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PRESIDENT’S 
MESSAGE

Consumer expectations and behaviour 

were already changing when COVID 

struck. The pandemic has only 

accelerated the shift towards digital 

living and working with minimal travel and touch. 

Still, the pandemic forced certain unexpected 

changes and some of those have got normalised. 

Businesses have to acknowledge these changes 

and adjust their strategies and processes to meet 

and create demand.

Business behaviour has also 

changed during COVID and many 

of the emergency measures will get 

normalised. The investment made 

in fast internet connectivity, digital 

devices and skills, web and mobile 

interface, and cloud services and 

logistics is not being thrown away as 

the economy reopens. 

The mass digitalisation of 

commerce, work, education, 

entertainment, socialisation, etc., 

are here to stay even if the world 

no longer exclusively depends on the digital 

interface. The disease will remain a threat until 

vaccines or therapies are found and until then, 

the ‘COVID mindset’ will persist. The economic 

uncertainty is adding to the sense of crisis and 

making things more complicated for business. 

Though people are yearning to leave home and 

move about and meet others, home is likely to 

remain the all-purpose establishment that it has 

become. Scarred by the lockdowns and fearful of 

future disruptions, people will continue to spend 

on refitting and retooling their homes for work, 

entertainment, and chores. Businesses need to 

align with the trend of consumption of everything 

at home.

Each household now feels the need to own 

laptops and smartphones in order to meet 

work and education needs. The demand for 

personal vehicles, kitchen and cleaning gadgets, 

subscriptions to work and entertainment 

platforms, etc., is likely to grow. The new bias for 

high-nutrition, immunity-aiding food will continue 

and the demand for at-home physical fitness 

and wellness means will persist. At the same 

time, as people do not expect to go out or meet 

others often, the interest in formal dressing and 

grooming products would be a little less. 

The rebound of demand after unlocking is 

mostly that which carried over from the lockdown 

period, and it may not sustain after consumers 

have met their pending and urgent needs. Also, 

given the experience or fear of losing income and 

the source of income, most of the consumers will 

spend cautiously until the economy shows signs 

of long-term turnaround. A demand stimulus 

from the government will help, but consumers 

could save a part of the extra cash given the low 

confidence in the economy. Enterprises have to 

work on creating new demand for both durables 

and consumables, even as people lower their 

guard against the disease.

Crisis and consumption
HARSH PATI SINGHANIA is Director, JK Organisation, and Vice Chairman & Managing Director, JK Paper Ltd.

The rebound of 
demand after 
unlocking is mostly 
that which carried 
over from the 
lockdown period, and 
it may not sustain 
after consumers have 
met their pending and 
urgent needs.
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To get consumers to spend, retailers 

and marketers have to make it easy for 

them to part with money and help them 

appreciate the health and economic 

benefits of spending now than later. 

They have to make it possible for 

consumers to find solutions and buy 

those digitally. Then, things have to be 

delivered quickly, safely, and cheaply. 

Packaging and handling has become a 

key differentiation factor.

People are still wary of mingling with 

crowds and they would rather shop 

from home or watch movies and sports 

at home. Retailers have to assure consumers 

of the hygiene of the place and personal space 

for each individual and group. Shopping and 

entertainment by appointment could help assure 

customers of less crowd and more health safety. 

Low-touch and less-time experience is at a 

premium now, and stores need to offer digital 

selection and payment and fast checkout.

Travel, hospitality, tourism, and worship 

establishments have a greater struggle because 

it is easy to target them as super-spreaders of 

the virus. They are the last to get permission to 

reopen. These businesses need to rebuild their 

image as safe places to visit and assemble. They 

need to reconfigure their spaces and processes 

for health safety assurance.

Businesses also need to offer more for less to 

get consumers to spend more at this juncture. 

Offering free add-ons, easier payment terms, 

longer support deals, etc., can help consumers 

spend on big-ticket items. 

Businesses need to look at marketing and sales 

as more than transaction, and build relationships 

with customers. In a general and personal crisis, 

people need to trust the character of a brand and 

not just its promise.

The opinion expressed is personal.

People are still wary 
of mingling with 
crowds and they 
would rather shop 
from home or watch 
movies and sports at 
home. Retailers have 
to assure consumers 
of the hygiene of the 
place and personal 
space for each 
individual and group.
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Consumption patterns have always been a reflection 
of the social and economic reality of the times. 
COVID-19 has proven this true once again. 

The home has come to occupy centre stage in the 
new life pattern that has emerged. And distancing norms as well 
as health and monetary concerns are forcing both the thrifty and 
the lavish spender to realign their lifestyle and preferences. The 
focus invariably is on health and there is a spurt in the demand for 
hygiene and personal care products. 

The pandemic has also accelerated the flight to digital at an 
unprecedented pace. Even as retail stores and malls are beginning 
to reopen, more and more shoppers are majorly switching to 
online shopping. Responsively, even well-established brands 
are pulling out all the stops to keep pace and rejigging strategy 
to seek new ways to win Consumer 2.0—while some have 
forayed into online delivery in the post-pandemic era, others are 
switching to a multi-channel strategy, integrating the online and 
offline business processes. Also, digital payment options are being 
increasingly explored. 

‘Buying’ has undoubtedly taken a new direction, but is the 
current pattern here to stay? When will the now-reluctant 
shoppers go back to the local stores? Will the rush and chatter 
ever return to the kirana shops? No one, for sure, has a clear 
answer. It will unfold, slowly, as and when the pandemic recedes 
to the background.

Do write in with your views to
imeditorial@spentamultimedia.com

Dear Readers,
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Pattern for the 
future?

 AMBI PARAMESWARAN, BRAND-BUILDING.COM

COVID-19 has effected a clear shift in consumer behaviour, but will it stay for long?
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Afew days before Diwali, 
as we were driving past 
Mumbai’s Dadar market, 
we were awestruck by the 
crowds. While many of 
them had a mask on, some 
were using it as a chin 

cover, or a throat cover. There was no question 
of social distancing. This was the same market 
that used to be empty right through July and 
August, after shops were permitted to open. 
Even during the Ganapati festival, this kind of a 
crowd was not present. We wondered what was 
happening.  

When the pandemic and the related 

lockdowns were in place, Professor Sridhar 
Samu (Great Lakes Institute of Management) 
and I were discussing changes in consumer 
behaviour. We wondered how consumers would 
behave during the lockdown, immediately 
after it would be lifted, and may be a few 
months after the markets open. The research 
we conducted uncovered a few interesting 
consumer segments. We thought there will be 
a significant number of ‘Revenge Shoppers’ 
in India. This term was originally coined after 
China opened up and Chinese shoppers went 
on a shopping frenzy. Our research told us that 
there were some Revenge Shoppers in India 
too, mostly affluent and younger consumers, 
but their numbers were not too large. Then 
there were the ‘Revelation Shoppers’; these 
were the consumers who realised, during the 
lockdown, that they needed a new iPad, or a 
new dish washer. This segment drove the Diwali 
consumer durables sales boom we saw in 
November. Then came the ‘Reduced Shoppers’ 
who were hurting and were keen on conserving 
their savings. These were the less affluent and 
older cohorts. The fourth group we uncovered 
was of those we called ‘Research Shoppers’—
those looking for the best deal. These cut across 
all income and age groups. 

In the last few weeks, I feel there is also a 
new set of shoppers emerging, and I would 
call them ‘Relief Shoppers’—those who are 
relieved that they can shop now. 

As the pandemic and its fear spread, 
consumers came to adopt several new 
behaviour patterns. It has been a good time 
to be an e-com platform or merchant. Indian 
consumers who were addicted to COD 
(cash-on-delivery) have quickly moved to pre-
payment options like mobile wallets or credit 
cards. The last time we saw that kind of mass 
movement was when Indian consumers had 
no cash, during the demonetisation drive. But 
they quickly went back to COD once ATMs 
started spewing cash. Now the behaviour seems 
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to have stuck. It is likely 
this will stay unless e-com 
merchants score a self-goal 
by encouraging COD once 
doorstep delivery is allowed 
in housing societies.

