life and getting 
new insights
Saffron Chief Client Services Officer 
Luz Erhardt wanted to become 
more agile and to improve her 
quality of life at work. 

 “We need new ways of thinking,” 
she said. “We have to be more 
elastic in mind-set, approach and 
thinking because the business 
landscape in the future will change 
so fast. I came to OWP to be better 
and happier in my job.”

For Fernando Ortiz-Ehmann, Chief 
Strategy Officer, it was about the 
clients. 

“We want to improve the work and 
deliverables we give to our clients 
worldwide. Getting the knowledge 
and insights from IMD will help us 

better understand the issues our 
clients are facing. It also helps us 
understand how our clients think. 
We came to IMD because we know 
it’s the best.”

Chief Business Development 
Officer Alfredo Fraile was surprised 
by the human centric approach of 
the learning program. 

“I thought it would be very business 
oriented, but it was much more 
human focused: relationships, 
mindfulness, thinking, stepping 
back, relating and listening,” he 
said.

“There has been such rich content, 
but if I had to choose a highlight of 
the week it would be the stream 
about working in teams and team 
mindfulness. It was enlightening for 
me as a professional but also as a 
person.”

Gabor Schreier, Saffron’s Chief 
Creative Officer, thinks focusing on 
how his team works together will 
ultimately improve the company’s 
performance. 

“I was skeptical about the 
team mindfulness aspect in 
the beginning but by the end of 
the week I learned there is lots 
of value in it,” he said. “The 
Teams stream was amazing. 
The first thing I’ll work on is to 
be empathetic with my design 
leaders and the wider team of 25 
working in different places. I want 
everyone to be happy, feel valued 

and be creatively inspired and at 
ease at work. This is a challenge 
when you’re under tight deadlines, 
working across time zones and 
under pressure. At the end of the 
day, having a more positive and 
happier environment at work will 
be likely to improve the results for 
our clients.”

" I know that our team, our organization and our clients 
will benefit immensely from the time we spent here... 
the return is going to be enormous."



26 Introvert or extrovert: who makes 
the better colleague?
Karl Moore, IMD visiting Professor

After 300 interviews with executives 
to understand the leadership 
strengths of introverts, ambiverts 
and extroverts, IMD visiting 
Professor Karl Moore can offer 
unique insights into the way 
different personalities affect the 
executive suite. 

A lot has been said and interpreted 
about these personality traits and 
most people have a sense of where 
they land on the spectrum. But 
they may be wrong. For Professor 
Moore, it isn’t as simple as being 
social versus being quiet in the 
workplace.  

 “The most important aspect to 
look out for is not how you behave 
in public - but how you recuperate 
from it,” said Moore. 

Introverts tend to recharge in quiet 
settings, preferably alone. They 
tend to think before speaking and 
prefer to avoid conflict.

Extroverts, on the other hand, think 
out loud, are more comfortable with 
conflict. They also enjoy multi-
tasking.

In leadership spheres, CEOs are 
famously extroverts. They tend to be 
confident, have an uncanny ability 
to fill the room, and are loud, the 
stereotype holds. 

The wider public tends to associate 
the quieter and meeker to less 
powerful corporate positions.

But 50% of this aspect of a person’s 
personality is already decided by 
your DNA. So inherently we are just 
“born this way,” says Moore.

However, the more senior leaders 
are in a corporate role, the more 
they need to ‘grow up’, which means 
they need to learn how to be the 
‘other’. An extrovert leader needs 
to learn how to listen, step back 
and slow down. An introvert, the 
opposite.

Then there are the ambiverts. 
Modern society tends to create 
more of these due to the necessity 
to adapt in our ever-changing world. 
Professor Moore cited the example 
of Canadian Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau who prefers to relax quietly 
with a book but, at the same time, 
he is able to charm the public, 
greet everyone on any given arena 
he enters, and is a ‘people person’ 
when he needs to be.

Moore advises that extroverts and 
introverts should take appropriate 
‘breaks’ in a way that is effective to 
their personalities. An extrovert’s 
break involves relaxing, but not 
necessarily alone. An introvert’s 
break should involve taking a walk 
or isolating himself from crowds. 
Both re-charge differently but they 
need to know themselves a little 
better in order to stay ‘charged’ and 
positive. So how do you recharge 
your batteries? Trying different 
ways of relaxing will teach you 
more about yourself than you can 
imagine. 
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IMD experts offer a simple 
framework for making the 
best decisions in difficult 
circumstances.

An approach to structured 
problem-solving
A critical part of any manager's 
role is to make complex decisions 
that produce the best outcomes.
To make these decisions, you 
need to be able to handle difficult 
conversations where emotions 
often run high and opinions differ. 
The key is to be impartial and focus 
on the bigger picture.

Jumping to solutions
If you don’t, the results are often 
suboptimal. You might make a 
decision too quickly, trying to push 
through your preferred solution, 
or you might cave in and accept a 
solution that you will regret. 

How can you focus on the big 
picture in a complex and charged 
environment? You need a mental 
frame that is easy to apply and 
flexible; a systematic process 
that reduces your blind spots and 
prevents you from jumping to 
conclusions.

The hidden power of the decision 
matrix
We propose a decision matrix 
with two elements: the frame of 
the matrix and its content. The 
outside frame of the matrix consists 
of possible options and how to 
evaluate them. The inside of the 
matrix contains the evaluations 
you need to find the best solution. 
Managers tend to be good at taking 
decisions inside the matrix, given 
certain criteria and options. But the 
frame of the matrix is at least as 
important: how you explore options 
and prioritize criteria prepares the 
stage for any good decision. 

For difficult conversations, we want 
to focus on the frame of the matrix. 
How you construct the matrix can 
serve as a checklist as you walk 
into difficult conversations. The 
visual image of the matrix – as a 
mnemonic guide – can remind you 
of what is important. 
 

For tough decisions, remember 
the bigger picture
By Albrecht Enders, IMD Professor 
of Strategy and Innovation, and 
Arnaud Chevallier, IMD Professor of 
Strategy
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Three traps to avoid
Here are three traps that the frame 
of the matrix can help you to avoid.

First, visualizing the options axis, 
have you considered enough 
options? Have you properly 
considered your discussion 
partner’s position? If you miss out 
important options, you risk failure.  

"All too often, we see 
executives jumping 
into decision mode and 
defending their preferred 
option."

Second, visualizing the criteria axis, 
are you clear about your goals? 
What are the criteria that matter to 
you and your partner? Do you agree 
on their relative importance? If you 
both use a different criteria frame, 
you are bound to arrive at different 
outcomes. 

Third, thinking systematically 
through options and criteria will 

ensure you are addressing the 
right question or help you choose a 
different question altogether.  

This is not necessarily a sequential 
process. Move back and forth 
between these three elements 
during the conversation, 
depending on where you 
recognize misunderstanding or 
disagreements. 

Outside frame before inside 
evaluations
It is vital that you stick with the 
frame for long enough before 
jumping inside the matrix to 
evaluate the different options. 
Committing to understand your 
partner’s point of view will help you 
to evolve your thinking, and create 
the opportunity for your counterpart 
to engage in a Socratic dialogue of 
joint knowledge creation. All too 
often, we see executives jumping 
into decision mode and defending 
their preferred option. Once you 
start taking positions, it becomes 

Did we consider all important 
options?

• What are the relevant criteria?
• What is their relative priority? 

• What are the evaluations?
• What are the trade-offs?
• What is on-balance the best choice?  

Are we addressing the critical 
question?

1I
2I

4I

3I
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increasingly difficult to reconsider. 
If you are stuck at the fork in 
the road, where you favour one 
direction and your partner favours 
another, move back to the frame 
and reconsider the options 
and criteria. This will help both 
of you understand where the 
disagreement lies and gain further 
clarity about the pros and cons. You 
will then also better understand 
why one option may be better than 
another, while acknowledging 
its downsides. If you then need to 
insist on your way forward, at least 
you have shown you were willing 
to consider different perspectives, 
helping to create a sense of fair 
process.

