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Business schools are at an inflection point that will decide the course of corporate 
education for generations to come. Best we tread with care and courage.

Two significant global events have caused 
business schools around the world to 
examine the scope of their offerings and 
accepted ways of imparting knowledge. 
First, there was the 2008 global economic 
crisis which led to headlines such as 
this 2018 drubbing by The Guardian 
newspaper: Why we should bulldoze 
the business school. At the time, one of 
the biggest criticisms was how, despite 
having a place in most curriculums, ethics 
failed the test when it came to corporate 
scandals and financial jiggery-pokery. 
Business schools responded by adopting 
a more practical, situational way of 
teaching ethics.

Then, 2020 rolled around, and Covid-
induced lockdowns and social distancing 
pushed a digitalisation agenda on all 
business schools, many of which were 
behind the curve. This charged up 
criticisms of slow responses, of relevance 
amid mind-boggling change and a failure 
to keep up with leadership and business 
requirements. The rise of online digital 
learning left some institutions wrong-
footed while others, like GIBS, were able 
to scale up existing platforms to reach 
existing students and open up a whole 
new marketplace.

Naturally, as has become the norm when 
discussions arise about the future of 
business schools, the default question is: 
do business schools matter? Well, yes. To 
assume otherwise would be both short-
sighted and reactionary. Yet business 
schools do need to change.

I was reminded of this recently during 
a series of chats with three colleagues, 
Alison Reid, head of personal and applied 
learning at GIBS, as well as research 
associate at GIBS, Dr. Philip Maxton, 
and leadership expert, Professor Karl 

Hofmeyr. Each of these faculty members 
is featured in or contributed a topical and 
relevant article to this edition of Acumen. 
Rather than talking about products 
and courses, these articles intend to 
share value-focused thinking that helps 
companies navigate new leadership 
paradigms, remain centred amidst 
shifting global sands and find a balance 
between digital and human-centred 
solutions. It is impact-focused insights 
like these that go a long way to changing 
embedded mindsets that business schools 
are ‘behind the times’, ‘slow to respond’ 
and ‘out of touch’. But there is much more 
we can still do.

There are several ways business schools 
can respond to this confluence of 
criticism and opportunity, including:

• Carefully and cleverly redesigning 
flagship courses and MBAs to address 
current leadership and business needs 
to adequately equip students for the 
future.

• Acknowledging the role business plays 
in addressing social change, diversity 
and transformation, and environmental 
sustainability, and then bringing these 
issues into the classroom.

• Integrating more practical 
interventions to support theoretical 
knowledge, using individual coaching 
and group-based action learning, 
supports students as they bring their 
newfound knowledge to bear within 
their own companies.

• Being open to drawing on other 
disciplines, new thinking and cutting-
edge research – both from the 
developed and emerging worlds –to 
guard against a siloed approach to 
learning. Instead, the emphasis must be 
on dynamic, real-world impact.

• Broadening academic collaboration 
beyond the well-known northern 
hemisphere business schools to 
include fresh and dynamic voices 
from the emerging world, particularly 
Africa.

• Embracing educational technology 
through targeted investments and 
smart partnerships with EduTech 
players which are reshaping the higher 
education landscape.

Steps like these are already being 
rolled out by some – but not all – of the 
leading business schools in the world, 
from Europe to the United States and 
China. GIBS, too, is part of this welcome 
disruption, which is contributing to a 
more inclusive approach to business and 
management education.

The reasons for this push were clearly 
articulated by the outgoing dean of 
Oxford’s Saïd Business School, Peter 
Tufano, in a recent article about 
American business schools during the 
Second World War. He said, “Leaders of 
business schools and other educational 
institutions have enjoyed decades of 
stability. Today, we confront a set of 
systemic global challenges, including a 
pandemic, severe economic weakness, 
heightened inequality, racial injustice, 
and a climate emergency. Taken 
together, these challenges redefine the 
environment in which we operate – and 
offer us an opportunity to reimagine our 
organisations.”

If business schools around the world 
embrace this season of change with 
openness, humility, honesty and 
empathy, we can look forward to many 
more years of business school relevance 
in business and society. 

BY DR. MORRIS MTHOMBENI, INTERIM DEAN

Dr. Morris Mthombeni

Dean's Note

A Season of Change: 
Whither are Business Schools Bound?

https://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/recasting-business-school-ethics-education/
https://www.ft.com/content/6ee2314a-1529-4600-82f7-f421da51c376
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/business-history-review/article/abs/training-leaders-to-win-wars-and-forge-peace-lessons-from-history/6E5E497DAF85BD689C1B027B31F08717
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/business-history-review/article/abs/training-leaders-to-win-wars-and-forge-peace-lessons-from-history/6E5E497DAF85BD689C1B027B31F08717
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Our regular look at GIBS’ events and guests

Network

The University of Pretoria’s Gordon Institute of Business 
Science (GIBS) has moved up to 52nd place in the world, 
according to the Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) Executive MBA 
Ranking 2021. 

The rankings are open to business schools that have 
AACSB, AMBA, or EQUIS accreditation. The QS ranking 
methodology considers five metrics: Employer Reputation, 
Thought Leadership, Executive Profile, Career Outcomes, 
and Diversity.

Overall, GIBS scored 88.3 points out of 100 for Diversity, 
ranking among the top 4.5% globally. This is consistent 
with the recently confirmed B-BBEE Level 3 status for GIBS. 
In the Career Outcomes category, GIBS received an overall 
score of 87.7 out of 100, putting GIBS in the top 8.5% 
globally, further underscoring the value of a GIBS MBA.

Dr. Morris Mthombeni, interim dean of GIBS, said, “At 
GIBS, we strive to make businesses healthier, enabling 
them to not only survive tough times such as the world 
is currently experiencing, but also to thrive. This ethos 
is reflected in our MBA programme, which is one of the 
reasons it is well respected by students and employers 
alike.”