The other big movement, 
at least in cities like 
Mumbai, has been delivery 
at the gate. This is a big 
breakthrough for e-com 
brands and can reduce 
delivery costs by a huge 
margin. In advanced 
countries, this has been the 
practice for many years. 
It is always fascinating to 

see multiple packages lying outside suburban 
homes in the US. If housing societies stick to the 
policy of not allowing delivery boys inside their 
premises, then this could also be a big trend that 
may hold.  

Many sectors are going to change. Let me 
start with the multiplex and mall visits. These 
have seen very slow uptick in November. 
Contrast this with the crowds in the Dadar 
market. What is happening here? I suspect the 
more affluent consumer, the mall regular, is 
a little more worried about the disease and 
is not wanting to take the additional risk. My 
interviews with leading brands revealed that 
while footfalls have dropped, almost all the 
consumers end up buying; conversion rates are 
almost near 100%. Luxury brands are showing 
tremendous enthusiasm to woo back consumers 
(check out the Rolex and Omega ads in the 
papers prior to Diwali). Their core consumers 
have not lost much during the lockdown, but 
if they get out of the habit of splurging on the 
latest luxury watch, they may not come back—
this could be a fear driving the ad spends. 

In our survey, almost 14 per cent of the 
consumers wanted to go back to watching 
movies on big screens. If we were to draw a 

comparison between the Dadar market and 
the upmarket mall, then it is likely that single 
screens will see a quicker uptick than five-
star multiplexes. 

Our research with 1000+ consumers 
revealed that the most dreaded thing today is 
international travel. Just a small percentage 
of consumers are keen on travelling overseas, 
which is now curtailed due to international 
agreements. But I suspect that even after 
it opens up, there is going to be a drastic 
drop in outbound international travel. What 
does the Revenge or Research Shopper do? 
They are already travelling within India. And 
this trend will gain momentum. A research 
study pointed out that 52 per cent of those 
interviewed preferred domestic travel over 
international destinations1. What was also 
interesting was that 68 per cent preferred to 
travel by their own transport and shun public 
transportation systems. There is, however, a 
huge sense of regret over having lost out one 
year in pandemic-related measures. A large 49 
per cent said that they want to travel more to 
compensate for lost time. And 70 per cent of 
those interviewed were looking for good deals. 
In a sense, the Revenge and Research Shoppers 
are going to be driving domestic tourism 
bookings in the coming months. 

Consumers have been locked in for months 
now. Schools and colleges have not opened as 
this article was being written. A family outing 
for a dinner and a movie is now a distant dream. 
While Swiggy and other food delivery services 
are seeing a big boom, the ready-to-cook 
market has never had it better. 

Indians have been very slow in accepting new 
food products. Most homes prefer cooking each 
meal, that too ‘scratch cooking’ from the basic 
raw materials. Marketers have always lamented 
the lack of demand for ready-to eat (RTE) 
and ready-to-cook (RTC) offerings. To clarify, 
‘ready to eat’ are products that can be put in 
a microwave for a few minutes, taken out, 

Luxury brands are showing 
tremendous enthusiasm to 
woo back consumers (check 
out the Rolex and Omega ads 
in the papers prior to Diwali). 
Their core consumers have 
not lost much during the 
lockdown, but if they get out 
of the habit of splurging on 
the latest luxury watch, they 
may not come back—this 
could be a fear driving the ad 
spends.
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and eaten. ‘Ready to cook’ are 
products that can help in cooking 
but will still need a fair bit of 
human ingenuity. Maggi 2-Minute 
noodles is a good example of an 
RTE that managed to capture the 
imagination of Indian mothers 
by straddling both the RTE and 
RTC markets—make it straight 
off the pack or add your creativity, 
with cheese, butter, vegetables, or 
egg. The extended homestay has 
also created a demand boom for 
products that will add variety to 

the daily diet. As The Economic Times2 reported, 
‘as consumers crave a break from home food 
and are still skeptical of eating out or ordering 
in, the packaged ready-to-eat segment is 
witnessing a sales boom’. The article quotes 
Sachid Madan (Chief Executive, Fresh F&V and 
Frozen Food, ITC Limited) as saying, “People 
who were averse to eating frozen foods are 
now drawn to it. There is a surge in demand”. 
While we used to have two market definitions, 
RTE and RTC, we now also have RTH, or 
ready-to-heat products. These are products like 
rotis, parathas, and wraps. The desire to try 
new products, different tastes, and different 
cuisines is a welcome change for branded food 
marketers. If this trend holds, then we will see 
a major transformation in the branded foods 
market in the country. 

The desire to try new 
products, different 
tastes, and different 
cuisines is a welcome 
change for branded food 
marketers. If this trend 
holds, then we will see 
a major transformation 
in the branded foods 
market in the country. 

There has been a dramatic change in the way 
consumers have adopted digital technologies 
too—for education, for work, and for 
entertainment. These effects will last long. 

Let us now cut to June 2021. And let us 
assume that vaccine is available to all; for 
some free and for others for a fee. Will we see 
consumers going back to what they were doing 
in June 2019? Or, will some vestiges of June 
2020 remain? 

I would like to submit that some of the 
changes may stay a lot longer. It is possible 
that domestic travel will continue to boom 
as international travel slowly picks up. In a 
similar vein, malls will start seeing crowds 
and multiplexes will see sell-out crowds. 
The food marketing window will continue to 
widen. Concern for health and hygiene will 
continue in a little bit muted way. The use of 
digital technologies for education, work, and 
entertainment will continue to grow. 

All said, some trends we have seen in 
November 2020 will stay for a lot longer than 
November 2021. The pre-Diwali crowds in 
Dadar will continue as always.  

Ambi 
Parameswaran 
is an independent 
brand coach, 
best-selling author, 
and founder, 
brand-building.com. 
Spring – Bouncing 
Back from Rejection 
is his latest book.
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New normal, newer 
opportunities

 SRIDHAR SAMU AND ANUBHAV MISHRA

COVID-19 has invariably shaped a new buying paradigm, but businesses have umpteen ways to leverage it.
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The intense lockdown India 
went through in the early 
days of the coronavirus 
outbreak is now over. We 
are in phase 6 of the unlock 
process and the economy is 
opening up rapidly. Indian 

consumers and companies have managed to 
survive, and perhaps even made positive strides 
as the economy went through the different 
stages of unlock. 

In an article titled ‘Seize the opportunity’, 
which appeared in the August issue of this 
magazine, we had identified rethink, reset, 
and restart as the three stages that need to be 

implemented as the economy opens up. We 
continue this time around with an extended 
focus on the ‘restart and after’ phase by 
focusing on three important types of brands.

Comfort brands: Consumers continue to 
depend on comfort brands as they navigate 
their way through the unlock phase. Research 
suggests that food products and personal care 
items are two categories where we see continued 
consumer focus on comfort brands. Whether it 
is placing orders through an app-based service 
provider or visiting a microbrewery/restaurant, 
consumers have flocked back to their favourite 
places. This can clearly be seen in many cities 
(for example, Bengaluru) where crowds are 
converging and discussing how much they 
have missed their favourite places. Similarly, 
far away in Lucknow, groups can be seen doing 
a serious chai pe charcha about Bihar elections 
while enjoying tea at a roadside stall. This is 
the comfort consumers were craving for, right 
through the lockdown. It is up to each of these 
brands to signal to consumers that they offer 
additional emotional cushion apart from their 
functional utility. Brands should communicate 
the messages of hope and inspiration to bring 
back normalcy to the consumer’s conscious 
mind. For example, Savlon is doing an excellent 
job of alleviating the fear of corona with their 
multiple offerings. 