Try the matrix today
In spite of our best intentions, we 
often adopt a defensive mode far 
too quickly when faced with difficult 

conversations. This can harm the 
quality of the outcome and our 
relationships. 

For your next important discussion, 
think of the decision matrix, and - in 
particular - the frame of the matrix. 
Before making a decision, focus 
the initial part of your conversation 
on fully exploring the options and 
criteria. Try it out: both before and 
during the meeting. 

You can also use the matrix for a 
post-mortem analysis if things 
didn’t go well: Where did the 
meeting fall apart? Did you miss out 
any options or criteria? Were you 
unclear on objectives or the relative 
importance of different criteria? Did 
you disagree about how to evaluate 
options? From there, you can 
improve your approach for the next 
time.
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"Choose courage 
when you go back to 
the companies you 
lead and help the 
people in them find 
their own purpose 
and meaning."

Sarah Marquis
Swiss adventurer and explorer
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Transforming Organizations
Leading your organization to future 
success by embracing change
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In management thinking, we 
hear more about what you can do 
individually or what the company 
should do, but less about the 
collective activity of teams. What 
can the mid-size groups of people 
who are on the front lines do to work 
better together?

IMD Shell Professor of Global 
Leadership and Dean of Faculty 
and Research Anand Narasimhan 
and Chris Tamdjidi, expert on 
mindfulness in working life, believe 
team mindfulness can unlock 
greater productivity. 

Teamwork is more important than 
ever. In a recent survey of 7,000 
executives across 130 countries, the 
number one workplace trend was 
increasing teamwork. 

Depending on which path you took 
you might have studied leadership, 

finance, marketing or any number 
of other business disciplines, but 
there usually isn’t specific training 
about teamwork. 

“As an executive you’re constantly 
being put into teams to get 
important and significant work 
done for the organization without 
being given an instruction manual. 
The assumption is that: you’re a 
human being, you’re an executive, 
you’re competent to work in teams. 
But that’s not the truth,” says 
Professor Narasimhan.

“Quite often we are involved or even 
mired in two or three teams where 
things are going really badly.”

What is team mindfulness?
Most people would think that 
mindfulness would be an individual 
pursuit. But, according to Anand 
and Chris, that doesn't have to be 

How several minds can be mindful 
together
Anand Narasimhan, IMD Shell 
Professor of Global Leadership 
and Dean of Faculty and Research, 
and Chris Tamdjidi, expert on 
mindfulness in working life

Mindfulness can help us harness the hidden 
depth of our teams.
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true. In ‘team mindfulness’ lies 
the secret to unlocking collective 
strengths that we didn’t even know 
were there. 

“If you want to change 
anything in your team, 
you have to consciously 
address habits.”

Usually mindfulness evokes 
silence. So how could a team even 
be mindful together?

First of all, it is about recognizing 
habits. Look out for signs that your 
behavior is positive or whether 
you have a blocking mentality, 
for example, set on discouraging 
others in meetings. Once you’re 
aware of the significance different 
types of behaviors have on how 
meetings unfold, you can focus on 
shaping the outcome. 

Second, it’s about establishing 
team habits. 

What are team habits?
“We know we’re often not acting 
consciously. No matter how good 
our intentions are, we basically 
behave according to automatic 
patterns. So, we forget things 
unless we establish habits. If you 
want to change anything in your 
team, you have to consciously 
address habits,” says Chris. 
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Research insights: Four types of team-related habits

1. ATTENTION – In order to be positive when teams have time in a room 
together, it is important that they pay attention to one another, don’t 
interrupt each other, and are not constantly distracted by their devices. 

2. POSITIVITY – It is essential to acknowledge positive achievements and 
what works well. Typically, when teams meet, they deal with the most 
urgent and negative issues. We tend not to notice all of the good things we 
do. 

3. EMOTIONAL SAFETY – This habit area is about actually allowing people’s 
emotional states to arise and letting them be present. You don’t have to 
over-focus on someone or even have a direct interaction with them. But 
you should allow them to be present and acknowledge them. 

4. INTEGRATION – This is especially relevant in global organizations. In 
today’s world, teams can be scattered. But we have to consider all of the 
team members’ voices so they don’t feel left out. 

Next steps?

Now that we know that we need to be 
mindful of our behaviors and create 
habits, what’s next?

Chris Tamdjidi says what you 
shouldn’t do is try to tackle all of 
the habit types at once. And you 
shouldn’t try to do it alone. 

What he does suggest is having one 
team member monitor one of the 
areas over a period of time, like three 
months, and then evaluating pro-
gress after that. 

“Pick a particular time, a particular 
responsibility. Agree on the habits. 

Make it explicit. Write it down. Do 
it for three months and then take a 
moment to evaluate it. Did it help or 
not? If it didn’t then drop it.”

Anders Fleischer, an executive 
coach who worked with OWP parti-
cipants, agrees that it has to be part 
of a longer-term effort. “OWP is the 
catalyst, the starting point to look at 
where they want to be as a team. If 
they really want to make sustainable 
changes, they have to put in the 
work.”
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Harnessing the hidden depth of teams: stream journey

Before Long termAfterDuring

Complete team 
mindfulness 
diagnostic: checking 
your initial state

Discovering the latest 
knowledge about teams 
and gaining tools to 
work better together

Post-program 
assessment: 
making sense of 
your improvement

Messages from the 
program directors 
reminding participants 
about team mindfulness 
practices to ensure impact 



38 Artificial Intelligence: Boom or 
Doom?
By Amit Joshi, IMD Professor of 
Digital Marketing and Strategy

Don’t worry, we’re not there yet.

We currently have no such thing as 
general artificial intelligence and 
we won’t for the next few decades.

Self-driving cars are cool but 
they’re no terminator. It is true 
that computers can recognize 
faces better, play chess better, and 
maybe eventually drive a car better 
than human beings. But this narrow 
artificial intelligence that exists 
already today will not rise up and 
take control from human beings.

How smart is AI?
Today’s AI algorithms are not even 
as smart as chimps yet; they can 
only focus on specific tasks.

As Roy Amara, an American 
researcher, famously said: “We 
tend to overestimate the effects 
of technology in the short run but 
underestimate them in the long 
run.”

What I un-famously say is that we 
tend to overestimate what AI is 
capable of but underestimate how it 
can be applied. Even though general 
AI is just a fantasy, we completely 
underestimate the applications of our 
current AI.

Even today’s dumb AI already has 
the power to change the world.

What does AI actually do?
By and large, applied AI is a 
super human pattern recognition 
machine. Much of what humans 
do on a regular basis is pattern 
recognition and prediction. Sales 
and hiring are examples of jobs that 
include a lot of these.

With self driving vehicles, we have 
reduced something as complicated 
as driving a car down to prediction. 
AI does not judge, it can only predict.

Anything that classifies as 
prediction, we should let AI do 
because it will do it better than 
us. Anything that is judgement, 
humans should do because AI can’t 
do it and won’t be able to for the 
predictable future. AI will make us 
better because it will enable us to 
spend more time on things we’re 
actually good at.

Applicable AI has arrived and is here 
to stay: Think recommendations 
for songs and shows on your 
favorite apps. We will have tools for 
applicable AI similar to excel in the 
coming 3-5 years.

Will AI take your job?
From a technology perspective, 
AI could replace some of the most 
common jobs on the planet like 
cashiers, waiters, store clerks, 
heavy truck drivers, and low-level 
lawyers.

To ensure employment in the 
future, our entire education system 
today needs to be rethought. We 
have to move to a system of lifelong 
learning to stay ahead of how fast 
technology is moving.

Our emphasis needs to be placed on 
qualities such as critical thinking, 
communications and empathy. A 
huge set of jobs in the future will 
be focused on human to human 
contact.