Today, GIBS has over 4,200 MBA alumni located around 
the globe, many of whom now successfully lead substantial 
businesses. The programme offers participants a deep, 
all-round understanding of business influenced by a global 
perspective and local understanding, and it also develops 
highly e ffective leaders. The GIBS MBA is particularly 
tailored to business in an African and dynamic global 
market context.

GIBS MBA 
Moves Up in 
QS Executive 
MBA Ranking 
2021

GIBS has taken advantage of the opportunity presented by a 
partnership with the Youth Employment Service (YES) to raise 
its B-BBEE status. The partnership has enabled GIBS to become a 
Level 3 B-BBEE contributor.

At the end of May 2021, the rating agency, Inforcomm, confirmed 
GIBS’ new status as a Level 3 contributor. Dr. Morris Mthombeni, 
GIBS interim dean: “This is a level above the minimum required 
by many corporates and is a fantastic outcome. This is not only a 
result of considerable effort to fulfil the rating requirements but 
also our substantial investment in the YES programme.”

“We are fully committed to the ethos of B-BBEE and will be 
looking to further improve our status in the years ahead, not only 
for the school’s benefit but for the benefit of our country as a 
whole,” he added.

A total of 25 YES candidates joined GIBS in December 2020 on 
a one-year fixed-term contract. The participants will be offered 
the opportunity to apply for and be granted a full bursary for the 
GIBS online Postgraduate Diploma for Business Administration 
(PDBA) programme upon completion of the year.

YES CEO, Tashmia Ismail-Saville, said: “GIBS forms part of a 
platform of businesses that understand they can make a bigger 
impact through collaboration.”

YES aims to create work experiences for youth at scale and has 
generated over R3.1 billion in youth salaries and more than 
55,000 quality work experiences to date. The not-for-profit 
organisation, which has no government funding, has been 
supported by over 1,505 businesses since its inception. Over 500 
businesses have already improved their B-BBEE levels through 
the programme.

GIBS Moves 
to Level 3 
B-BBEE

GIBS’ partnership with Youth 
Employment Service leads to 
enhanced B-BBEE rating

https://www.gibs.co.za/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.gibs.co.za/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.qs.com/rankings/
https://www.qs.com/rankings/
https://www.aacsb.edu/
https://www.associationofmbas.com/
https://www.efmdglobal.org/accreditations/business-schools/equis/
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The advancement of manufacturing in South Africa and on 
the continent has received a significant boost from four of 
South Africa’s leading manufacturers.

Listed groups Illovo Africa, Metair, TFG and vehicle 
manufacturer, Toyota SA Motors (TSAM), together pledged 
an investment of R18 million in the Toyota Wessels 
Institute for Manufacturing Studies (TWIMS). TWIMS, 
in an academic partnership with GIBS, is South Africa’s 
only manufacturing-focused business school and research 
institution.

The multi-year investment will fund the creation of four 
dedicated research chairs. Each chair will focus on a 
particular burning issue relating to the advancement of 
manufacturing on the continent.

“We hold that the only way for an economy to grow 
sustainably is through industrialisation. Unfortunately, 
South Africa has lagged the rest of the developing world in 
harnessing manufacturing for this purpose, and it is even 
more pronounced for the rest of the continent. We thank 
the corporate sponsors for their generous investment, 
which will go a long way towards addressing this issue,” 
says Dr. Johan van Zyl, TWIMS chairman.

TWIMS has identified four key areas for further research. 
They are African Trade and Industrialisation, Green 
Manufacturing, Future Manufacturing, and Lean 
Management. These areas will now be funded by Illovo 
Africa, Metair, TFG and TSAM, respectively.

“Our research shows that South Africa’s manufacturing 
sector has developed sub-optimally over the last two 
decades. In the 20 years to 2018, South Africa’s average 
value addition per capita through manufacturing was only 

Ismail-Saville explained that many young people continue to 
be excluded from the formal economy because of entrenched 
structural reasons, such as:
·         A lack of access to networks.
·         Spatial distance from employment opportunities.
·         Education that is still very much reserved for the elite.

“In addition, many young people have grown up in homes without 
working adult role models, and this contributes to a psychological 
trap where they feel excluded from the jobs market," she notes.” 
The YES programme offers one year of work experience to 
unemployed youth, changing this trajectory for many youngsters.

South Africa’s official unemployment rate increased to 32.6% 
in the first quarter of 2021, a record since the Quarterly Labour 
Force Survey (QLFS) was launched in 2008, according to 
Statistics South Africa (Stats SA).

The youth jobless rate based on the expanded definition, 
which includes discouraged job seekers, now stands at 74.7%. 
Only one in four school-leavers who are 24 or under have a 
job in South Africa.

Ismail-Saville: “The YES programme gives young people the 
opportunity to get into the workplace and begin to build 
networks. It also opens up channels into the first economy 
for other people in their households and communities. It 
takes one person from the community to open the door for 
others and change the whole energy of what is possible.”

Mthombeni said: “The pursuit of our improved rating has 
been a focus of the school for the first half of 2021. I would 
like to thank the team who worked on this initiative for their 
tireless efforts.”

0.5%, compared to 8% in Vietnam and 5.7% in India,” says 
Professor Justin  Barnes, executive director of TWIMS and an 
associate professor at GIBS.

“These numbers do not reflect the immense capacity for 
economic growth that lies dormant in South Africa and Africa. 
We urgently need to develop a passion for and commitment 
to manufacturing to unlock our economic growth and benefit 
from the rapid change in technology that we currently see 
around the world.”