Power brands: As the unlock process 
continues to evolve, consumers are seen to be 
playing it safe and reacquainting themselves 
with power brands. During the lockdown, 
some experimented with smaller brands due 
to scarcity and also because they had to shop at 
unknown places. Now that the unlock process 
is expanding and broken supply chains are being 
restored, consumers are returning to the power 
brands. For example, during the lockdown, 
people were forced to buy any milk brand that 
was available. But now they are moving back 
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to national power brands like Amul, Parle, and 
Britannia that are showing increasing sales after 
the easing of lockdown. This is even though 
Amul was able to manage its supply chain better 
than most other brands during the lockdown 
(‘Seize the Opportunity’, Samu and Mishra). 
Power brands need to step up and rebuild their 
relationship with consumers by showing how 
they provide far better benefits than others. They 
need to build agile supply chains as various parts 
of India are enforcing different ways of night 
curfews or selective lockdowns. Some top brands 
are doing their best to offer safe and secure 
delivery of products, thereby taking care of 
concerns about potential infection and rebuilding 
consumer confidence.

Normalcy brands: People have been sorely 
missing sporting events during the lockdown. 
However, they are now allowing themselves the 
luxury and fun of watching big games like IPL 
and international cricket (with India touring 
Australia). More than anything else, these events 
provide them a sense of normalcy. And this is 

happening worldwide—it is true of even other 
big sporting events in Europe and in the US. 
Traditional TV—which had lost its mojo during 
the lockdown—has the opportunity to storm 
back and dominate, making it easier for normalcy 
brands to reach the consumer. This is especially 
the case for those segments who have not fully 
migrated to social media and online streaming 
services. We can also see an interaction between 
power and normalcy brands with more ad dollars 
that will be able to reach consumers much more 
easily.

What about changes in behaviour, and what 
should we expect to see? 

One major change is the new set of consumer 
beliefs that have taken shape during the 
lockdown—like being extra sensitive about 
cleanliness and awareness of the need to use 
sanitisers as and when needed. This provides an 
excellent opportunity for brands to continue 
to connect with consumers and to leverage 
that connection to seize new opportunities. 
A good example would be app-based taxi 
companies, like Uber and Ola, who can win 
over customers with extra focus on safety. 
Another way could be to use continuous, honest 
communication to establish their dominance 
and to spread awareness about the procedural 
changes adopted in the wake of the pandemic. 
For instance, Behrouz Biryani sends printed 
information regarding the temperature of their 
delivery boys along with the bill. Similarly, 
firms could publish information on their efforts 
towards following guidelines, in order to cater 
to the new consumer beliefs. These are indeed 
tough times for businesses, but this is also when 
ethical and true information-sharing is required 
to build customer trust. Consumer beliefs 
about safety in new and safer places could be 
addressed by providing relevant information 
and identifying new pockets of growth. The 
tourism industry can promote local destinations 
by switching the focus of their strategy from 
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weekend getaways to ‘day’ 
getaways—they could 
encourage people to visit 
places that can be seen in just 
one day and hence do not 
require overnight stay. 

A second major change 
is the consumer need for 
new products that would 
make their daily lives easier, 
say, while shopping or even 

travelling to the workplace. New mask styles 
and designs, smaller sanitisers that are easier 
to carry, and services that will allow them to 
observe social distancing are all possibilities. 
For example, no contact deliveries are the new 
norms for the likes of Amazon, Zomato and 
Swiggy. As consumers venture out, they will 
need to be reassured that they will indeed be 
safe; any product that will help them feel secure 
will be a winner. Brands can introduce the 
typical drive-in and pickup concept to buy food 
from quick service restaurants like McDonalds 
in USA. However, companies need to make sure 
that any new offering aligns with the core values 
of the respective brand. If not, it is likely that 
the product is rejected and the brand is accused 
of exploitation.

Another new behaviour is related to the 
reopening of schools and colleges. Typically, 
colleges will operate in a bubble and so the 
needs of the consumers (students) will be very 
different from what it used to be earlier. They 
will need to do online shopping and depend 
a lot on courier services. It is important for 
companies to identify these changing habits 
and offer new products and services. They 
need to work with educational institutions 
and continue to facilitate contactless digital 
payments and delivery. For example, we expect 
that the importance of location specific services 
like Urbanclap will increase exponentially. 
Also, firms involved with education sector 
have to address the new needs such as the book 

Companies need to make 
sure that any new offering 
aligns with the core values 
of the respective brand. 
If not, it is likely that the 
product is rejected and 
the brand is accused of 
exploitation.

publishers have to ensure safe and maybe digital 
deliveries to students. The transport services 
have to take care of sanitizing the vehicles for 
each trip. The eatery joints inside and around 
the campus have to adapt the models of 
contactless deliveries and digital payments. 

 
Retail 
Local retailers (including those based in malls) 
have suffered considerably during the lockdown. 
Now that malls and shops are allowed to open, 
attracting customers back to the stores has 
become a difficult task. Firms can move to a 
multi-channel strategy and integrate their online 
and offline business processes. Decathlon and 
Chroma are already allowing customers to 
purchase online; they either deliver the products 
or allow consumers to pick them up from outside 
the store, thus ensuring faster availability. 

In summary, this article extends the 
previous 3 R framework and explains changes 
in consumer behaviour and how brands and 
retailers can help to provide specialized 
services.  
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Keep pace with 
the change

 R SUMITRA, BARODA APEX ACADEMY

Long-term planning is passé. Companies need to periodically reassess the business environment and 
explore ways to rebuild consumer confidence, especially during difficult times. 
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COVER  
STORY

Indian economy’s graph started moving 
southward in 2019, as indicated by 
the fall in GDP growth, consumer 
confidence index, employment rates, 
and the Index of Industrial Production 
(IIP). This trend was reflected in the 
business environment too. 

As per Reserve Bank of India’s Industrial 
Outlook Survey of the Manufacturing Sector, 
Business Assessment Index (BAI) recorded 
its steepest fall since the 2008 financial crisis. 
Sluggishness in key industry segments is an 
indicator of the economy being caught in a 
vicious cycle. Uncertainty triggered by the 
coronavirus has added to the economic woes. 

People are unsure about the economic 
situation, employment scenario, and earnings. 
As per RBI’s Consumer Confidence Survey 
(CCS), consumer confidence collapsed 
in May 2020 with the index touching a 
historic low. There has been a sudden fall in 
income for many, leading to a sharp cut in 
discretionary spending as well as a major drop 
in demand; however, consumption of ‘essential 
commodities’ like masks, sanitisers, personal 
computers, and data cards is picking up. The 
overall situation has brought about a radical 
change in consumer behaviour too—there is 
an increased demand for health and hygiene 
products, and online delivery is being preferred 
to store visits.

Figure 1
 

Source: Reserve Bank of India official website

It can be inferred from Figure 1 that consumer confidence has 
dropped since the spread of COVID-19.

Figure 2

Source : Reserve Bank of India official website

Main Variables
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Change ChangeMay-20 May-20Mar-20

-23.9
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Most households are resetting their budgets 
with the intention to save for the future. In a 
recent survey by Bank Bazaar, 52 per cent of the 
respondents said that savings and debt repayment 
were their top priority.

Consumption trends
When the lockdown was announced, there was 
a spurt in the purchase of essential commodities. 
Two to three weeks into it, there was increased 

demand for frozen foods, 
ready-to-cook meals, and 
confectionaries too. When 
the government allowed the 
sale of non-essential goods, 
there was a jump in demand 
for kitchen equipment and 
health essentials. Presently, 
there is predominant 
demand for immunity-
boosting products as well as 
essential commodities.

Austere behaviour
‘Optimal use of available resources’ seems to 
be the motto that is gaining ground. Frugal 
behaviour is visible everywhere, across all 
strata of society. And people are becoming 
more and more conscious about conserving 
their resources.