What about privacy? Privacy is dead. 
Ethics is definitely also an issue 
with AI. Questions like ‘Should 
I really put all of my customers’ 
health records into an AI system?’ 
will arise more and more. Privacy 
is one thing. Ethics is another 
side of the same coin. There are 
guidelines. They will evolve. We 
don’t have a full picture of what AI 
will be applied for, so we don’t know 
exactly what needs to be regulated 
yet.

“We have to move to 
a system of lifelong 
learning to stay ahead 
of how fast technology 
is moving.”

Can AI think? Does it imitate the human brain? Will it take 
decision making away from us? 
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What do we need to do right away?

• Make AI more transparent: Now it is a black box. It is not explainable. 
We tell it what to do but not how to do it. And if you try to find out how 
it comes to its conclusions, it can’t tell you. A work around is to use 
a black box for relatively low risk tasks until we can make it more 
transparent.

• Do our best to eliminate bias in AI: Humans create AI and transfer 
their bias. AI can also learn bias on its own. Creating unbiased AI is 
extremely hard. The first step is to be extremely careful with training 
data.

• Figure out how to make AI choose the least bad option: AI will be faced 
with dilemmas on a daily basis. Should a self-driving car turn right to 
avoid an accident and injure or kill two people or turn left and do the 
same for three? What about choosing between the elderly or children? 
Choices like these will arise and how do humans program for this? We 
have to ensure that there are ample feedback loops in the AI so that 
humans can intervene quickly and often as required.

Bottom line:
With great power comes great responsibility. And even if AI never improves, 
we already have tremendous capabilities.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mIe4yvSosO4


41Three questions for: 
Carlos Moreira
The CEO of WISeKey, a leading global 
cybersecurity company, on putting 
humans at the heart of technology

1. What was the theme of your talk at OWP?
 I discussed putting the human back into the center of gravity on the 
internet. Algorithm-like artificial intelligence is getting so powerful, it will 
be able to replicate and replace humans. There is a movement going on 
that’s pushing to inject the consciousness of a human into the internet, 
so it understands human challenges better. That would create a whole 
new disruption in the way we use the internet. Humans would be better 
prepared to remain in control of the situation instead of letting machines 
take control. The balance is currently very fragile. We need to make sure 
that machines don’t replace us.

2. What is the role of Switzerland in the field of 
technology and innovation?
 In the area of crypto-technology, Switzerland is becoming a crypto-
nation. Zug is one of the most advanced locations in this field and so is 
Geneva. Facebook just announced its crypto-currency Libra will be based 
in Geneva, which is also the home of CERN, where the world wide web 
was invented. EPFL, the MIT of Switzerland, is based in Lausanne. Of 
course there is also IMD, one of the best business schools in the world. 
The country has a rich history of being at the forefront of innovation. It 
will become one of the major hubs for technology and innovation in the 
world. Because Switzerland is neutral and has an uncompromised way of 
handling data, it is an asset to the digital economy. 

3. Why did you choose to share your expertise with a 
group of executives at IMD?
 I’ve been to IMD several times and I keep coming back because the 
school is a thought leader. I appreciate that it brings together a wide range 
of stakeholders from around the world who aspire to excellence. That 
is exactly what IMD provides. People like me who come from the private 
sector and have an international background can complement IMD’s 
expertise. I bring a unique perspective about how participants can confront 
their challenges after completing a program at IMD. 

Scan me
To watch the video



42 Understanding China, the innovator
By Mark Greeven, IMD Professor of 
Innovation and Strategy

China is rapidly moving from 
imitation to innovation. It has an 
insatiable appetite for innovation 
and experimentation, an appetite 
that is mirrored by intense 
customer demand for ever more 
advanced products and services, 
such as payment by face recognition 
or predicting traffic flow with AI.

What is driving China’s addiction to 
innovation?
The Chinese economy is a melting 
pot of changing customer needs, 
new technology, transforming 
industries, local and global 
competition, changing growth 
markets, and the rise of millennials.

This provides the foundation 
for internal market dynamics 
that, according to GEM, are 40 
percent higher than the global or 
regional average. As such, China 
is the perfect breeding ground for 
innovation.

It has a large domestic market, 
which allows for the rapid scaling 
of innovation. It has a proven 
manufacturing base, supportive 

infrastructure and a huge pool 
of talent. Private capital for new 
ventures is readily available, 
boosted by a growing private 
sector, and regulation that enables 
innovation and entrepreneurship. 

What are threats to innovation in 
China?
China’s continued progress as an 
innovator faces several obstacles. 
Some industries are showing 
signs of fatigue and over-capacity. 
We are also seeing the creation 
of ‘innovation islands’, which 
indicate that the drive towards 
experimentation may not be as 
fully embedded across the Chinese 
economy as we might assume. 

There are also some serious 
headwinds from a regulatory 
perspective. Chinese government 
policy is notoriously “top down”, the 
Internet is heavily policed, and there 
is poor enforcement of intellectual 
property rights. On top of this, 
import barriers and tariffs and high 
debt levels add an additional weight 
to business elasticity.
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What is fuelling the age of Chinese innovators?
Despite these headwinds, China is forging the way 
ahead through innovation because its economy:
• Embraces change
• Encourages risk taking
• Offers a strong organizational culture
• Provides stiff competition

Learning from the new masters of innovation
China’s mastery of innovation offers lessons for all 
business leaders searching for a competitive edge in 
the age of uncertainty.

We have outlined six core principles that drive Chinese 
innovation: 
• Swarm innovation – the strongest ideas emerge 

from collective thinking
• Tinkering – the best designs are the result of 

continuous development
• Customer obsession – focus on the needs of the 

end user not the product
• Ecosystem thinking – abandon the silos in favor of 

holistic organizations
• Continuous upgrading – nothing should ever be 

good enough
• Rapid decision-making – be bold and be prepared 

to cut the consensus
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The hidden wave of China’s 
new innovators

China’s big innovators such as 
Huawei and Alibaba are well known, 
but there’s a less obvious force 
to be reckoned with: thousands 
of Chinese companies quietly 
disrupting industries.

In response, IMD Professor Mark  
Greeven, Imperial College Business 
School Professor George S. Yip, and 
CEO of GSL Innovation Wei Wei have 
developed an emerging Chinese 
innovators framework with four 
categories of innovative company 
and three key recommendations for 
non-Chinese multinationals.

“We identified a very large group 
– 1,000s if not 10,000s of Chinese 
companies that are more or less 
invisible, but slowly disrupting 
industries and challenging 
incumbents,” said Professor 
Greeven.

Pioneers
A handful of large players such 
as Alibaba and Huawei that most 
people are already familiar with, 
and are leading the pack.

Hidden champions
Very specialized, mid-sized 
innovators operating in niche 
industries. They are not very visible 
but already occupy a top 3 spot in 
the global or Chinese market place. 
We identified at least 200, driven by 
strong R&D capability, more agile 
and responsive than their Western 
counterparts, and capable of 
moving very quickly in international 
markets.

Example: Lens Technology, based 
in Shenzhen and founded by female 
entrepreneur Zhou Qunfei, is the 
global number one supplier by 
market share for touch screen glass.
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Technology underdogs
Founded by elite entrepreneurs 
that have returned to China with 
advanced degrees from overseas 
universities. They are driven by 
cutting edge innovation in science 
and technology. They are not very 
big – no more than 60 million euros 
in revenue - but they do really well 
in niches, and they are emerging in 
their thousands.

Example: Weihua Solar from Xiamen 
is at the front end of developing new 
solar technology, and was founded by 
Bin Fan who has a PhD from EPFL in 
Switzerland.

Change makers
Founded by relatively young people 
with no particular experience or tech 
background – just crazy ideas that 
disrupt traditional industries. They 
grow super-quick, fuelled by venture 
capital investment, and find a niche 
in the consumer market to disrupt 
its incumbents.