TWIMS gets R18 Million Boost

Dr. Johan van Zyl Professor Justin Barnes

NEWSFLASH: 
It was with great sadness that, shortly before publication, 
we learnt of the death of Dr. Johan van Zyl, as a result of 
complications arising from Covid-19. GIBS extends deepest 
condolences to his wife and family. 
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All Things Laundry
The Covid-19 pandemic has had a devastating impact on 
many small businesses. As a result, some businesses have 
had to significantly downscale operations or, worse, shut 
down. Recognising the challenge facing small businesses, 
Hollard launched its Big Ads for Small Business campaign 
to boost the ‘little guy’ through sharing its advertisement 
space. Selected businesses would be afforded the chance 
to market their services on Hollard’s billboards, street 
poles, and digital platforms, including spots on radio and 
TV over six months.

Laundromat business, All Things Laundry, started by 
husband-and-wife team William and Kefilwe Mosola in 
January 2018, was one of the 12 small businesses chosen 
from almost 300 applications.

The laundromat provides small bulk laundry services for 
individuals and households. Their bulk laundry services 
for commercial businesses include linens for B&Bs, hotels 
and restaurants, PPE clothing, work uniforms and fabric 
for exhibition stalls. Same-day service turnaround, pick-
up and laundry delivery options are also available.

William Mosola, a creditors clerk at the GIBS Finance 
Department by day and a business owner after hours, is 
excited about the prospects that the Hollard campaign 
has for their business. “The advertising campaign is 
aimed at giving us entrepreneurs the space to advertise on 
platforms we would not necessarily afford. This has really 
given us the platform to have our brand reach the masses 
and, in turn, increase sales. This campaign could not have 
come at a better time. We are eternally grateful to Hollard 
for choosing our brand for this campaign,” he said.

The Covid-19 national lockdown led to the shutdown of 
one of their branches in Soweto and another in Alberton 
North, Gauteng, shrinking their staff from six to four 
full-time employees, who are currently operating two 
branches in Dobsonville, Soweto.

The business partners, who are also parents to twin 
toddlers, say running a business while being employed 
full-time elsewhere is tough. “It is extremely hard to 
balance a full-time job and to be an entrepreneur, but we 
have managed to train our staff to continue their daily 
activities without us being present. We work double shifts. 
After our full-time jobs, we allocate our time accordingly 
and share responsibilities according to our strengths 
and weaknesses. My wife, Kefilwe, is fully responsible for 
all the HR matters, and I am responsible for operational 
work and the day-to-day running of the business,” said 
Mosola.

The duo hopes to expand the business into other 
provinces.

From Global Crisis to a 
Better World

“I’m absolutely convinced that we are at a global 
inflection point in human history,” said Professor 
Ian Goldin, professor of globalisation and 
development at Oxford University and a former 
chief executive of the Development Bank of Southern 
Africa and an advisor to Nelson Mandela. He was 
in virtual conversation at GIBS with former finance 
minister, Trevor Manuel, to launch his new book 
in South Africa, Rescue: From Global Crisis to a 
Better World. Goldin’s premise is that the Covid-19 
pandemic has compressed into a year the trends that 
would otherwise have taken decades to emerge, and 
“by seizing this historic moment, we can turn the 
tide to shape our individual and collective destiny…
rescue humanity from catastrophe and create a 
better world.”

Rescue: From Global Crisis To A Better World by Ian Goldin, Sceptre 
R414.00 at Exclusive Books 

Just Published!
Distinguishers is the latest work from GIBS 
Professor Sandra Vandermerwe and co-
author, David Erixon. What is a Distinguisher? 
According to the authors, these are people, 
brands and businesses that win customers at 
speed, scale and lower costs, because they are 
in sync with the values and movements of our 
time.

They examine over 100 cases from all over 
the globe (including Amazon, Netflix, Slack, 
Sodastream, Shopify, Kickstarter, UberEats, 
Zoom and many more), revealing the recipe on 
how to become a Distinguisher.

Distinguishers is currently on promotion 
at Exclusive Books online only for R330 less 
15%, or in bookstores nationwide at full price.  

The All Things Laundry team

Professor Sandra Vandermerwe

Trevor Manuel

Professor Ian 
Goldin

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zKL2lleX5wQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zKL2lleX5wQ
http://www.capetalk.co.za/articles/409047/for-the-little-guy-hollard-shares-advertising-space-to-boost-small-businesses
http://www.exclusivebooks.co.za/
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Organisational Ambidexterity
Can All-round Leaders Save the World?

The concept of ambidexterity – of 
balancing disruption, innovation and 
change with stability and enhanced 
efficiency – is not unlike the age-old 
argument about the difference between 

management and leadership. Management 
is about efficiency, deadlines, timeframes 
and structures, while leadership is 
the broader, more creative art. But 
this need no longer be the case. This 

research highlights how an organisation’s 
leadership can simultaneously encourage 
the logic and creativity required for 
innovation while exploiting the functions 
necessary for efficiency. In other words, it 

BY KARL HOFMEYR AND LIEZL BELL, WITH CARA BOUWER

Dr. Strange, the Marvel comic superhero, can bend time, giving him the ability to act in the now, 
with an eye to the future. This skill makes him a formidable, ambidextrous leader. While we 
can’t all be Dr. Strange, new research sheds light on how to develop some of the capabilities 
that help us see around corners.

PROFESSOR KARL HOFMEYR
Karl Hofmeyr is a full-time professor at GIBS. Before joining the new business 
school in 1999, he worked for Anglo American Corporation in London and 
Hudson Bay Mining Company in Canada. He also worked for the Greatermans/
Checkers Group and the University of South Africa’s School of Business 
Leadership. He spent time with International Survey Research in Chicago and 
taught at the University of British Columbia in Canada as well as at the HEC 

School of Management in France. Between 2000 and 2009, Hofmeyr was the director of Custom 
Programmes at GIBS. Hofmeyr has published many articles on employment equity, management 
development and employee attitudes both nationally and internationally. He has consulted on 
employee engagement and employment equity to many South African organisations. His main 
areas of interest are employee engagement, human resource development and leadership.