Aggregate deposits, comprising savings, 
current and term deposits, increased 
significantly during Lockdown 1. During 
Lockdown 2, there was a decline in current 
and savings deposits, as people started using 
the initial build-up for meeting expenses 
but term deposit accrual was healthy. The 
decline in aggregate deposits was around 10 
to 12% during phases 2 and 3, indicating that 
there was still risk aversion when it came to 
consumer spending. There was again a surge in 
deposits during the fourth phase of lockdown, 
indicating that consumers have been more 
frugal considering the prolonged uncertainty.

Figure 3

Companies must try to keep 
customers engaged by 
pushing content online on 
popular topics like health 
and hygiene, and also launch 
interactive initiatives like 
online contests.

Source: State Bank of India, official Website

Also, consumers are preferring to take informed 
decisions, ensuring a fair balance between 
demand fulfilment and personal safety. The 
transaction pattern, as depicted in Figure 3, is a 
reflection of their apprehensions.

There was a decline in credit card usage as 
well. People are wary about their future cash 
flow hence they do not want to increase their 
debts.

Road ahead
As we all know, the impact of COVID-19 is 
unlikely to be short-lived. The ongoing lockdown 
and disruption across sectors, along with layoffs, 
pay cuts, and weak consumer sentiment, will 
invariably have an impact on demand. And 
recovery may take quite a long time.

In these challenging times, business entities 
must explore probable ways to rebuild 
consumer confidence and frame strategies to 
sail through adversity.

Some of the key strategies that must be 
adopted are:
Value offerings: As consumers are going to 
prefer more value-based products, companies 
should realign their product mix accordingly. For 
instance, Myntra and other leading e-commerce 
players have realised the need for more lounge 
wear and work-from-home accessories to stay 
relevant in the changed work paradigm. 
Customer engagement: Companies must 
try to keep customers engaged by pushing 
content online on popular topics like health and 

Bank transactions during lockdown (rise and fall in Rs. trillion)

Savings Current Term

5
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0
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Lockdown 1 Lockdown 2 Lockdown 3 Lockdown 4
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hygiene, and also launch interactive 
initiatives like online contests. 
Apple closed its stores much 
before the Government order, 
and reached out to customers 
to encourage online shopping, 
assuring them that their return 
policies and call services will 
ensure a seamless experience.
Re-plan revenue targets: 
Businesses should re-plan their 
revenue targets and do granular 
assessment, prioritising the 
revised customer groups, market 
segmentations, and product basket. 
They must be agile in adopting 
to the ‘new normal’. Mahindra 
Logistics is trying to bring back 
the business on track through a 

humane approach. They are making concerted 
efforts to bring back the drivers who had gone 
back home—they started providing food and 
lodging facilities to drivers across 40 states, and 
also initiated relief measures for their families. 
‘Secure assets, secure partnership’ is the new 
mantra. 
Strengthening e-commerce channel: 
Optimising the e-commerce channel is utmost 
essential to withstand the COVID storm. 
Companies can also enter into collaborations 
with online retailers to serve their customers. 
Hindustan Unilever has shut its direct-to-
home model, Hindustan Unilever Network, 
and instead relaunched its Ayush remedies and 
Aviance beauty products on portals such as 
Amazon.
Building patronage: Customer patronage 
can help businesses survive in tough 
times. Eshakti, a garment retailer, has set a 
good example. Immediately after WHO’s 
announcements regarding the pandemic, its 
founder sent an e-mail to all customers on how 
the company intends to keep its employees 
safe in the wake of the virus, adding that “this 

The crisis has led to a 
new normal and this 
is set to stay for quite 
some time. Revival does 
not seem to be easy; 
fear of catching an 
infection will persist, 
and people will continue 
to be cautious in their 
buying decisions. And 
consequently, business 
dynamics is going to 
change forever.

is a humanitarian challenge that we can meet 
together.”
Resilient supply chain systems: The 
pandemic has exposed the vulnerability of 
poor supply chain systems of even corporate 
bigwigs. Businesses must not only develop lean 
supply chain designs but also stress-test them 
on performance measures such as resilience and 
responsiveness. ITC is leveraging the e-choupal 
model to tackle supply hurdles. Leveraging the 
power of technology, field officers are helping 
farmers sell their produce at remunerative 
prices.

Unfolding the new normal
The crisis has led to a new normal and this is set 
to stay for quite some time. Revival does not 
seem to be easy; fear of catching an infection will 
persist, and people will continue to be cautious 
in their buying decisions. And consequently, 
business dynamics is going to change forever.

Long-term planning has become a thing of 
the past. Companies must frame monthly and 
quarterly plans and re-assess the scenario at 
frequent intervals. They should demonstrate 
an ‘above and beyond’ approach, sending the 
message that they would be able to weather 
the storm. Temporary changes made to meet 
customer aspirations could bring about 
permanent improvement in the business 
models, in future.

“In the midst of chaos, there is always an 
opportunity.” - Sun Tzu  
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Apex Academy.
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Poor fit
A while back, I went through the process of 

analysing which of my courses in college had the 
least value throughout my working career.

No, I am probably not the best example since 
I was working on an undergraduate engineering 
major. But I took the classes the college required 
for me to graduate with a degree in engineering. 
These included a super-important class on how 
to use a slide rule, Fortran programming (done 
with punch card machines), and calculus. No, I 
have never used a slide rule since then, and even 
though I worked as a programmer and solved 
tons of problems mathematically, I have never 
used Fortran or calculus either.

Colleges today end up being very 
backward-facing organisations
Our education systems have been built around 
‘just-in-case’ learning which ends up being a 
poor fit for our ‘just-in-time’ business world. 
Very little of what we learn in college ever gets 

If you have had the fortune to have a 
college education and you are two 
or more decades removed from the 
experience, what do you remember 
about what you learned?

If you are in the hard science world, 
with a PhD. in astrophysics and still 

working in that field, for example, no doubt you 
remember quite a bit, and you have built on it 
ten-fold during your career.

On the other hand, if you had a liberal arts 
degree, you may find it harder to point to where 
exactly your education gave you the bits of 
knowledge you needed to be, say, a politician, a 
banker, a CEO, a futurist. No doubt throughout 
your college years you learned and honed some 
important ‘soft skills’, like communication, 
collaboration, and stick-to-it-iveness. But in a 
way, are not those just reinforcements of the 
lessons we have learned since kindergarten: “Use 
your words!” “Play nice!” “Don’t quit!”

‘Just-in-case’ learning, around which present-day education systems are mostly built, 
are ill-suited for the ‘just-in-time’ business world.

 THOMAS FREY, DAVINCI INSTITUTE EDUCATION
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put to use in today’s business world. We learn 
tons of great stuff just in case we may ever need 
it in the future.
So, at the risk of over-simplifying:
 Just-in-case learning involves backward-facing 
skills that may or may not be valuable in the 
future.
 At the same time, our just-in-time business 
world needs the most relevant and state-of-the-
art skills possible.

To be fair, everything we learn in college has a 
way of colouring our thinking and giving us new 
reference points we had never get otherwise. 

But colleges can only teach what 
they know, and they cannot 
change curricula on a dime. 

There was no Java 
programming, let alone C/
C++ programming, when I 
was in college. Fortran was the 
best way to introduce us to the 
amazing world of computers 

Today, knowledge is 
growing exponentially. In 
many fields, the useful 
life of knowledge is now 
measured in months 
rather than years.

and programming.
The question remains, though: Are there 

Fortran- and slide rule-type skills being taught 
today that will have little or no enduring value in 
the future?

And more importantly, as college costs escalate 
and repayment plans extend for decades, does the 
usefulness of a college education wear out before 
the payments end?