Example: ByteDance, founded by 
Zhang Yiming, is the creator of one 
of China’s leading news aggregation 
services Toutiao as well as TikTok – 
one of China’s biggest international 
success stories.

How Western companies 
can compete with the new 
wave of innovation from 
China

Western multinationals must 
realize that competition can come 
from anywhere, not just directly 
from your industry.

The more a company sees itself as 
part of an embedded ecosystem 
rather than a dominant, centralized 
organization, the better.

We need to defend and build better 
capabilities in our home markets: 
all of the players we describe are 
already international players. Their 
capabilities make them very strong 
competitors in our home markets, 
in terms of customer proximity, 
responsiveness and digital 
technology. 



46 Behavioral economics in the 
digital world - A marketing tool 
to improve online shopping 
experience or to trick the 
customer?
By John W. Walsh, IMD 
Professor of Marketing, and 
Valérie Keller-Birrer, research 
consultant

The field of behavioral 
economics received 
increased attention from 
both media and marketers 
when US academic Richard 
Thaler won the Nobel Prize 
in economics in 2017 for 
incorporating psychological 
assumptions into analyses of 
economic decision-making.

Cognitive biases have been used in marketing for a long time – often 
unknowingly. As engagement with customers increasingly moves online, 
cognitive biases offer new opportunities for marketers. There are many 
cognitive biases, and below we have selected four to discuss how they are 
being, or could be, used with great effect online.

1: Decision paralysis
Is more choice always an advantage? It might not be: researchers have 
found that when faced with too many options, we are unable to evaluate 
them all, and, overwhelmed by choice, we might choose not to choose. 
With this in mind, it is not surprising that Tesco, the UK's biggest retailer, 
recently decided to remove about one third of the 90,000 products available 
in its shelves, in reaction to the increasing market shares of discounters 
offering 2,000 to 3,000 products.

E-retailers have an advantage over brick and mortar supermarkets: 
instead of reducing the number of products they offer, they can help 
the shopper overcome decision paralysis by making the search for the 
right product as easy as possible. To help its customer find the right 
accommodation, Airbnb offers a wide range of filters – according to 
the price, number of beds, amenities offered, etc. – thus helping their 
customers sort through hundreds of apartments.

2: Scarcity principle
People are motivated by shortage: the rarer or more difficult a product or 
an offer is to obtain, the more valuable it becomes in consumers’ eyes.
In bricks and mortar stores, where stock can be visible, it is easier to 
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demonstrate shortage. Yet, online 
retailers have been creative in 
how they tap into this bias by 
communicating scarcity with real 
time numbers, such as limited 
quantities or a narrow window 
of time. Booking.com shows the 
number of hotel rooms left at a 
certain price, while Zalando Lounge 
– a clothing outlet – limits the 
validity of items in the basket to 20 
minutes, after which the items are 
removed.

3: Endowment effect
The endowment effect occurs 
when we overvalue something 
that we own and become relatively 
reluctant to part with it. People are 
often willing to pay more to keep 
something they feel they already 
own, while new customers will be 
less inclined to pay the same price.

“The way marketers use 
cognitive biases does 
not always lead to added 
value for the customer.”

The endowment effect is a 
cornerstone of new business 
models, such as Stitch Fix, an 
online styling service. Based on 
a detailed customer style profile, 
the start-up mails a selection of 
clothing, shoes and accessories. 
The customer can try on the items 
at home, keep what s/he likes and 

send back the rest. This is where 
the endowment effect kicks in: once 
the customer has received and tried 
the items, s/he feels a sense of 
attachment and will be more likely 
to keep them.

4: Decoy effect
The decoy effect is a phenomenon 
whereby consumers will tend 
to have a change in preference 
between two options when 
presented with a third option 
that is less desirable. Therefore, 
by presenting customers with 
additional choices, marketers can 
guide customers toward the option 
they want them to take.

UPC, a Swiss internet provider, 
added a third 'decoy' option to its 
packages. Once the “Happy home 
50” service, with 50 Megabits/
second for CHF 99 per month was 
introduced, the more expensive of 
their two initial options (500 Mbit/s 
for CHF 99 and 200 Mbit/s for 
CHF 79) looked much more 
attractive.

Good or Bad?
As with any other marketing tool, 
there is a fine line between using 
behavioral economics to improve 
customer experience, and using it 
to manipulate consumers. Indeed, 
the way marketers use cognitive 
biases does not always lead to 
added value for the customer. 

One example of how not to apply 
behavioral economics comes from 
Uber. The car sharing company has 
been using behavioral economics 
to influence its drivers’ behavior, 
inducing them to work longer 
hours, sometimes at hours or 
locations that were less lucrative 
for them.

To help marketers and policy 
makers remain on an ethical path, 
Thaler has identified 3 principles 
that should guide marketers or 
policy makers when applying 
cognitive biases: 

• transparence: nudges should 
never be misleading

• ease to opt out: the customer 
should be able to easily opt out 
of an option

• benefit: the measure should 
aim at improving the welfare of 
those being nudged.

If marketers follow these principles, 
there is a great opportunity to 
apply behavioral economics in 
online retail to create real win-win 
situations and better customer 
experiences.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WVPrUHNcgrA&t=374s


49Three questions for: Rolf Dobelli
The author of ‘The Art of Thinking 
Clearly’ on his happiness hacks

1. What does "living the good life", the subject of your 
keynote at IMD, have to do with a business education 
program like OWP?
 I was surprised when I got invited to talk about “the good life” 
because it is not focused on what business schools do. But the President 
of IMD, Jean-François Manzoni, thought it was a great subject to open 
up OWP week, because your career is part of your conception of the good 
life. But it is not the entire thing. There are other aspects of the good life. A 
career is a means to an end but not an end in itself. 

2.  What is the key takeaway message you would want 
people who have listened to you at OWP to go back to the 
office with?
 The key message is that we can develop mental tools so we can 
have a better life. Having a better life means you subtract the amount of 
toxic emotions that you have in your life. If you get rid of toxic emotions like 
anger and envy, then you will have a better life. There are mental tools to 
achieve that. 

3.  What do you think participants can expect to learn 
this week?
 I attended OWP two years ago as a participant and I still use many of 
the concepts that were presented and discussed. What I learned the most, by 
having a chance to look at so many varied disciplines and angles, was to have 
a much wider range of topics on my radar. Looking at business strategy, and 
how technology impacts business life, I learned so much at OWP.

Scan me
To watch the video



50 How design thinking can transcend 
your business
Cyril Bouquet, IMD Professor of 
Strategy

The art of design can 
elevate and transform 
your business, from the 
boardroom to the shop 
floor. But unlocking 
these benefits takes 
patience and true 
commitment to change.  

From the tech hipsters of Silicon 
Valley to the polite boardrooms 
of the behemoths of old industry, 
design thinking has become a 
global leadership phenomenon.  

Thanks to its holistic focus on 
human needs and creative problem 
solving, the application of design 
thinking has successfully spread 
from products and services to all 
aspects of doing business. And 
research shows that it can boost 
performance and profit.

However, companies often struggle 
to understand or integrate the true 
ethos of design at the heart of their 
operations. That, according to IMD 
Professor Cyril Bouquet, means 
many organizations fail to receive 
the full business benefits of being 
“design-led”.

“Today, many companies are asking 
themselves: can we use designers 
to run the whole business, and 
should we have designers on our 
board?” Bouquet, who specializes 
in corporate transformation and 
innovation, explains.

“However, most businesses 
struggle to implement design in 
their own companies. They often 

hire a Chief Design Officer who 
ends up being a figurehead of 
the company, but when you look 
around, you realize that design 
culture has not found its way to 
becoming the glue for how the 
company functions on a day-to-day 
basis.”

So, how can design transcend 
your company? Is it possible for 
a business to completely rewire 
itself to think about problems and 
solutions – and ways of working 
– through the unique lens of the 
designer?