LIEZL BELL
Liezl Bell recently completed her MBA 
at GIBS, during which she published 
this research on leadership and 
organisational ambidexterity. After 
15 years at Sasol, working across 
engineering and project management, 

she will shortly be moving over to gas technology expert, 
Air Liquide. Currently, she is a production manager at Sasol 
and manages nine Air Separation Units. In addition, Bell was 
involved in Sasol’s Women in Synfuels programme, a drive 
to enable diversity and inclusion.
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…it is possible to straddle both 
realities, just like Dr. Strange.

is possible to straddle both realities, just 
like Dr. Strange.

In the paper, we explore how leaders 
can use the ambidextrous continuum to 
understand the current organisational 
change logic at play and then fine-tune 
the approach based on the requirements 
of future strategy. In other words, you 
can both exploit and explore, be efficient 
and innovative, and stable and agile if you 
know where you sit on the continuum and 
where your business intends to go in the 
future.

Where is your business 
positioned?
When examining ambidexterity, the first 
point to consider is whether your business 
is positioned to deal with change and 
ambiguity. The ambidextrous nature of 
an organisation ultimately influences 
how it deals with change, the type of 
people it employs and whether the focus 
is on exploit (efficiency) or explore 
(innovation) activities.

Of the companies spoken to, those 
with an exploit function were likely 
to have centralised decision-making 
processes and structures, making them 
more complex and less easily changed. 
Leadership roles were more formal 
and integrated, and strategy had to be 
communicated clearly and throughout 
the organisation, thereby taking up 
more management time and energy. 
The smaller, more knowledge-based 
organisations were flatter in structure 
and easier to shift, with teams enjoying 
greater autonomy and empowerment.

While these mark two ends of the 
continuum, all companies have to deal 
with business impacts and external 
changes; they need to maintain processes 
and routines, enhance competitive 

advantage and navigate operational 
changes. Many of these functions bog 
leaders down as they strive to navigate 
operational challenges amid external 
change. Focus too much on the systems, 
and the market change might take you 
by surprise. Focus too much outside the 
business, and the perceived continuous 
requirement for change might hinder 
actual implementation and efficiencies. 
This is why the ability to switch 
between these two considerations, and 
also integrate them in stages, is a key 
leadership skill.

This human face of organisational 
ambidexterity was at the heart of the 
research, drawing attention to the 
capabilities required of leaders and 
underlining the importance of hiring the 
right people with the skills necessary 
to straddle operational and innovation 
requirements.

A practical aside
This research was conducted in a pre-
Covid world when international travel 
was undertaken at the drop of a hat, 
when people sat face-to-face in meetings, 
bumped into each other at office coffee 
shops, shared working spaces, and where 
managers and leaders had physical 
oversight of their employee’s behaviour 
and work output. Covid has, without 
a doubt, changed this dynamic and 
complicated matters for leaders.

After the initial flurry of activity to 
get people working from home and 
communicating effectively online, it 
became easier to fine-tune and coordinate 
communication with teams and 
individuals. But it also became clear that 
digital platforms accentuated personal 
differences and personality quirks, 
requiring managers to be even more in 
tune with their teams and their specific 

contributions to the team. This put the 
focus squarely on the ability of leaders 
to navigate change, on the one hand, 
while instituting processes that keep the 
organisation ticking over – even from a 
distance.

Last year, Harvard Kennedy School 
Professor Ricardo Hausmann penned an 
article entitled ‘Why Zoom Can’t Save the 
World’. The technology, the webcasts, 
and the ability to talk to thousands of 
employees through this technology 
were all well and good from a functional 
perspective, but when you need to be 
innovative, or when you need to run a big 
project, then, he argued, you inevitably 
need to be in the same room. The current 
shift towards digital communication fits 
in comfortably with a culture of efficiency 
(an exploit focus), but what about the 
explore part? Is innovation, as Hausmann 
argues, not well served by these online 
platforms because, by their very nature, 
they are not ambidextrous?

This brings us back to the dichotomy this 
research highlights so well: the efficiency 
vs innovation continuum, which goes 
hand in hand with exploit vs explore and 
stability vs agility considerations.

If anything, the events of the past year 
have highlighted how easy it is for 
organisations to fall back into the comfort 
of structure and routine while forgetting 
that the future is where the potential 
lies. If ever there was a time to equip 
your company with leaders who can 
simultaneously focus on both efficiency 
and innovation, it is now.

…it also became 
clear that digital 
platforms 
accentuated 
personal 
differences and 
personality 
quirks… 

https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/high-economic-cost-of-business-travel-shutdown-by-ricardo-hausmann-2020-08?barrier=accesspaylog
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/high-economic-cost-of-business-travel-shutdown-by-ricardo-hausmann-2020-08?barrier=accesspaylog
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Focus too much on the systems, and the 
market change might take you by surprise. 

What is organisational 
ambidexterity?
Ambidexterity is usually a term we associate with left or 
right-handedness. However, for a lucky few – about 1% of 
the global population – neither hand dominates, meaning 
these individuals can use both their left and right hand with 
equal adroitness. In business, the word is used to describe 
a leader or an organisation capable of excelling in both the 
efficiency stakes (processes and structures, for example) 
and the innovation game.

Stanford and Harvard professors Charles O’Reilly III 
and Michael Tushman describe this as exploiting versus 
exploring. In 2011, they defined ambidexterity as the ability 
to develop new products while still exploiting an existing 
market and building on current knowledge and capabilities 
while developing (or exploring) new knowledge and 
capabilities.