Today, knowledge is growing exponentially. 
In many fields, the useful life of knowledge is 
now measured in months rather than years. 
According to Cathy Gonzalez, in her 2004 paper 
on The Role of Blended Learning in the World of 
Technology: “One of the most persuasive factors 
is the shrinking half-life of knowledge. The 
“half-life of knowledge” is the time span from 
when knowledge is gained to when it becomes 
obsolete. Half of what is known today was not 
known 10 years ago. The amount of knowledge 
in the world has doubled in the past 10 years and 
is doubling every 18 months according to the 
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American Society of Training and 
Documentation. To combat the 
shrinking half-life of knowledge, 
organizations have been forced to 
develop new methods of deploying 
instruction.”

Unlike apprenticeships, where 
learning to be a plumber or 
electrician creates real-world value 
and tangible results, very little of 

the day-to-day skills needed in the business world 
are actually taught in the college classroom. So, 
what can we learn from the trades model?

Apprenticeships are on-the-job training. 
After a basic level of coursework, the employer 
essentially takes over, ensuring that the skills the 
student masters will be relevant and valuable.

Could non-trade skills, related to business, 
marketing, finance, and management, for 
example, find value in a similar model?

Some do… sort of. Internships in different 
fields provide college students with a taste of the 
real world. Student teaching is a rite of passage 
for aspiring teachers. These brave souls teach real 
students, and a real teacher at the back of the 
room will later explain to the teacher-to-be the 
way things really work.

Spending four years in college to earn a degree 
is all part of achieving status, while at the same 
time, demonstrating our ability to learn. Only 
a relatively small portion of what is learned will 
hold long-term value.

So, is there a better way?
When hiring, employers only attribute 20 per 
cent to a person’s subject matter expertise and 
skills. Other deciding factors include things like 
their ability to ‘detect and analyse a problem’, 
‘describe a situation’, ‘be a team player’, and 
in our current work-from-home environment, 
‘being a highly motivated self-starter is key’. 

Organisations who want to hire people with 
just-in-time learning skills should have a major 
role and stake in their development.

If a student is going into a business field, does 

it make sense to integrate their learning into 
an actual work environment with the likes of 
Pepsico, Caterpillar, or Pfizer? They will most 
assuredly receive ‘just-in-time’ business training 
that reflects today’s needed skills and knowledge.

To be sure, there will never be a one-size-fits-
all solution for education in the future.

What I have described is just one approach to 
help ensure what students learn ‘in school’ is 
relevant when they graduate. We should expect 
a number of experimental approaches as our 
tech world attempts to ‘crack the formula’ for 
future education.

However we do it, 20 years from now, 
learning will need to be far more relevant, 
delivered at a far lower price, and done at the 
‘speed of need’. 

Organisations who 
want to hire people 
with just-in-time 
learning skills should 
have a major role 
and stake in their 
development.
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Turning goals 
into reality

next year.”  Worse, companies often give goals 
to their sales staff in the form of quotas or 
targets, without making any attempt to connect 
these targets to the individual’s most important 
personal goals. The problem, of course, is that 
financial targets are just numbers, and not very 
motivating in and of themselves. In the case of 
quotas, they are all too often not even numbers 
the individual employee came up with, but they 
are nevertheless expected to be motivated to 
achieve them! We will see better results if we 
first set our lifestyle goals (see MYTH 1), and 
then figure out what we need to earn in order 
to live that lifestyle. This internal discussion is 
where true motivation comes from. In the case 
of company quotas, managers should first talk to 
their sales staff individually about their personal 
goals. By having this discussion, we will find that 
the employees have more investment in the idea 
that the management wants to help them attain 
their personal goals. They will then be more 

Kevin Shulman, author of Goal-Setting Boot Camp: Getting From Where You 
Are To Where You Want To Be and a Sandler trainer, unveils the art of setting 
goals and maximising results.

MYTH 1: It is all about the money
So many people make the mistake of only setting 
financial goals. They forget about all of the 
other areas of their life. This is a huge mistake. 
We should have many different types of goals 
in addition to financial ones—social, family, 
housing, educational, hobby/special interest, 
spiritual, and yes, even stuff goals. The list could 
go on from there, but you get the idea. In each of 
these areas, we should have short-term goals (up 
to a year to achieve), long-term goals (up to five 
years to achieve), and retirement goals.

MYTH 2: Quotas and other business-related 
goals are motivating in and of themselves
Most people make the mistake of starting their 
goal setting by focusing on their work/business 
goals first because they consider these to have 
the most impact on whether they will follow 
through. This internal discussion usually starts 
with something like, “I’d like to earn x dollars 

MYTH 
BUSTER
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motivated to help the company achieve its goals!

MYTH 3: Goals do not have to be in writing
Study after study shows that 
goal setting is more effective 
when the goals are written 
down. There is something about 
actually writing goals down that 
takes the discussion from being 
a pipe dream to a dream that 
drives your actions—something 
your subconscious mind will 
believe and work on. I personally 
believe that we should use pen 
and paper, rather than writing 
goals on a computer. My clients 
and I have found that there is 
something visceral and motiving 
about putting pen to paper that 
makes this kind of written goal 
feel more real and important. 

MYTH 4: Once I write them down, the 
universe will magically turn my goals into 
reality
It is not that easy. You still have the responsibility 
to do the work. I have two suggestions here. 

In addition to writing 
down each goal, write out 
a plan to achieve it. Detail 
exactly what you need 
to do to make it happen. 
That could include 
activities ranging from 
making cold calls, to 
joining a gym, to opening 
a separate bank account 
so you can start saving 
just for that new car.

First, in addition to writing down each goal, 
write out a plan to achieve it. Detail exactly 
what you need to do to make it happen. That 
could include activities ranging from making 
cold calls, to joining a gym, to opening a separate 
bank account so you can start saving just for that 
new car. Second, find an accountability partner, 
someone you share your goals with, someone 
who will hold you accountable to take action, 
and for whom you will perform the same role. 
For example, my accountability partner and I 
talk every Tuesday morning. He usually starts 
by saying that last week I told him I was going 
to do x, y, and z. He asks if I did all of that. If 
the answer is no, his next question is: “Why the 
heck not?” He pushes me to do the things I do 
not always want to do. He keeps me on track. I 
do the same for him. I have vowed to never lie to 
him, and I can tell you that since we have been 
working together, my goal attainment has gone 
way up.

Any goal is a good goal
While it can be argued that any goal is better than 
no goal, we are after goals that make a difference 
in our lives and in the lives of others. In order 
for goal setting to be most effective, each goal 
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must pass a test—what I call the 
SMARTYS (pronounced smarties) 
test. This acronym is critical if we 
want to maximise our results. Here 
is what the letters stand for:

S-Specific. Our goals must be as 
specific as possible. Wanting more 
money, or a bigger house, is not 
specific. What amount do we want 

in the bank account, by when, and why? What 
size house do we want to live in, and why? 
Where is it now? The more specific the goal, the 
better.

M-Measurable. You need to know when you are 
on track and when you are off. We need to know 
when we have achieved our goal, so we can set 
another one! If we cannot measure our progress 
along the way, we cannot keep score! Do we 
really want to play a game like that?

A-Achievable. It has been a lifelong dream of 
mine to travel to outer space, and it is actually 
possible to hitch a ride with the Russians to the 
space station. That said, they expect to be paid 
many millions for the privilege, so I do not think 
it is really going to happen in my lifetime. That 
goal may be attainable, but for me, it is  
not achievable.

R-Realistic. I would also love to be able to play 
the piano at a high level—to be able to sit down 
and play Mozart and Beethoven. Right now, 
though, I am north of sixty years of age, and I am 
not currently able to play Chopsticks. It is simply 
not realistic for me to set the goal of becoming a 
world-class classical pianist, as a short-term, or 
even a long-term goal. I do not have the time that 
would be required to put in the practice, nor do I 
possess any significant musical talent. I might like 
to do it, but given my circumstances, it is just not 
realistic. A more realistic goal would be to learn 
how to play my favourite Beatles song on the 
piano by the time my next birthday rolls around.