“It is a systemic view – it’s not just 
a design function, but integrating 
design throughout all aspects of 
the organization, whether you are in 
accounting or R&D,” Bouquet says. 
“You should be influenced in terms 
of how you function and interact 
with the key stakeholders inside 
and outside of the company by this 
philosophy of design, its shared 
language and capabilities.”

Bouquet recommends five key 
considerations to avoid the pitfalls 
that many companies face when 
trying to adopt design thinking 
across their business.
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Embrace creative talent
“How do we use young designers who bring different 
ways of working and thinking in our companies?” asks 
Bouquet. “So many companies hire those people and 
they feel like they never fit or they stifle their creativity. 
They don’t know how to use them.”

• Think differently when it comes to how to engage 
with young creatives

• How can you integrate design talent and give it a 
platform for growth?

• Avoid stifling creativity with your existing processes

Avoid innovation theatre
“Companies often bring all of these designers into 
their way of working but they end up in this world 
of innovation theatre,” says Bouquet. “You have a 
prototyping lab or a company innovation garage and 
some cool, hip people that are working there with 
a babyfoot table, and you think you have become a 
design-led company.”
• Can you imagine a designer on your company’s 

board?
• Could a designer work alongside the CEO?
• Is your head of design allowed to influence how 

your company works?

Commit to the design way
“It takes real persistence and commitment from the 
top,” says Bouquet. “It’s not just the users, it’s about 
what you stand for as a brand:  how you are going 
to approach the needs of humans to reflect strong 
aspirations about the nature of the world you would like 
to create.”
• Truly design-led companies like Apple know why 

they exist. Does your company?
• Design should be led by a core set of principles: 

What do we stand for? What do we want the 
experience to look like? 

• Lead by example and cascade design thinking 
throughout your company

Be flexible
“In big companies, we like to be organized with targets 
in terms of timing and objectives – versus the designer 
who has a much more fluid approach,” says Bouquet.  
“Designers find their way by being very experimental 
and trying many paths to find traction. Big companies 
don’t like this, they like straight lines, structure and 
reliability.”
• Be patient with the design process to get the best results
• Be prepared to fail before you succeed
• Do not measure success purely on profit and 

growth
• Be willing to change how your company has 

traditionally operated
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Don’t be like Christopher Columbus
“People try to confirm their theory of the world instead of listening and 
learning. They are trying to discover an assumption they had at the start,” 
Bouquet says. “Christopher Columbus thought he was going to India 
and he ended up in America, but he saw the local people and called them 
Indians. He had discovered what he believed was true before - a lot of 
people do that.”
• If you torture the data long enough, it will confess! Don’t use the design 

process just to confirm your own assumptions
• Be ready to let the design process take you into uncharted territory
• Listen to opposing views and rigorously test your ideas in the real world
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The design thinking process

Design thinking can improve every facet of your business, from the way you work to the products 
and services you offer. Here is a simple guide, which can be applied in any scenario. It is important 
that you see this process as non-linear, in which the findings of each step can inform and improve 
decisions and ideas in other steps. Some steps could throw up questions that challenge the 
findings of previous steps. Do not expect the perfect solution the first time round. Be creative in 
your use of this process to make the best use of resources. 

STEP ONE: EMPATHIZE
Set aside your own assumptions and start to explore the problem you are 
trying to solve. Empathy is key to this human-centric process. What are 
the needs of the end user? Speak to a range of people to understand their 
challenges and environment. Take the time to fully empathize, reimagine 
and learn. 

STEP TWO: DEFINE
Take all the empathy and information you have learned from Step 1 and 
analyze and distill it into one human-focused statement that defines your 
challenge. What is the true nature of the problem? Remember to construct 
this statement with the human end user at its core and purpose. Keep it 
simple and direct.

STEP FOUR: PROTOTYPE
It is now time to experiment with simple models of your strongest ideas to 
prototype them within the project group and among wider stakeholders. A 
thorough prototyping phase will give a more complete picture of the needs 
and challenges of users, as well as the constraints and strengths of each 
idea.

STEP FIVE: TEST
Taking the strongest and most developed prototype from Step 4, the 
project group now takes an idea and develops it to full testing mode as a 
complete product or service within its user environment. This stage allows 
for fine-tuning and trouble-shooting, as you seek to deliver the perfect 
experience for end users. 

STEP THREE: IDEATE
This is the creative phase of design thinking. Taking the empathy learned 
from Step 1 and the statement forged in Step 2, it’s time to let the ideas 
flow. It is important to allow all and any ideas into consideration to address 
your problem. We recommend using ideation techniques that are currently 
widely available.

1I

2I

3I

4I

5I
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Inspiring ECAL 
ideas

SeaCell Diaper by Luisa Kahlfeldt
We all know how wasteful baby diapers can be. Luisa Kahlfeldt’s 
award-winning SeaCell Diaper is a reusable cloth diaper that meets 
the challenges of sustainability, comfort and hygiene. The product is 
the first fully functional SeaCell fabric, a biodegradable, absorbent and 
antibacterial material which is made from eucalyptus wood and algae 
extract. 

P+365 by Lei Tuo
Thousands of tents are dumped after music festivals. Lei Tuo’s P+365 
turns those unwanted tents into collectible and weather-proof fashion 
items, from hats to coats and bags. The innovative range combines 
aesthetics with practicality and purpose. The items will be sold back to 
music fans at festivals to raise awareness about the environment.

During the OWP week, we 
worked with students from 
ECAL (University of Art and 
Design Lausanne) to explore 
the power of design. These 
two innovative projects by 
ECAL Master’s students in 
Product Design showcase 
how creative thinking can 
unlock social and economic 
value. Think different!

 Jagoda Wisniewska
 ECAL

 Lei Tuo
 ECAL
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"Don’t jump straight
to the solution when
you encounter a
problem."

Janet Shaner
President at Top10 Learning Solutions
Switzerland
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Age of Uncertainty
How to navigate and lead a world 
facing relentless transformation and 
disruption
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Some companies succeed in this 
adventure, but many struggle to 
get it right. How can more business 
leaders chart a safe course through 
the digital age?

We propose a simple set of tools 
to help make better decisions to 
future-proof your organization and 
to embrace the full potential of 
digital transformation.

Assess the risks
First, it is important to establish the 
three main threats to your business. 
These are known challenges and/
or the major uncertainties that are 
most likely to affect the bottom line 
in the coming years. This could be 
digital disruption itself or a lack of 

customer centricity. Each firm has 
to scout broadly and beyond the 
usual suspects, and importantly 
make links across threatening 
signals. 

Once these three main threats 
are established, the next step is to 
assess the impact they will have on 
the five levels of capabilities in an 
organization. We propose to use, 
for example, Jay R. Galbraith’s Star 
Model. 

How will each risk affect your 
overall corporate strategy, the 
way you structure your business, 
your people management, your 
processes and your reward 
systems?

How to future-proof your business 
By Stéphane J.G. Girod, IMD 
Professor of Strategy and 
Organizational Innovation, and 
Robert Hooijberg, IMD Professor of 
Organizational Behaviour 

As businesses everywhere grapple with the challenges of 
rapid change and a world of increasingly uncertainty, the 
need to prepare for the unexpected and transform in an 
effective, efficient and genuine way has become crucial.
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Planning for the future
When this thorough and honest 
assessment is complete, you are 
in a good position to discuss the 
implications and what future-
proofing will mean in practice for 
your organization.

What steps must be taken to 
mitigate the identified risks? How 
can you address the impact on the 
capabilities of the business? What 
should your operation look like in 
the short, medium and long term?

A helpful way to frame this 
discussion is to pose three 
questions:

1.  What is the case for change? 
This will help to create a future 
direction. Invariably, this has 
to be linked to the fine analysis 
of the external threats and 
signals around you and a 
clear assessment of your next 
strategy

2. How do you shape your future 
business? This will enable you 
to chart a road map. Thinking 
about how you will approach 
change will involve, for 
instance, thinking about top-
down vs bottom-up approaches, 
leadership involvement, the role 
of change agents, etc. 

