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IMD’s Howard Yu and Jialu Shan look 
at corporate reactions to heightened 
forces of disruption during Covid-19, 

and outline how Business Schools and 
executive education can help managers 

to become future-ready
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ortune favours the prepared – even during times 
of crisis. 

One way to understand the pandemic’s impact is 
to observe how it speeds up business trends. These 
trends are neither seasonal nor cyclical; they are 
consistent over time. They have been evident to 
executives and managers for a long while.

Take the automotive sector as an example. Car 
manufacturers have long known that it’s important 
to de-emphasise mechanical engineering. They 
are aware of the need to increase the software 
capabilities of self-driving vehicles. However, during 
the pandemic, this trend has sped up. Investors 
have come to love Tesla. It’s worth more than 
Toyota, Volkswagen, Daimler, and Honda combined, 
making it the most valuable car company in the 
world. But this comparison with other, traditional 
car manufacturers is also misleading. It misses the 
fact that the market disproportionately favours 
companies that make electric vehicles.

At the time of writing, the world’s first, fourth, 
and fifth most valuable car manufacturers are all 
‘electric first’. Tesla, BYD, and NIO didn’t start out 
building internal combustion engines. They started 
with batteries. BYD (backed by Warren Buffett) 
and NIO (listed on the New York Stock Exchange) 
are both headquartered in China.

So, changes do occur ‘gradually, then 
suddenly’ [as the aperçu commonly attributed 
to a combination of the Ernest Hemingway Law 
of Motion and the macroeconomist, Rudiger 
Dornbusch, goes]. Resilience, therefore, is not 
about responding to a one-time crisis. It’s about 
continuously anticipating and adjusting to deep, 
secular trends that can permanently impair the 
viability of a firm’s business. We’ve observed three 
value propositions companies are demanding, 
especially coming out of the pandemic, and which 

have particular relevance for Business School 
executive education. First, executives want to 
develop the ability to see clearly for themselves. 
Second, they want to cultivate their team members 
to rigorously challenge assumptions. And third,  
they want their organisation to be architected in  
a way that’s flexible and simple, rather than rigid  
and complex. At IMD Business School, we’ve come 
to observe that many executive education clients 
have already ‘moved on’ with the post-pandemic 
era, as far as their planning goes. There are still 
the near-term struggles, but what they care about 
most is how to become future-ready without being 
distracted by all the noise.

Learning to see what’s next
Take finance as an example: 2020 was a year for 
fintech innovation and Covid-19, again, was the 
accelerant. When people shop at home, electronic 
payments take off. When people stop visiting 
banks, they manage their finances online. Square 
and PayPal are the obvious winners here. But 
incumbents like Mastercard and Visa are also faring 
well. At IMD’s Center for Future Readiness, we 
have been tracking how ready financial institutions 
are for a changing future. We track corporate 
‘future-readiness’ in other sectors too: automotive, 
consumer brands and retail, global logistics, capital 
goods, and IT.

We do this for a simple reason: each sector 
illustrates certain approaches that leading 
organisations are using to prepare themselves. 
Collectively, the research programme identifies  
a set of key principles that executives can embrace 
so that they can arrive at their own clear vision.  
On the adjacent page is a glimpse into our latest 
2021 ranking of selected players in the financial 
sectors as an example. 

F
If you can’t beat your disruptors, 
let them join you
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We’ve only used hard market data to calculate 
the overall composite score. The data used are 
publicly available and have objective rules. Soft 
data, such as polls or surveys, have been avoided. 
We measure fundamental drivers that fuel 
innovation, including the health of a company’s 
current business, the diversity of its workforce, 
its governance structure, the investments it has 
made against its competitors, and its speed of new 
product launches.

Frenemies
An obvious question: how did Mastercard and Visa 
prosper when the ‘plastic card’ has been deemed 
irrelevant in the age of Apple Pay and Google 
Wallet? This brings us to the idea of ‘frenemies’. 
That is, if you can’t beat your disruptors, let them 
join you.

Mastercard and Visa were quick to realise 
they can’t outrun other fintech upstarts or tech 
giants. Instead, they must partner with their 
rivals. Make your own infrastructure useful to 
your enemies so when they prosper, you do too. 
That’s why Mastercard and Visa are working with 
PayPal, Apple, and Google to create new market 
opportunities. They make such collaboration 
easy by investing in a wide range of application 
programming interfaces (APIs). And they make 
sure these APIs are both secure and easily 
accessible. This way, tech giants like Apple and 
cryptocurrency exchanges, like Coinbase, can both 
find valuable partners in Mastercard and Visa.

In finance, and in fact, in many industries 
today, you have to be digital to win. But the major 
breakthrough here is the realisation that a product’s 
best feature will never be invented inhouse. Even 
Visa and Mastercard need help from other fintech 
disruptors. Sometimes you compete, sometimes 
you co-operate. It’s never a zero-sum game. That’s 
the new playbook.

Building a team capable of rigorously 
challenging assumptions
Key lessons learned from the financial sector 
can, of course, be applied to other sectors, 
such as healthcare and global logistics. But it 
requires executives to look beyond immediate 

Compiled by the authors

benchmarking. They need to transpose the logic 
from one industry to the other. They need to 
rigorously challenge industry assumptions based on 
evidence. In other words, managers must change 
the way they think at the team level.

In a different survey project involving more than 
1,500 executives from Switzerland, Sweden and 
Taiwan, in partnership with Taiwan’s CommonWealth 
magazine, we compared companies’ progress 
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in their digital transformations. What we have 
discovered are enormous differences in how 
executives think. These differences are marked 
by the geographic location of a company’s 
headquarters. The implication is, if we want to 
challenge our assumption rigorously, we need 
to immerse ourselves – even virtually – in other 
companies outside our timezone.