T-Timely. It is very important for us to have 
a target date for completing each of our goals. 
Having a schedule helps us figure out whether 

we are on track. We can even break down our 
goals into smaller segments, each with shorter 
time periods. A client of mine wanted to lose 
120 pounds. That seemed like an enormous task, 
but when he broke it down into monthly goals of 
10-pound losses, it was much easier for him to 
believe he could do it all. And he did!

Y-Yours. Too many of us get caught up in the 
expectations of others. Trainer and author David 
Sandler once said that we each have a choice: 
We can be part of our own plan, or a part of 
someone else’s. This is absolutely true. While 
it may be important to have family goals, we 
want to make sure that each goal truly reflects 
something we want. Do not write down goals 
just to make someone else happy. It is not at all 
selfish to have me goals. In fact, it is essential.

S-Stretch. Goal setting is all about stretching, 
about expanding what we will do, be, and 
become beyond what would happen if we did not 
set goals at all. We should push ourselves, at least 
a little. If we have been going to the gym four 
days a week for the last five years, setting a goal 
to go to the gym three days a week is not much of 
a stretch…or much of a goal. 

While it may be 
important to have 
family goals, we want 
to make sure that 
each goal truly reflects 
something we want.
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Fight the firestorm 
of change

blinkers, and then rise, phoenix-like, from the 
ashes with a new vision of renewal. Hence, its 
name ‘The Phoenix Encounter Method’, which is 
also the title of our recently released book.

Over the last few years, we have run 
highly successful Phoenix Encounter field 
trials involving over 1,500 senior C-suite 
executives of firms spanning the globe and 
a broad range of industries. Many of these 
resulted in a fundamental revision of the 
strategies of organisations—banks, agricultural 
conglomerates, retail chains, engineering 
equipment manufacturers, healthcare providers, 
utilities, insurers, to name a few. 

A three-stage journey
The exercise is designed to be tackled in groups 
of four to seven people, in addition to a facilitator 
who directs the action. The composition of these 
‘PEGs’, or Phoenix Encounter Groups, is all-
important. In the classroom exercises, which are 

'Disrupt yourself first’ is 
so five years ago. The 
new motto is ‘Burn 
your company to the 
ground then rebuild 
it’.

COVID-19 
has rapidly bent, if not broken, virtually all 
certainties about business.

We do not know how long the crisis will last, 
but even the most optimistic projections say that 
we are in for many more months of wrestling 
with the virus. And the broader ramifications are 
likely to be with us for significantly longer.

We have designed a paradigm to help 
companies rise to this era’s wicked challenges. 
At the heart of it is a simple idea: The essence 
of disruption-ready leadership is being able to 
ruthlessly identify current weaknesses, envisage 
destruction of the current business model with 
unconstrained resources to break the legacy 

The ‘Phoenix Encounter Method’ is a sure-shot way to leverage disruption and 
reimagine businesses, thereby creating a new future.

 IAN C WOODWARD, V “PADDY” PADMANABHAN, AND SAMEER 
HASIJA, CO-AUTHORS, THE PHOENIX ENCOUNTER METHOD

STRATEGY

Ian C Woodward 
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of Management 
Practice and 
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Management 
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attended by leaders from various organisations, 
we strive to maximise diversity within each team, 
rather than team up people representing similar 
industries or sectors. The idea is to achieve the 
widest possible range of perspectives. 

In building a PEG at your company, you 
should follow the same principle. Choose people 
from vastly different silos or business units, 
perhaps even different management levels, so 
that disparate perspectives can be brought to 
the table. For optimal results, consider adding 
external stakeholders such as customers, 
suppliers, investors, and regulators. 

The first stage: Groundwork
Begin by thoroughly assessing the organisation 
as it currently stands–the good, the bad, and 
the ugly.

Participants should complete an initial status 
reflection and briefing for the organisation (current 
vision, mission and strategic priorities, business 
models for value creation and capture, etc.). A 
standard SWOT analysis should be a part of this. 

Each participant should also complete a more 
introspective assessment of his or her own 
mindset and attitudes toward disruption. 

Finally, participants can start preparing to 
enter the Encounter Battlefield by proactively 
scanning the external landscape of emerging 
technologies and other trends. The aim is not to 
perform standard intelligence gathering, but to 
cast a much wider net encompassing the current 
and evolving forces of disruption that could 
conceivably destroy their organisation, or be 
leveraged for its defence. 

The second stage: Battlefield
Now, the conflagration begins. Participants 
proceed to develop and deploy an arsenal to 
entirely demolish the organisation–on paper, 
naturally.

For example, Amy, one of the PEG 
participants, was a soon-to-be CEO for a 
large British private hospital and retirement 
care business that we will call Horcomp PLC. 
Although Horcomp had seen growth of 30 per 
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cent in the preceding five years, the Battlefield 
phase brought to light the company’s hidden 
vulnerabilities. In playing the role of disruptive 
competitor, Amy discovered that a tightly 
integrated digital healthcare ecosystem could 
conceivably supplant Horcomp’s physical 
facilities. Her hypothetical disruptor would 
also deliver lifestyle wellness services, social 
networking for seniors, convenience-boosting 
tech such as drone delivery of medication, and 

various leisure activities via strategic 
partnerships and lobby regulators to 
break up healthcare conglomerates. 
With its all-digital agility, this 
imaginary but entirely possible 
startup would make the earthbound 
Horcomp look ripe for extinction.

After the organisation as it 
currently stands has been reduced 
to smouldering ashes, teams must 
come up with a commensurate plan 
to rebuild. This requires a transition 
in thought that we call ‘turning 
the wheel’, a mindset shift from 
destruction to rebirth. 

The third stage: Breakthrough
Immediately after finalising their 
defence plan, teams are advised to 
prepare a future-facing blueprint 

covering both the big picture (via an updated 
future-looking SWOT for the transformed 
business model) and the nitty-gritty details that 
will make or break the change initiative.

Fired up from their fresh experiences on the 
Battlefield, participants may want to change 
everything all at once. But that is a recipe for 
burnout. Instead, they should focus on the 
first hundred days post-Encounter, identifying 
three action steps that can be taken in that time. 
Immediate and short-term actions may include 
engaging stakeholders, earmarking resources, 
initiating pilot projects, and conducting a deep-
dive analysis.

Over the medium- to long-term, they can build 
up to more decisive actions such as acquiring new 
partners or competencies, monitoring progress, 
and revamping organisational culture.

Post-Encounter steps
To revisit the Horcomp example, imagine Amy’s 
surprise when, only a few weeks after returning 
from her Phoenix Encounter, her chairman 
informed her that an activist investor was pushing 
a programme of radical changes within the 
company that eerily echoed the Extreme Attack 
she had just been through. Her confident reply: 
“We need to talk. I’ve got a lot of ideas to share.”

Amy knew she would have to pick up the pace 
of her long-term action plan. She convened an 
in-house PEG within the senior leadership team, 
and wisely convinced the retiring CEO not to 
take part in it. Within one year, Horcomp built 
a pilot ecosystem for providing whole-of-life 
care, with the help of a digital partner. Taken 
together, the pilot projects produced service 
improvements that reduced costs by ten percent. 
Other positive developments in that first year 
included: an AI-based patient monitoring system, 
a partnership with Apple to create health apps, 
and increased talent retention across the board. 
Horcomp also began talks with governments 
and insurers to advocate for tighter industry 
regulations focusing on trust and safety of health 
and life care.

Accelerating the destruction
In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, a 
great many organisations are focused on trying 
to claw their way back to ‘normal’ – whatever 
that means. We would instead recommend 
that they lean into the large-scale disruption 
the coronavirus has unleashed. The Phoenix 
Encounter Method is an example of the sort of 
unprecedented thinking companies will have to 
adopt if they aim to withstand the storms on the 
horizon–and come out on top. 