3. What are the must win battles? 
This will allow you to action plan 
to deliver on key goals. This is 
actually made easier by your 
initial assessment. 

As your future-proofing plan takes 
root, it is crucial to constantly 
assess progress and impact. What 
has your business done well in 
response to its key threats? What 
has not been handled so well? What 
immediate issues do you have to 
address? 

Lessons learned
Running through this diagnostic 
tool with participants during the 
OWP week raised several big 
lessons. 

Successful future-proofing requires a 
complete, holistic approach
This is not just about tinkering with 
the structure of your organization. 
It requires a 360° plan that looks 
at entire processes, IT systems, 
incentives – all of your capabilities. 
Failing to take a holistic approach 
will result in a cultural backlash 
and will put your ability to change 
and future-proof in jeopardy.

Clarity of strategy is essential
It is crucial that your future-
proofing plan is clear, precise 
and understood by all. We visited 
or revisited why digital strategy 
changes everything and what 
it means for business strategy. 
Future-proofing is complex and 
must encompass a full range of 
perspectives across the competitive 
spectrum. Revisiting, revising and 
communicating your plan regularly 
will improve clarity and delivery. 

Breadth is as important as depth
Future-proofing must reach as 
deep into your organization as it 
does across the breadth of your 
operations. The devil is in the detail: 
you cannot economize on breadth 
and depth. 

Leaders must take responsibility and 
buy in to transformation
A successful future-proof plan is 
impossible without the support 
and involvement of leaders 
in an organization. The more 
the company is doing well at 
the moment change becomes 
necessary, the more senior 
leaders will struggle to embark 
managers and employees into the 
future-proofing journey.  Starting 
future-proofing with a learning 
and development program, as was 
the case between AIA and IMD, 
will lead managers to realize why 
the business needs to change, 
embrace the change and run away 
with it. Making the case for change 
might be much more powerful than 
commanding change from the top-
down.

One final, important thought: in 
a fast-changing world, where 
agility is key, future-proofing is not 
sequential, it’s continuous.



Do all companies face the same risk in a given country? 
No. And that’s what makes dealing with country risk so 
complicated.

60 When a country is a threat to your 
company
Omar Toulan, IMD Professor 
of Strategy and International 
Management

With a seemingly perpetual volatile economic situation, Argentina would 
not be the first place you would think a company would go to make money.
But did you know that Argentina had the highest growth in world stock 
markets in real terms in 2017?

This is just one example of how companies can seize opportunities due to 
country risk, according to Toulan.

What about the pitfalls?

There are many, he says. Worrisome political issues include the broken 
alliance between Donald Trump’s USA and Europe, and the rise of populism 
in developed economies. Other issues like inflation, environmental 
disasters, social activism, and terrorism can also affect a company’s 
performance. The list could go on.

And while these are the events which make the news, one needs to 
be particularly conscious of what are called operating risks. These 
small changes in tax codes and regulations taken together can have a 
much more sizeable impact on the business community than the rare 
nationalization.

Other looming wildcards that could potentially throw companies’ balance 
sheets for a loop: A messy no-deal Brexit, military conflicts in the Gulf or 
East Asia, major cyber-security attacks, and one we are starting to feel 
already – trade wars.



61The last one stems from a trend 
that began to creep up over a 
decade ago, following the financial 
crisis. Toulan says there have been 
over 7000 protectionist measures 
introduced since 2008. The United 
States – a country that used to be 
synonymous with free trade – is the 
worst offender. The EU was second.

This is obviously a threat to most 
companies that operate across 
borders.

Over the last 10 years there has 
been a slowdown in globalization 
evidenced by exports growing at 
a slower pace than GDP in recent 
years.

Perhaps not unsurprisingly, the 
globalization downturn only takes 
physical goods into account. We are 
exchanging data across borders 
more than ever, though restriction 
and potential taxation on their flows 
are also being introduced by certain 
countries.

Another shift Toulan points out 
related to country risk is the 
rapid decline in the dominance 

of Western players. Among the 
Fortune 500 in the year 2000, there 
were only four Chinese companies. 
Today there are nearly 130. At the 
current growth rate, China will 
overtake the US as the country with 
the most firms in the Top 500 in 
two years. Part of the protectionist 
reaction by the West is the result 
of having to share the playing field 
with new actors from emerging 
markets.

What can your company do to 
mitigate risk?

First, there is no way a company can 
avoid risk. They don’t even have to 
have operations in a country to be 
affected. “You don’t have to go to 
a risky country for it to affect you. 
That country can come to you.” 
Think cyberattacks to give just one 
example.

Beyond that, Toulan gives a 4-point 
check list for assessing and 
reacting to risk:

STEP 1: Determine your risk 
appetite, and make sure there is a 
common understanding.

STEP 2: Analyze and assess the 
risks which you are most exposed 
to.

STEP 3: Mitigate those risks via 
a comprehensive risk reduction 
strategy including being a good 
local citizen.

STEP 4: Learn from your 
experiences and adapt your 
response for the next time.

Creativity and agility should be a 
company’s guiding light in dealing 
in these situations. Volatility in 
general creates the opportunity for 
there to be both losers and winners. 
Country risk is one such form of 
volatility, and the firms which are 
best able to manage it in a proactive 
manner may find that they are not 
only able to mitigate those risks but 
actually benefit from them as well.



62 Three questions for: 
Sibongile Manganyi-Rath
The IMD EMBA alumna, and 
influential African CEO, shares 
lessons on doing business in Africa

1. How did you go from such a modest background in 
apartheid-ruled South Africa to becoming an award-
winning entrepreneur today?
 Growing up in a such a big family with so few resources almost 
required the family to innovate. That has played a very big role in 
contributing to the person who I am today. My father started the 
entrepreneurial journey with a small business and brought the entire 
family along with him. I call it the Manganyi ecosystem. Everyone had 
their own responsibility. Growing up with that kind of background gave me 
many entrepreneurial skills that I still use today, ones which I didn’t know 
I was gaining at the time. It was great to formalize a lot of that expertise by 
undertaking the IMD EMBA, which helped me better understand what I’ve 
been doing. 

2.  What does a degree program like the IMD EMBA 
bring to someone who was already as successful as you?
 I grew my business by using my intuition to make decisions. But, at 
the end of the day, that cannot get a business very far. There are principles 
that I used to run, grow and create value in my business. Many of these, 
I only learned when I came to IMD. Before it was a matter of tackling 
individual challenges, like growing sales for example, but now I have a 
broader overview. Now I look at creating value for everyone in the business, 
whether it’s a shareholder or an employee. I didn’t know what it meant to 
create value for employees! When I’m back in South Africa, I always tell 
people: every entrepreneur should do an MBA or an EMBA. You can only 
use intuition up to a certain point. As an entrepreneur you are the visionary, 
but you also have to be able to understand your business partners who 
tend to be more educated than you are. If I hadn’t done the program, I 
wouldn’t be able to comprehend and align their advice with the vision I had 
for my company. IMD’s EMBA has discovery expeditions around the world 
and really opened up my perspective beyond South Africa. 

3.  What is next for you?
 I would like to transform my company into a powerhouse that would 
play a big role in advising African governments how to tackle issues in the 
areas of education, energy, healthcare and using technology to solve some 
of our problems. 

Scan me
To watch the video
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0Ifm3UnelNU


64 How to thrive in a world where 
everything can be copied
By Howard Yu, IMD LEGO Professor 
of Management and Innovation

Outlasting competition is difficult. 
Doing so over decades or a century 
often seems impossible. Since 
the great Industrial Revolution, 
every country that has become 
rich started by copying others: 
the French copied the British, the 
Americans copied the Germans, 
and the Japanese pretty much 
copied everybody else.

In the midst of this competition, 
countless players fell. Yet some 
pioneering companies have 
managed to endure and even 
prosper over the course of 
centuries. How is that possible?