Take the service sector as an example. As 
shown in the graph below, cost reduction and 
efficiency improvement are the emphasis of 
digital transformation among most companies 
in Switzerland and Sweden. They use digital 
technologies to improve how things currently work. 
Their projects aim to eliminate redundancies and 
reduce waste.

This is not the case among Taiwanese companies: 
62% of the surveyed service companies in Taiwan 
were seeking to develop new business models. 
While the Taiwanese companies also mentioned 
using digital technologies to improve efficiency, 
they saw opening new markets as just as important.

You may ask, ‘What causes such divergence in 
thinking?’ Imagine that you are sitting in Taiwan 
and in charge of innovation. All you see are the 
groundbreaking unicorns emerging from mainland 
China. Even if you are in the education sector,  
a sector arguably far more stable than media and 
retail, everyone will have heard of VIPKid, an  
online English tutoring company valued at $1.5 
billion USD [and of which Cheung Kong Graduate 
School of Business MBA alumna, Cindy Mi, is the 
Founder and CEO]. 

VIPKid follows an Uber-like model and some 
have described it as a kind of Yelp for Chinese 
students seeking North American English teachers. 
During a lesson, the teacher and their student 
engage in a live video chat. Hired on six-month 
contracts, VIPKid pays its teachers $14-$22 USD 
(¥90–130 RMB) per hour, based on performance 
and consistency. It also provides its teachers  
with courses to help them better tutor students.  
It’s a business model that is booming during the 
global pandemic. 
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The goal is not to instigate  
a revolution but to seed  
in capabilities important  
to the future

Digital safaris
Proximity primes learning. Entrepreneurs in 
Taiwan, because of their geographic proximity, 
see the impetus of going digital beyond what the 
western world has experienced. They see both the 
opportunity and the pressure to innovate beyond 
the status quo. That’s why field trips or learning 
expeditions can be powerful prompts for senior 
executives. In today’s environment, you can easily 
arrange a Zoom visit. I myself have arranged a 
number of ‘digital safaris’ for executives. These 
virtual expeditions are most effective when they let 
us interact, discuss, and converse with people other 
than those we’re familiar with. They break our usual 
mental routines.

But these visits are not unstructured dialogues. 
They can be very focused conversations on topics 
executives have identified beforehand. After 
they’ve acquired the external perspective, they 
then reflect on what they can do by themselves 
within the control span that they have. The goal 
is not to instigate a revolution, but to try new 
activities as a learning community and to seed in 
capabilities important to the future.
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Building a simple and flexible organisation
If there’s one trend whose importance is accelerating across all sectors, it’s this: 
simplicity. Simplicity is more important than we used to think. Most of us are 
working remotely these days. What the pandemic did was reward companies 
that could minimise their high-cost coordination. Many companies, like Spotify, 
VMware, and Fujitsu, have made their workplace policies ‘remote first’ for the 
post-pandemic time. Salesforce has announced that it’ll give employees the 
option of coming into the office only a few days a week. Meanwhile, French 
luxury goods giant, LVMH, is telling people to report to their offices at least  
a couple of days a week starting in March. JPMorgan Chase is doing the same.

It’s also worth noting that Apple CEO, Tim Cook, said that the company 
would not ‘return to the way we were,’ adding that, ‘there are some things  
that actually work really well virtually’. Bear in mind, though, that Apple is 
running some 500 retail stores worldwide and is manufacturing gadgets.  
It’s as traditional as an operation can get. This reveals that some companies  
are more capable of leveraging productivity when employees are working 
remotely than others. Apple and Spotify seem to like it. But LVMH and 
JPMorgan Chase can’t do so. 

Companies that can’t master remote work quickly are mostly hindered by 
the complexity of their operations. Complexity has nothing to do with the 
size and scope of a company – Apple and Google are enormous in size, but 
elegantly simple in their setups. Here’s the thing: all companies that have 
achieved simplicity have, in fact, gone through near-death experiences in the 
past. They were all hobbled by complexity at some stage. But they restructured 
to pay down their complexity debts. Google, Facebook, LinkedIn, Netflix, eBay, 
Twitter, and Etsy have all rebuilt from the ground up. Communications between 
different teams were standardised and automated. 

The common approach among these companies is to turn their entire IT 
infrastructure into tens of thousands of microservices. These microservices 
can then exist as independent, decentralised modules that have standard 
interfaces with other modules. But this is not only for IT. Haier Group – one 
of the world’s biggest home appliance manufacturers – is one example of a 
traditional company that has taken this approach. For years, the China-based 
Haier has organised itself as a swarm of self-managing business units. Haier has 
some 4,000 microenterprises (MEs). Each comprises just 10 to 15 employees. 
Instead of being centrally orchestrated, these MEs transact with one another 
independently. They are given full autonomy to deliver the final product to 
consumers. Certain MEs manufacture specific component parts; others provide 
services like HR or product design. Coordination is managed through internal 
platforms, making the idea comparable to an app store. Obviously, Haier didn’t 
benchmark other manufacturers. Instead, it sees itself as Amazon and Google 
do and applies the same principle of simplicity.

Reinforcing Business Schools’ core mission
The biggest danger of a crisis is distraction. Clarity matters. The pandemic 
represents as much of an opportunity as a challenge for Business Schools  
to reinforce our core mission – helping managers to filter out the noise.  
We help them lay bare what impacts organisations so that they can  
take actions anchored in reality and conviction.
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