Like trying to use a pair of scissors with your less dominant 
hand, ambidexterity doesn’t always come easy if we 
favour a certain style of management or thinking, but the 
good news is that it can be taught and the skill acquired. 
Similarly, organisations can develop managers and leaders 
with the ability to balance present-day operational needs 
with future-focused innovative thinking.

O’Reilly and Tushman explored this duality in a 
2004 Harvard Business Review article entitled The 
Ambidextrous Organisation, in which they wrote, 
“When it came to launching breakthrough products and 
services, ambidextrous organisations were significantly 
more successful…more than 90% of the ambidextrous 
organisations achieved their goals.”

This is significant because research and literature on the 
subject tell us that both innovation and efficiency require 
specific cultures, organisational structures and processes, 
and leadership styles to succeed. The one requires internal 
stability, while the other needs external agility. Yet, like oil 
and water, they seem to have a natural aversion to one 
another unless you position leaders within the organisation 
who can keep agitating the mixture and adding in the right 
emulsifiers to create a stable blend. Get this right, and the 
magic happens.

About the research
GIBS alumna, Liezl Bell, and Professor Karl Hofmeyr’s 
paper, Enabling organisational ambidexterity: A 
leadership perspective , was born out of Bell’s 
well-received MBA research report, which inspired 
Hofmeyr to suggest a collaboration. Their paper 
appears in the South African Journal of Business 
Management and set out to explore how leaders 
managed a continuously changing environment 
while dealing with potential organisational 
hindrances, which stood in the way of developing an 
ambidextrous culture and business processes. The 
research aimed to produce a practical framework 
of change processes and capabilities required by 
leaders and insights on enabling these within an 
ambidextrous organisation.

Three research queries underpinned the study: 
understanding how organisations were currently 
structured to deal with change; how leaders managed 
structural shifts; and the capabilities leaders required 
to manage change with an ambidextrous approach.

Eleven respondents took part in the study, each on 
a middle management level or higher and who had 
a role to play in devising, enacting or influencing 
their company’s change processes. The final sample 
consisted of four female and seven male participants, 
all of whom took part in a semi-structured interview 
session.

The respondents were selected from four 
organisations that differed in size, culture 
(hierarchical and creative or collaborative), value 
drivers and structure. The two smaller companies 
were owner-managed, and the two larger 
organisations had recently undergone organisational 
changes in anticipation of market shifts.

Using a thematic analysis of the interviews, the 
researchers could draw out salient patterns and 
themes. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1525/cmr.2011.53.4.5
https://hbr.org/2004/04/the-ambidextrous-organization
https://hbr.org/2004/04/the-ambidextrous-organization
https://sajbm.org/index.php/sajbm/article/view/2268/1836
https://sajbm.org/index.php/sajbm/article/view/2268/1836
https://repository.up.ac.za/bitstream/handle/2263/74026/Bell_Leadership_2019.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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The research set out to create a practical leadership 
framework to help those at the coalface of an organisation 
better manage the interplay between future-focus 
and organisational efficiency without dampening the 
effectiveness of processes or the creative adaptation 
necessary for future relevance. Several noteworthy themes 
emerged from the research, including the following:

Understand macro-shifts and themes

How leaders understand the business environment is 
critical for appreciating the internal and external context 
of the company or industry in question, the specific risks 
and opportunities at play, the competitive environment and 
client requirements. Without tapping into macro-shifts and 
emerging themes, a leader is inevitably operating in a void.

Support strategic agility

An outward-looking appreciation of the world becomes 
even more potent when leaders are well versed in the 
company’s strategy and can take ownership of supporting 
strategic imperatives within their decision-making 
processes. Because of its ability to straddle processes and 
potentialities, ambidexterity has the potential to offer 
increased stakeholder value and performance advantages, 
but only if the strategy fits the organisational environment 
and resources are allocated to communicating and enacting 
strategy effectively.

Manage expectations

Stakeholder management came across strong as a crucial 
component of ambidextrous organisations. Leaders must 
understand the priorities of their own environment and 

those of others to prioritise work and support the overall 
business strategy. Proper stakeholder management, 
teamwork and collaboration can lead to increased 
innovation, improved performance and a more stable 
internal environment amid change.

Empower teams and individuals

If a leader is after results and has a firm end goal in sight, 
then empowering teams to get the job done and deliver 
results is critical. To get this right, leaders may have to shift 
resources around to make the best use of the skills at hand, 
but the key is never to revert to controlling and micro-
managing.

Help teams through change

Ambidextrous leaders help to support their teams as they 
deal with constant change. To do so, they must create a 
shared vision and ensure that people have the necessary 
resources, skills and tools to execute the work. Avenues to 
express concern must also be in place.

Stay open-minded

Other aspects that would enable the leader to manage 
structural changes include personality traits such as the 
ability to work amid uncertainly, to see opportunities in 
gaps, to take ownership of business strategy, to dream, to 
build multi-skilled teams, to harness the best in all team 
members, and to be open-minded. A leader’s personal skill 
set leans towards ambidexterity if they understand that 
exploring and exploiting resources requires a different 
approach, but both are grounded in respect and teamwork. 

Key capabilities of ambidextrous leaders
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Leadership for 
a New Era

BY DR. FRANCOIS LAURENS

The global economy is experiencing significant change. Social structures and belief systems are evolving. 
Leaders at all levels must grapple with this to ensure that their businesses remain relevant.