The only way to prosper under such 
conditions over long periods is to 
leap: Pioneers must move across 
knowledge disciplines to leverage 
or create new knowledge on how 
a product is made or a service is 
delivered. Absent such efforts, 
latecomers will always catch up.

Here are 5 principles to help you 
and your company leap:

Principle 1: Understand your firm’s 
foundational knowledge and its 
trajectory.
Why do incumbents find it 
so difficult to pre-empt new 
competition? Even in the absence 
of any technological disruption 
or shift in consumer preferences, 

latecomers often mount formidable 
challenges against early pioneers. 
To avert this dangerous trajectory 
would require executives to, first 
and foremost, reassess a firm’s 
foundational or core knowledge 
and its maturity. Circumventing 
the danger must begin by knowing 
where we are.

Principle 2: Acquire and cultivate 
new knowledge disciplines.
What we learn from the history of 
modern medicine is that knowledge 
uncovered in one area often leads 
to new discoveries elsewhere. 
And it is this ongoing discovery 
process that ultimately opens 
new paths for growth. In this light, 
competitive advantage depends 
most critically on the assimilation 
of new knowledge and the timely 
creation of new markets and new 
businesses. Only by forging ahead, 
rather than refining what has 
already been, can a pioneer avoid 
being caught by copycats. 

Principle 3: Leverage seismic 
shifts.
If history is a tool that enables us to 
understand the past—helping us 
establish the concept of leaping into 
new knowledge disciplines— we 
must project our understanding 
of history into the future. Where 
should we look for opportunities to 
leap?
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between industries, certain seismic 
shifts to the global economy will 
be felt by everyone regardless of 
who you are and where you live. 
Like the invention of the steam 
engine in the eighteenth century 
or the harnessing of electricity 
in the nineteenth century, two 
intertwining forces will propel 
all companies into the second 
half of the twenty-first century: 
the inexorable rise of intelligent 
machines and the emergence of 
ubiquitous connectivity.

“We must project our 
understanding of history 
into the future.”

We must identify those forces that 
matter the most in the coming 
decades and reconfigure our 
competencies ahead of others.

Principle 4: Experiment to gain 
evidence.
A bold decision always looks 
good—until it is proved wrong. 
To borrow Donald Rumsfeld’s 
phrase of "unknown unknowns", 
executives may not even be aware 
that they don’t possess a critical 
piece of information. To facilitate 
evidence-based decision making, 
managers must carry out frequent 
experimentation to reduce the dark 
space of ignorance and to arrive at 
conclusions with the required level 
of familiarity. Experimentation is 
the window of truth to let light in 
from outside. 

Principle 5: Dive deep into 
execution.
Awareness is not the same as 
commitment, so insights alone 
never suffice. Because strategy and 
execution are inextricably linked, 

unless ideas are translated into 
everyday actions and operational 
tactics, a pioneer is still at risk 
of being displaced by copycats. 
Thinking doesn’t equate to doing.

The fundamental advantage of well-
weathered pioneers is their prior 
knowledge; when it is recombined 
with new knowledge and discipline, 
they can alter the existing trajectory 
of product development. What 
makes it so hard for pioneering 
companies to leap, however, is that 
game-changing ideas can easily be 
filtered out as business proposals 
move up the corporate ladder. 
That’s why committed executives 
at the very top must be ready to 
intervene and implement a new 
directive when necessary. 
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67Three questions for: Afdhel Aziz
The author of ‘Good is the New Cool’ 
on channeling purpose

1. Where does the concept ‘good is the new cool’ come 
from?
 It comes from the idea that brands have been using ‘cool’ for a long 
time to sell their products and connect with consumers. What we started 
to track and see was that ‘good’, the idea of adding value to society through 
social and environmental impact, was increasingly taking the same 
importance in terms of what consumers expect brands to do. We think this 
is a new paradigm in business which is not going away soon. 

2.  During your keynote you spoke about how adidas 
is making products with plastic taken out of the ocean. 
Is there an opportunity for new entrants to disrupt that 
space?
 I think the wonderful thing about the purpose-driven space is that 
there are as many models as there are types of companies. Just in the shoe 
industry alone, Toms (buy one, give one) and adidas (made from ocean 
plastics) are whole different models. What’s really interesting in this space 
is that it is only our imagination that is holding us back. 

3.  How easy do you think it is for companies to embed 
this paradigm shift into what they do and how they do it?
 One way we think about the shift is through the lenses of the 
generational, spiritual and technological. Companies are seeing new 
waves of consumers coming into the market whether they’re millennials 
and now Gen Z with vastly different expectations of brands. They vote 
with their wallets. They make sure that the companies they are buying 
from represent their values, and beyond representation, go into actively 
protecting and defending those values. It’s also built on massive 
technological disruption. The old way of doing marketing, which was driven 
by advertising, is becoming decimated. Social media has become the best 
opportunity to gain advocacy. To win that advocacy, companies need to be 
of value. There’s almost a void in the spiritual life of people, which can only 
be filled with meaning, purpose and service, and being useful to others for 
a greater good. Those three aspects are really driving the shift in business. 
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"Show people 
you really care 
and be open and 
transparent."
 Paulien Hop

Head of Offshore Energy 
NIBC Bank N.V.
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Real Impact
Turning real learning into action in 
life and business



70 Understanding power and turning it 
into leadership
By Jennifer Jordan, IMD Professor of 
Leadership and Organizational Behavior

We need to know what power is, where it comes from and
how it manifests across cultures and organizations before
we can use it to become a better leader and empower others.

Power is the primary currency of organizational life and it is the basis of
effective leadership. But we rarely discuss power in an explicit way. As a
result, too many leaders fail to fully understand the dynamics of power, 
whether it is appreciating where power comes from or what bases of
power are most valued in one’s own organization (and how to obtain these).

But power is a limited tool, unless the person can transform power into
status, and eventually leadership.

What is power?
Power is control over valued outcomes or resources. It is also the ability to
act without requiring approval or permission from others.

Power comes from several different foundations or bases, including some
of the most common:

• Resources
• Expertise
• Formal position
• Allies
• Network centrality
• Reputation
• The ability to reward and punish

The reality of power, meaning what bases are valued and how it is used,
varies from culture to culture, and from organization to organization. To
truly grasp the meaning and role of power in your own environment, you
must understand the system surrounding you. For example, how is power 
seen in the culture? How does power function in your current ecosystem?
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without status. If you have formal 
power but no one respects you, 
that is, you lack status, how can you 
achieve anything, motivate anyone 
or enforce any real discipline? 
Normally, people with power who 
lack such respect can only get 
things done via administering 
punishments or doling out 
rewards – which is a short-lived, 
counterproductive strategy for 
sustainable leadership.

Understanding leadership
To be the most effective leader 
you can be requires an honest 
assessment of how you feel about 
and use power. Because while 
power can corrupt, it also has the 
potential to be the source of great 
good.

Answering this question involves 
looking at a person’s core drivers 
or needs (this comes out of the 
work by David McClelland and 
colleagues):

The first is a need for power. This 
is the desire to have control over 
resources and hold influential 
positions.

The second is a need for 
achievement. This is the desire to do 
something better or more efficiently 
than it has been done before.

And finally, there is the need for 
affiliation. This is the desire to be 
liked by people.

Each person has varying levels 
of these needs and each of these 
needs has their own pros and 
cons that must be accepted 
and managed. For example, an 
individual driven by the need for 
power will enjoy mentoring younger 
colleagues but may become too 
dominant a force in the office. 

Someone who feels a great need 
for achievement will work hard to 
get things done but may fail to plan 
properly for succession.
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And someone who is driven by a need for affiliation will strive to keep the
team happy, but is also more likely to conform.

In order for the need for power to not become a corrupting force and to
transform it into leadership, two personality traits need to be present:
benevolence (prioritizing the benefits to the group over benefits to oneself)
and self control (resisting temptation when beneficial for the group or
organization) shape the way potential leaders handle the power that is
endowed to them.