The essence of 
disruption-ready 
leadership is being 
able to ruthlessly 
identify current 
weaknesses, envisage 
destruction of the 
current business model 
with unconstrained 
resources to break the 
legacy blinkers, and 
then rise, phoenix-like, 
from the ashes with a 
new vision of renewal.

Sameer Hasija is 
INSEAD Professor 
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and Operations 
Management.
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Winning the race 
for talent

of competition is why companies have been 
investing in their customer relationship for 
years. Now, as a result of growing talent 
scarcity in certain fields, companies are facing 
a similar challenge and must do the same for 
their personnel.

The challenges for keeping employees satisfied 
are looking increasingly like the same challenges 
for keeping customers satisfied. For customers, 
the very basic level is the need for a good 
product and good service at a good price, and 
for employees, the same lowest level is the need 
for good job content and a good salary. These are 
minimum requirements and they are important, 
but they will not be enough for an employer to 
differentiate his or her company.

There are, however, three more levels to 
the offer you cannot refuse, and for it to be 
implemented successfully, leadership is crucial.

Ultimate convenience
Simplification of processes is an important 

Over the past decade, I 
have often spoken at 
many HR conferences, 
but I was always the odd-
one-out–the customer-
focused man in a group 
of HR experts. It was 

always a good experience, but I often got the 
impression that HR was somehow evolving less 
quickly than marketing.

This has now started to change, and has been 
significantly accelerated by the COVID crisis. 
However, when it comes to innovation in the 
war for talent, one of the most frequently asked 
questions is still: “In which technology do we 
need to invest?” when it should be “What kind of 
experience and culture do we want to offer our 
employees?” 

The Offer You Can’t Refuse for employees
Customers have always had the choice about 
who they want to buy from, and this level 

EMPLOYEE 
ENGAGEMENT

Organisations need to view employees through a new lens, and invest in offering 
them a meaningful and valuable experience—just as they do for customers.

 STEVEN VAN BELLEGHEM, AUTHOR, THE OFFER YOU CAN’T REFUSE
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starting point for improving 
employee experience. A study 
by Deloitte revealed that 74 per 
cent of employees across both 
large and small companies regard 
the processes in their company as 
being too complex.

In my previous book, Customers 
the Day After Tomorrow, I suggested 
three axes of investment that 
would allow companies to offer 
greater convenience to their 

customers. These same three dimensions can be 
used for employees. 
 Faster than real time: If your employees have a 
problem, try to anticipate it. Making use of data 
that should be readily available will allow you to 
gain insight into your employees’ levels of (dis)
satisfaction and the reasons for them. This insight 
will help you to identify and proactively respond 
to particular needs or concerns. 
 Hyperpersonalisation: We all have our own 
particular way of working. Investigate how you 

A ‘partner in life’ 
strategy understands 
the concerns, dreams, 
fears, and ambitions that 
people have for their own 
lives. This strategy is not 
about the company, but 
about the person behind 
each individual employee.

can personalise your tools and communication 
in ways that will allow individual employees 
to make use of their preferred working 
methods. Nowadays, people want to personalise 
everything. No two iPhones in the world have the 
same composition of apps on the home screen. In 
fact, I would find it pretty creepy if someone else 
in the world was using exactly the same apps as 
me! So remember: people like to personalise and 
do your best to take account of this in all aspects 
of the employee experience.
 Convenience: Last but not least, the ease of 
use of your tools is crucial if you want to spare 
your employees unnecessary frustration. I have 
seen time after time how some of my business 
contacts have stopped communicating with me 
via their work computer, simply because it is so 
cumbersome, and have switched instead to their 
own private computer and gmail address. Many 
people have better and easier-to-use tools in their 
private lives than they do in their professional 
lives. This is seriously detrimental to a good 
employee experience.

Partner in life and career
A ‘partner in life’ strategy understands the 
concerns, dreams, fears, and ambitions that 
people have for their own lives. This strategy is 
not about the company, but about the person 
behind each individual employee. Empathy for his 
or her hopes and worries is a basic requirement 
for taking the right steps to develop the necessary 
partnership.

Of course, this partnership is about more 
than simply being a partner in life. The company 
also needs to be a partner in the career of its 
employees through the four elements that are 
important if you want to establish this dual 
partnership: a partner in life ‘and’ career. 
 Meaningful work: I recently had the pleasure 
of making a couple of visits to the SpaceX factory 
in Los Angeles. All the staff wear ‘Colonize Mars’ 
T-shirts. Everyone, from the most humble cleaner 
to the most senior engineer, has the feeling that ©
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they are working as part of a unique project, and 
each time a SpaceX rocket is launched, thousands 
of employees watch the event on a giant screen, 
usually with the same sense of euphoria.
 Continuous learning: Organisations with 
a strong learning culture have 92 per cent 
more chance of bringing innovative products 
and services to market; are 52 per cent more 
productive than others; have 56 per cent more 
chance of being first to market with products and 
services; and are 17 per cent more profitable than 
their competitors.
 Well-being: A recent study by LinkedIn 
showed that 49 per cent of employees prefer 
benefits linked to health and well-being above 
all other benefits. Apple took this to extreme 
lengths in 2019 when it introduced optional 
DNA checks for employees to check for certain 
hereditary diseases and then develop personalised 
treatments to keep the health of the employee 
stable for as long as possible.
 Continuous feedback: Researcher Josh Bersin 
showed that 70 per cent of multinationals no 
longer organise annual evaluation meetings with 
their employees, but have switched to a system 
of continuous conversations as the best means 
to discuss performance and plan future career 
developments. The classic evaluation procedure 
focuses on the assessment of past behaviour, and 
then rewards or punishes people via financial 
incentives. But if you want to be a partner in the 
life and career of your people, you need to look 
to the long-term future, build trust between 
teams and plan together through a process of 
constant dialogue.

Saving the world, together with your 
employees
A recent study by PwC suggested some 64 per 
cent of young people would no longer accept a 
job with a company that does not have socially 
beneficial and sustainable objectives. By 2025, 
75 per cent of the working population will 
consist of millennials.

But, it is not just for the youngsters–it is a 
fallacy that it is only the millennials who attach 
importance to positive values when choosing an 
employer. Seventy per cent of the total working 
population wants to work for an employer with a 
strong and positive climate policy. Fifty per cent 
of people are even prepared to work for slightly 
lower pay, if this gives them the opportunity to 
find an employer with positive societal objectives 
and values. For one in three young people, the 
absence of a societal sense of responsibility is a 
deal-breaker, a view also shared by 17 per cent of 
older employees.

So why are more and more people opting 
for companies that have a ‘save the world’ plan? 
Firstly, a ‘save the world’ strategy creates a sense 
of pride in employees when their company 
exceeds the societal norm. During the lockdown, 
Panera Bread continued selling salads and 
sandwiches to customers via home deliveries and 
street pick-ups, but the company also donated 
tens of thousands of its meals to poor children 
when COVID-19 forced the closure of schools. 
This is the kind of action that makes employees 
proud, and the more the employees can be 
actively involved in these inspiring actions, the 
greater their impact will be.

Secondly, future employees assume that a 
company that wants to take care of society will 
also do a pretty good job of taking care of its own 
people. And lastly, projects with a societal added 
value often strike a chord with the employee’s 
own values. A good fit between personal values 
and the company's values is one of the most 
important drivers for intrinsic motivation, so it 
has never been more important to make your 
employees the offer you cannot refuse. Steven van 
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More than the approach, it is the mindset that matters in a relationship.

A bond based 
on trust

BUILDING SMART 
NONPROFITS: A 
ROADMAP FOR 
MISSION SUCCESS
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David J O’Brien and 
Matthew D Craig
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What’s the 
foundation upon 
which rock-solid 
relationships 
between donors, 
staff, board 
members and 

other key stakeholders are built? 
What’s the glue that bonds all 
good relationships? Two questions, 
one answer: trust. Period. 
Without it, you have nothing. 