It has become vital for new-age leaders to gain a deeper 
understanding of the social dynamics and processes that 
influence economic activity. Moreover, business leaders are 
under renewed pressure to recognise and provide solutions 
to society that are not exclusively aimed at maximising their 
organisations’ profits. Firms are required to adopt shared-value 
strategies that produce inclusive long-term wealth creation 
solutions. To do so, leaders need to develop a broader, system-
level mindset that best serves longevity, taking into consideration 
the growing challenges that society faces, including climate 
change, inequality, unemployment and the different (often 
conflicting) expectations of a firm’s stakeholders. Below are some 
of the changes that leaders need to navigate.

Purpose-driven leadership
There has been a wide acceptance that capitalism in its current 
form is failing society and business, and there are growing calls 
for businesses to change. This structural change in the global 
economy is gaining momentum, especially since the US Business 
Roundtable – an association whose members are chief executive 
officers of the largest US firms – in  August 2019 committed 
to a new way of doing business. Referred to as purpose-driven 
leadership, this entails companies adopting a social purpose as 
a reason for their existence. This shared value approach further 
requires that firms focus on long-term value creation, in addition 
to the maximisation of short-term profitability. A key rationale 
for this new approach is that the well-being of businesses 
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DR. FRANCOIS LAURENS
Dr. Francois Laurens is a company board member and Adjunct Faculty at GIBS. He has 
wide experience in investment banking and asset management, having served in senior 
positions in the financial services sector in the UK and SA. He has worked in markets in 
Europe, the Middle East and Africa and prior to this, he practised as a corporate attorney.
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Notwithstanding the initiatives above, not all industries are 
making sufficient progress in dealing with climate risks. Many 
fossil fuel companies, which face existential risks, have been 
strategically planning to reinvent themselves yet have failed to 
do so due to the shareholder value maximisation trap, focusing 
on short-term profitability only. Other firms, such as Ørsted 
in Denmark, which reinvented itself between 2008 and 2018 
to become one of the world’s most sustainable green energy 
companies, have already successfully navigated the changing 
environment.

The Fourth Industrial Revolution
Technological disruption, particularly artificial intelligence, or 
AI, has a bigger impact than many business leaders realise. The 
biggest likely impact is and will continue to be the replacement 
of human employees and the reliance on machine learning. 
Already, traders in banks are being replaced by AI, investments 
are being managed by autonomous technology, and processes 
are left to smart systems to make decisions. Quantum computing 
will speed up this process. These have huge benefits and enable 
many new opportunities, such as the internet of things, complex 
system analysis tools, and consumer behavioural prediction 
and modification strategies. But it also brings risks for the 
unprepared. For example, AI decisions are often ‘black boxes’ in 
that humans do not know how they reached their decisions.

Diversity
Evidence is growing that firms that successfully embrace 
diversity significantly outperform homogenous ones over time, 
measured in profitability, innovation, decision-making, and 
employee engagement. And yet, many firms fail to harness the 
benefits of diversity. Others fall into the surrogation trap – 
when metrics become goals. Achieving diversity targets does 
not necessarily mean progress. Diversity should not become a 
box-ticking exercise. Successful firms truly empower leaders and 
employees with different opinions, skills and experiences.

Quo vadis?
The ability of companies to reap the benefits presented by the 
transformation of the global economy without neglecting the 
risks requires continued upskilling of leadership capabilities. In 
many cases, leadership structures may need to change radically. 
In addition, leaders will be required to adapt to leadership styles 
that enable development, upskilling and reskilling of employees 
affected by material changes. The ability of leaders to harness the 
power of diversity is reliant on the ability to accelerate inclusivity. 
Therefore, it is vital for companies to facilitate the development 
of their leadership’s skills and tools that accelerate greater 
inclusivity, equity and social justice.  

…leaders need to develop 
a broader, system-level 
mindset…

depends on the prosperity of society. A healthy and inclusive 
economy translates into healthy and sustainable companies. Put 
differently, making money at the expense of society will no longer 
be tolerated.

Many firms worldwide are following suit, and it is widely 
accepted that 2021 will be a year of transition. Stakeholder 
capitalism has come of age. A growing number of global 
investment firms (such as Blackrock – the world’s biggest fund 
manager, which manages approximately USD$10 trillion) have 
announced that they will, in future, use their significant influence 
to sanction firms in which they invest if they fail to repurpose. 
The increasing prominence of purpose-driven leadership has 
resulted in various regulators investigating the need to change 
governance structures to enforce this development, including the 
introduction of formal certification of firms that comply.

Sustainable business
Many firms face renewed pressure to embrace sustainable social, 
environmental and governance (ESG) business principles. In 
South Africa, there has been a similar change, and company 
boards have been under pressure to enforce these principles. 
Globally, regulators are introducing various climate regulations 
for business and climate risk weightings. These will not only 
affect investment in companies but also how firms do business 
(for example, who banks can lend to). The global umbrella body 
for market regulators seeks to harmonise ESG rules, which will 
dictate how businesses disclose sustainability risks.

The investment industry has already adopted a framework for 
the evaluation of firms’ climate change risk profiles. There are 
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…making money at the expense 
of society will no longer be 
tolerated.

several proposals to introduce new accounting rules which will 
require company profits to account for environmental impact. 
In addition, the World Economic Forum recently released a set 
of universal ESG metrics and disclosures to measure stakeholder 
capitalism that companies can report on, regardless of their 
industry or region. Since then, 120 members of the Forum’s 
International Business Council have indicated strong support for 
these metrics, with some firms expected to incorporate these into 
their reporting. It is expected that these measures may eventually 
become compulsory. A global agreement that would require all 
listed companies to disclose the climate change risks they face in 
a standardised way could be adopted at the COP26 conference in 
November.
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Leading 
Organisational 
Change: 

From 
Oracle to 
Facilitator

There is a range of emergent change methods, from open space 
technology to a world café approach, but the most popular is 
appreciative inquiry.