The good, the bad, and the powerful
Power helps leaders achieve these goals, but power also changes our
behavior. It helps to understand how power affects the way people behave.
It can mean the difference between success and failure at the top.

And what most of the existing research has shown is that power merely
amplifies the person within. That is, if you initially have benevolent
intentions, you’ll become more benevolent once endowed with power.
But if you have malevolent intentions, these also become magnified when
endowed with power.

Understanding and developing yourself as a leader
Unlocking your potential as a leader requires an honest look at your
profile in terms of your access to the bases of power that are valued in your
context, what your leadership needs are against the three predominant
needs detailed in this article, how you handle those elements at work
through benevolence and self control, and how power transforms who you
are.

It is time to run a power base self-audit. For each of the power bases, ask
these questions:

1. How much is this power base valued in your organization?
2. To what extent do you possess this power base now?
3. To what extent is there the potential to develop it over time?

If you are low on some of the power bases, ask yourself why and, if
necessary, seek solutions. Do you need leadership coaching? Should you 

The Good Sides of Power 
• action
• ability for more abstract 

thinking
• goal-directed behavior
• optimism

The Bad Sides of Power
• increased risk taking (including 

in wreckless domains) 
• overconfidence
• lack of perspective taking
• hypocrisy
• infidelity
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take another look at the real purpose behind why you’re in the role you are?
Should you make an effort to control the more negative attributes of power?

Empowering others
The effective use of power requires the empowerment of others. This 
is often something that leaders struggle with because, when in power, 
empowerment means that you are still the one ultimately accountable and 
responsible for the outcome. If things go awry, your head is still often the one 
on the chopping block.

These three precursors can ensure the effective empowerment of others.

• Feedback: you need to give your subordinates feedback on what they 
are doing right and what they could improve – especially based on past 
incidences.

• Psychological safety: create an environment where your subordinates 
feel comfortable coming to you if there is something they are struggling 
with or don’t understand.

• Task clarity: provide clear guidelines about the task that you’re 
empowering on. Empowerment is essentially “freedom within a 
frame”. Have you clearly outlined what the frame looks like, and do they 
understand your vision?

Harness the power
Strong leadership requires a full understanding of power, how it works, how it 
influences people, and how to harness it.

• Power without status has very limited effects. You must translate power 
into status by balancing the use of power for a common good against self 
control.

• Power is not a corrupting force, but it can corrupt. And it magnifies the 
person within.

• Misunderstanding power can create conflict and lost opportunities in the 
workplace.

3
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How companies can move 
beyond a short-term mindset 
to ensure a positive impact 
on society.

Most companies are currently 
facing a dilemma of securing 
short term financial returns while 
simultaneously preserving our 
limited natural resources, ensuring 
positive social impact and long-
term value.

Operating with a purely short-
term commercial lens can 
backfire as companies can lose 
their ‘license to operate’ through 
the negative externalities of 
their businesses. By hurting 
stakeholders and surrounding 
communities, companies increase 
business transaction costs, 
damage reputations, and erode 
the trust of investors, employees 
and consumers. Instead, when 
a company has a clear purpose 
embedded in its core strategy, 
creating and effectively signaling 
commitment to social and 
environmental value can result in 
financial returns. 

A new sense of purpose among 
corporations is fueled by global 

trends of radical transparency, 
declining trust in institutions, 
stakeholder activism, and 
increasing concern over declining 
resources. In the era of real 
time communication and social 
media, entire global value chains 
can be scrutinized globally and 
instantaneously, increasing the 
risk of exposing irresponsible 
corporate behavior. Consumers 
and employees are demanding 
that companies take a stand on key 
issues as their trust in government 
leaders erodes. Dire warnings 
about the climate crisis and drastic 
declines in biodiversity are driving 
a new generation of consumers to 
demand companies take actions to 
ensure sustainability and they are 
willing to pay for it. 

Successful purpose-driven 
companies place authenticity and 
building trust at the core of their 
business model. Trust ultimately 
drives the choices of stakeholders, 
helping build competitive 
advantage.  

Are sustainability and 
profitability compatible?
By Vanina Farber, IMD 
Professor of Social 
Innovation, and Natalia 
Olynec, IMD Sustainability 
Partner and Researcher



75

There are six crucial steps towards 
profitable sustainability:

Materiality: Companies need to 
identify, understand and balance 
the most important topics to their 
stakeholders and how they relate 
to the company’s actions. Research 
shows that companies with good 
ratings on material sustainability 
issues, which are important to both 
stakeholders and the success of the 
business, significantly outperform 
firms with poor ratings on material 
issues. Firms with good ratings 
on immaterial issues, which are 
not linked to their industry or core 
business, do not significantly 
outperform firms with poor ratings 
on these issues. 

Commitment and Social 
Innovation: Once a material 
purpose is stated, it must go 
beyond a formal announcement 
and be embedded throughout 
the organization to ensure 
that new products, services, 
processes and even business 

models are developed. Purpose 
driven social innovation is the 
key to transforming sustainable 
organizations. Purpose must 
be supported by new resources, 
capital, HR and R&D commitments 
to be credible.

Aligning Incentives: The market 
typically does not fully punish 
companies that cause negative 
externalities and don’t adhere 
to their long-term social and 
environmental commitments. 
Regulation and non-market 
mechanisms can help align 
incentives to balance short- and 
long-term objectives. Codes of 
conduct, certifications, and ethical 
product stamps often signal “good 
behavior” and can encourage good 
corporate citizenship. While fines 
can discourage “bad” corporate 
behavior, they must be used with 
caution. Fines that are too high can 
create temptations for corruption, 
particularly in countries with weak 
rule of law.  
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Communication: To ensure trust, 
companies need to balance their 
communication about social 
and environmental impact with 
the reality of their behavior. 
Inauthentic communication 
about sustainability, known as 
greenwashing, backfires and 
erodes trust among consumers 
and investors. Communication 
can be a powerful tool to engage 
like-minded stakeholders and 
to call for co-creation of new 
solutions. Companies mistakenly 
wait for a media crisis related to 
environmental damage or human 
rights abuses to take concrete 
steps to verify responsible behavior 
in their supply chain. On the 
other hand, firms that are skilled 
at communicating their social 
and environmental impact often 
monetize their gains. 

Partnerships: Industry 
partnerships and collaboration 
among government, not-for-
profit, and corporate sectors can 
build trust and create innovative 
solutions. An ecosystem of a 
variety of actors is needed to 
tackle the globe’s greatest social 
and environmental challenges 
as outlined in the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals. 
To be sure, building trust among 
diverse players takes time, 
increased transparency, and 
commitment. Expect to see more 
cross-sector partnerships in 
coming years to share the costs and 
develop scaled up solutions to the 
climate crisis, plastics pollution 
and biodiversity loss.

Leadership: Industry leaders 
who are integrating sustainable 
practices into their value 
propositions are serving as role 
models for others in their industry, 
showing how sustainable brands 
can be the most profitable. Fast-
moving consumer goods company 

Unilever sees 70 percent of its 
turnover growth from sustainable 
brands. It achieves higher returns 
by focusing on material issues 
that relate to its core business 
and embracing social innovation 
to create innovative sustainable 
products and services.

Companies seeking to align their 
core strategy with purpose and 
sustainability must ask themselves 
five key questions:

• What issues/values are core 
to your identity and material to 
your business?

• What resources can you 
mobilize to achieve your desired 
impact? 

• Are you communicating 
authentically and engaging 
stakeholders in the process?

• Whom can you partner with?
• How can you create systemic 

impact? 

These questions are increasingly 
resonating in C-suites and board 
rooms around the globe. By 
answering them, companies can 
define and signal their purpose and 
commitment to using corporate 
resources and innovation to balance 
creating positive social impact, 
preserving natural capital, and 
making money.
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