The Scottish author and poet 
George MacDonald is credited 
with the proclamation, “To be 
trusted is a greater compliment 
than being loved.” We’re going to 
talk about relationships and trust, 
and look at a number of funders 
that are at the vanguard of nothing 
less than a sea change in the non-
profit sector. 

Nancy Jamison, the long-

serving former CEO of San Diego Grant-makers, 
is impressed by the work of The Whitman 
Institute, which built a framework for a set of 
practices called “trust-based philanthropy.” It’s a 
monumental departure from the Golden Rule 
that has traditionally governed most grantor/
grantee relationships, from a “those who have 

the gold, rule” to a “we’re in this 
together” approach. Whatever 
choose to give it, trust-based 
philanthropy is a reset of the 
power dynamics that have defined 
the nonprofit sector since time 
immemorial. 

To be clear, the old ways still 
exist. But many of the leaders and 
experts we spoke with are deeply 
committed to helping transform 
and enhance the flow of capital to 
the third sector. Notice the word 
capital—because the concept of 
trust-based philanthropy provides 
that money and other resources 
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can be used for operations, capacity building, 
infrastructure, program creation, asset acquisition 
. . . in short, anything! You know the term 
for this: unrestricted funding. The old model 
funnels (restricted) resources to programs, while 
trust-based philanthropy directs resources to 
organizations to implement programs, deliver 
social value, and solve problems. There’s nothing 
particularly unique about how money gets sent. 
The magic is in the mindset. It’s in the trusting! 

Nonprofits fortunate enough to be working 
with funders who embrace these more 
enlightened grant-making practices have the 
opportunity to use capital as a “bridge” to develop 
sustainable organizations rather than as a “pier,” 
which by its nature leaves you stranded at a 
certain point. 

THE WHITMAN INSTITUTE 
Though we first heard the term trust-based 
philanthropy from Jamison, she didn’t coin the 
term. That honor likely goes to The Whitman 
Institute (TWI), a relatively small foundation 
based in San Francisco. In 1985, at an age when 
many are busy charting a course through their 
golden years, Frederick Crocker Whitman 
founded TWI as an organization to study 
how people could improve their thinking and 
decision-making skills. The great-grandson of 
one of San Francisco’s founding fathers, railroad 
baron Charles Crocker, Whitman created his 
eponymous institute as a way to reconcile issues 
of mental illness that had been present in his 
family throughout his life.

In 2005, the year following Whitman’s death, 
TWI changed its focus from an operating 
institution to a grantmaking foundation in an 
effort to attract more organizations that could 
help foster dialogue around common mission. 
Today, TWI’s core philanthropic principle “offers 
a new way of looking at traditional funder-
grantee relationships [by recognizing] the 
unique—yet equally valuable—contributions 

of grant-makers and grantseekers.” In other 
words, it’s based on trust, and a partnership 
approach to solving societal problems. For its 
part, TWI’s goal is “lifting barriers that prevent 
nonprofits from focusing their time and talents 
on the work that matters.” Central to achieving 
this goal is an unwavering trust that the 
foundation’s grantees—those doing the work—
know best how to spend grant money. This 
belief is so important that TWI’s leaders have 
codified it around six “pillars” that represent the 
foundation’s core philanthropic approach:
 Multiyear, Unrestricted Funding; Main Idea: 
Unrestricted funding over time is essential for 
creating healthy, adaptive, effective organizations.
 Do the Homework; Main Idea: Before entering 
into a grantmaking relationship, the onus of due 
diligence should be on the grant-maker, not the 
grantseeker.
 Simplify and Streamline Paperwork; Main Idea: 
Nonprofit staffs spend an inordinate amount of 
time on funder-driven paperwork; they will be 
more effective if they’re freed up to concentrate 
on the mission.
 Transparent and Responsive Communication; 
Main Idea: Open, honest, and transparent 
communication minimizes power imbalances and 
helps move the work forward.
 Solicit and Act on Feedback; Main Idea: 
Grantees provide valuable perspective that can 
help inform a funder’s support and services. 
 Support Beyond the Check; Main Idea: 
Responsive, adaptive non-monetary support can 
help foster healthier organizations by bolstering 
leadership and capacity.

WORK ON MISSION, NOT ON FUNDRAISING
We think that last pillar is particularly cool. Not 
only is TWI writing checks, but it’s also doubling 
down on its investment by asking grantees, 
“What else can we do? What other resources 
do you need to succeed?” Just the humility 
inherent in those questions is so wonderfully 
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refreshing. Think about all the benefits this type 
of relationship paradigm accrues to nonprofits. 
Organizations redirect the time, money, and 
other resources previously devoted to fundraising 
toward working on the mission. Plus, multiyear 
grants allow organizations to budget better 
and make longer-term investments in capacity-
building, upgrade systems and technology, hire 
and pay top talent, and evaluate programs to see 
what works and what doesn’t. Then on top of all 
this, TWI offers to leverage its own expertise and 
multi-industry relationships to open doors and 
help its grantees thrive. 

Vu Le, executive director of Seattle-based 
Rainier Valley Corps and author of the blog 
Nonprofit AF, sees other indirect yet equally 
important benefits of this approach for grantees. 
Le believes strong partnerships based on respect 
make the entire sector more effective. And, in 
a nice bit of positive reinforcement, he said this 
mutual trust actually makes nonprofits more 
honest, since they know their transparency 
won’t be met with disapproval or (worse!) loss 
of funding. “It’s much easier to be honest if there 
is trust,” he wrote. Ultimately, Le believes, trust 
improves morale, which is unquestionably good 
for business. Few things can sink an organization 
like employee detachment and apathy, and 
“nothing destroys morale faster or more assuredly 
than feeling like people you work with don’t 
trust you.” 

Power imbalances—real or perceived—
between funders and non-profits can also cause 
grantees to morph into organizations they were 
never meant to be in an attempt to mollify 
benefactors by working to comply with their 
often-conflicting demands. Philanthropist Trista 
Harris has a name for this phenomenon, noting, 
“I think foundations help to create these things 
called Franken-Nonprofits—organizations that 
had a core mission at one point, before they 
bent and twisted so much to meet foundation 
guidelines that suddenly they have twenty 

different programs that are all doing something 
a little bit different. It really weakens their 
effectiveness.” And when funding is tight, as 
it was for years after the 2008 financial crisis, 
grants directed to particular programs restrict 
organizations’ ability to perform triage on these 
donor-specific activities and redeploy resources 
to maintain core services. “We have created these 
amazing bureaucracies,” Harris said, “which make 
it really difficult to be flexible.” 

So how do you avoid turning your organization 
into a Franken-Nonprofit? We get it—this can 
be really tough to do when overbearing Mega 
foundation comes calling with a big blank check 
in hand. Ali Malekzadeh, president of Roosevelt 
University in Chicago, believes, however, that 
“sometimes you just have to turn down certain 
offers.” Especially when they come with too 
many strings attached. “You cannot give donors 
all the control,” he said. Not every donor is one 
you want. Some simply aren’t good for your 
brand. Others demand you move away from your 
mission or just make you jump through too many 
hoops. “Give me a maximum of two or three 
requirements or criteria, and then let us do our 
jobs,” Malekzadeh said. 

Fine, but his university isn’t wholly dependent 
on grants and donations to survive. Sticking to 
principle is much harder if you’re a nonprofit 
struggling to keep the lights on or deliver 
services to those in need without the luxury of 
consistent tuition payments and a committed 
alumni base. Which is why trust-based 
philanthropy can be such a positive change for 
these organizations and their funders.  

Excerpt from BUILDING SMART NONPROFITS: A Roadmap For 
Mission Success By David J. O’Brien and Matthew D. Craig © 
2020 The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc. Reprinted 
with permission from the authors.
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