Open space technology is a method for running meetings or 
conferences which centres around an overall theme but then 
allows the conversation to flow naturally. World Café operates 
something like musical chairs with each table allocated a different 
topic of conversation.

BY DR. PHILIP MAXTON

There are two dominant approaches to organisational change. Planned change is built around the 
idea of heroic leaders directing operations and seeking to change behaviours, but it yields failure 
rates of up to 70% . A more transformational approach is emergent change, which puts changing what 
people think ahead of efforts to alter their behaviour. The latter is an unfolding approach, which asks 
leaders to trust in the process.

Appreciative inquiry is a positive questioning approach that seeks 
to draw participants out and involve them in a process of change. 
The new ideas which emerge from such an intervention are not 
pre-determined by leaders as part of a strategic plan. Instead, 
leaders facilitate the process rather than hanging onto control, 
making emergent change uncomfortable for some.

I should know, as MD of New Concept Mining, a mine support 
technology firm, I participated in two appreciative inquiries. The 
results were transformative for both the company and me.

DR. PHILIP MAXTON
Dr. Philip Maxton is a research associate at GIBS, where he undertakes qualitative research 
in organisational change and entrepreneurial leadership. Maxton, a GIBS alumnus, was 
awarded the 2016 Emerald/EFMD Outstanding Doctoral Research Award for his doctoral 
thesis. He is the founder and CEO of consultancy, Agilis Group, a director at digital 
strategy firm, Anora Technologies, and a former executive chairman and MD of New 
Concept Mining, a company focused on delivering mine support technology.

http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/29866/1/__libfile_REPOSITORY_Content_Garcia-Lorenzo%2C%20L_Between%20planned_Garcia-Lorenzo_Between%20planned_2014.pdf
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/29866/1/__libfile_REPOSITORY_Content_Garcia-Lorenzo%2C%20L_Between%20planned_Garcia-Lorenzo_Between%20planned_2014.pdf
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An appreciative inquiry like this is very much a bottom-up 
process. It’s not about telling employees what to do, so the 
mindset shifts are deeper and the solutions suggested are wide-
ranging and diverse. This has everything to do with the multi-
level nature of the process, which helps break down natural 
barriers in an organisation and get people sharing and talking. 
This multi-level nature and self-driven approach is extremely 
powerful as it enables ideas to rise into the organisation, rather 
than the other way around. This, unsurprisingly, gets participants 
keyed up and motivated, far more so than if your initial question 
focused on negatives.

But it’s not all smooth sailing from here – having fostered trust 
during the process, leaders must be prepared to commit to seeing 
the intervention through to the end.

The all-important action steps
One of the key individuals behind this positive type of 
intervention is Dr. David Cooperrider, whom I was lucky enough 
to see in action during an appreciative inquiry for a large 
company in the United States.

Together with organisational behaviour expert, Suresh 
Srivastva, Cooperrider penned a seminal article in 1987 entitled 
Appreciative Inquiry in Organizational Life, which formed the 
foundation of this approach. Cooperrider consulted extensively 
to business, including this very transparent appreciative inquiry 
which I attended along with about 250 other participants. 
Involved in the process were the company’s employees and its 
customers, suppliers, and shareholders, which was very brave 
indeed. The company in question was Clarke, a provider of 
industrial-scale mosquito control products and services.

This intervention comprised more than 30 tables of people, all 
chomping at the bit to share their ideas. Because of the sheer 
numbers, Cooperrider limited the tables that could present to 
three, and people were standing on their tables, holding their flip 
charts aloft, to get a chance to speak. The energy was palpable.

A reason for this inspired response lay in the outcome of a 
previous appreciative inquiry during which the idea was mooted 
to build a new research lab that could be combined with the 
administration office. Based on that input, the owner of this 
family-run company invested in a new combined office and 
laboratory, which was designed pretty much to his employees’ 
specifications. As a result, people came into the second 
intervention with tremendous faith in the process.

The employees arrived at 
this conclusion themselves, 
and it shifted their view of 
the process.

Change Initiator

Top Management
(assumed to be change agents)

All Participant Ideas/Projects
(social movement)

Top-down

Bottom-up

Mini case study: New Concept Mining
In 2015 we decided to institute an appreciative inquiry when 
our ‘world-class manufacturing’ initiative ended up being a 
set of graphs stuck on the factory wall rather than an engaging 
production process. After three years, the system, which had 
been proposed to us by a consultant and executed based on that 
input, wasn’t being used effectively by our factory workers and 
managers. They simply weren’t invested in the process. So we 
assembled 20 people and broached the subject using appreciative 
questioning. In other words, we asked for a positive association 
while still leaving room for criticism.

Going around the table, the first few answers were vague and 
stock-standard. However, the third or fourth person commented 
that since the process had begun, it hadn’t been necessary to 
employ a foreman from outside the company because they’d been 
promoted from within. This specific people development angle 
was noteworthy and, I freely admit, would not have occurred to 
me. The employees arrived at this conclusion themselves, and it 
shifted their view of the process. The intervention did more to 
change mindsets than would have been achieved if our leadership 
team tried to force behaviour change. And that built credibility.

A bottom-up approach in a top-down 
management environment

Source: Grant Jacobs and Philip Maxton, New Concept Mining (2015)

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265225217_Appreciative_Inquiry_in_Organizational_Life
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265225217_Appreciative_Inquiry_in_Organizational_Life
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What can go wrong?
Not all appreciative inquiries lead to this sort of enthusiasm 
and success, usually because top management doesn’t fully 
commit to rolling out the strategies and outcomes, thereby 
diminishing confidence in the process. For this multi-
level and collaborative approach to work, it really needs 
the owner or the top manager to follow through. Without 
participative management, it is unlikely that decisions will be 
implemented.

It takes a brave leader to be led by their troops. It also 
requires a different outlook – a different type of leadership 
mindset – to facilitate the process.

While leadership is fundamentally about change, most leaders 
cling to the idea that they alone are the oracle. The leadership 
mindset required for effective emergent change doesn’t work 
this way; it acknowledges that the situation is too complex for 
one person or top leadership team to tackle and that input is 
required from across the organisation.

The good news is that once leaders are open to change 
and listen to different perspectives, both small and 
large institutions can use an emergent change approach. 
Cooperrider, for instance, ran an appreciative intervention for 
the United Nations, and large church groups and education 
departments have also successfully deployed this approach. 
So, while it may be more natural for smaller, more flexible 
companies to go through this sort of process, it probably 
has more impact and value for bigger companies with more 
complex and traditional operating structures.

What happened at New Concept 
Mining?
With that in mind, let’s return to our mini case study. We 
established a panel that comprised four senior people, 
including myself, and we made ourselves available to the 
intervention teams should they wish to present ideas. This 
process went on for a few years after the appreciative inquiry. 
The panel was deliberate in supporting as many of the ideas 
raised as possible to drive a broader culture change. As a 
result, ideas that were not necessarily the current priority for 
top management, such as buying a 3D printer for the research 
and development team, were agreed to. This showed intention 
on the part of leadership. It showed teams were being listened 
to and plans executed, which ultimately helped shift the 
company from its autocratic roots into an organisation with a 
more empowering and collaborative culture.

That’s what happens when organisational change 
interventions stop telling people what to do or how to change 
their behaviour and, instead, encourage everyone – including 
the MD – to sit down with colleagues to share and learn and, 
in the process, to shift mindsets on all sides.

Discovery
(Appreciating)
Inquire, learn 

about, and 
appreciate the 
best of what is

Destiny
(What will be)

Transforms the 
organisational culture 
into an appreciative 
learning culture and 
the cycle continues

Design
(Co-constructing)

Social process: 
How can it be

Dream
(Envisioning)
Imagine what 

might be

How to conduct an 
appreciative inquiry
1. Start by outlining a topic based on issues that are 

coming up in the business.

2. Participants, including leaders, should then pair 
off with a colleague they don’t know well to talk 
through their answer to the affirmative question. An 
affirmative question is designed to initiate a positive 
response, such as asking: what do you value the most 
about how we work as a team?

3. These pairs then come together in the bigger 
intervention group to discuss the themes that 
emerged from these one-on-one discussions.

4. Once you have a list of themes, participants can 
select what they would like to work on. It should be 
something they are motivated about, which doesn’t 
have to be tied to their role or area of expertise. You 
might find an HR person with a passion for IT, for 
example.

5. Participants split into teams to work together to 
formulate projects to put these strategies into effect.

Source: Grant Jacobs 
and Philip Maxton, New 
Concept Mining (2015))
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…most leaders cling 
to the idea that they 
alone are the oracle… 

1. Planned change, a diagnostic, top-down 
approach, still has a place in a leader’s tool 
kit, particularly when dealing with less 
complex, technical problems where cause 
and effect relationships are identifiable.

2. In complex environments where cause-
effect relationships are not well understood, 
an emergent approach has been proven to 
be more effective.

3. The role of the leader in an emergent 
change process is to facilitate the process 
rather than determine the strategic content.

4. As part of the broader emergent change 
approach to organisational change, 
appreciative inquiry is a collaborative 
intervention that requires leaders to 
commit to the process and support shared 
outcomes. 

Four key takeaways

Five steps to emergent change
Emergent change is often termed dialogic 
organisation development. It is an approach 
that focuses on helping embed change in an 
organisation by seeking out input from multiple 
voices. Broadly speaking, there are five steps to 
achieving emergent change:
1. Frame adaptive challenges. This is where the 

leader comes up with a general concern, perhaps 
a loss of market share. As a result, the leader 
might frame an adaptive challenge asking, “When 
did we really have satisfied customers?”. This 
broad question is the starting point.

2. Encourage new ideas that challenge the status 
quo. Having identified the adaptive challenge, 
the CEO might organise an invention or start 
informally talking to people and listening to their 
ideas.

3. Enrich networks so people with similar ideas can 
support each other. Once themes start to emerge, 
the next step is to group people interested in 
those themes to take them further and build off 
one another. The aim is for them to self-initiative 
action plans.

4. Nurture and allocate resources to initiatives 
that show promise. The leader will assess which 
interventions are making a difference and then 
allocate resources to some initiatives to nurture 
those with promise and scale-up others that are 
working.

5. Scale-up and embed worthwhile initiatives. 
Finally, it’s about the leader guiding the process 
and letting the ideas bubble up. Yes, the CEO 
will ultimately still hold power and the purse 
strings, but if this is done genuinely, the leader 
can create a motivating situation that encourages 
participation.

It takes a brave leader to 
be led by their troops.
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According to the World Health Organization (WHO), poor mental health has been on the rise in 
the 21st century. Even prior to Covid-19, mental health was stigmatised in society, including in 
the workplace. Wellness programmes can play a significant role in promoting employee mental 
health and well-being while achieving organisational outcomes.

BY DR. FRANK MAGWEGWE AND FARZANA SADER, WITH BUHLE NDWENI

Mental Health is an 
Increasing Global Epidemic 
in the Workplace

How South Africa compares to global 
trends
Stress is a major contributor to depression and anxiety in South 
Africa, even prior to the pandemic. According to the 2019 
Bloomberg Business Survey, out of 74 countries, South African 
employees were the second most stressed in the world, behind 
Nigeria. The WHO and the South African Depression and Anxiety 
Group (SADAG) estimate that high levels of depression and 
anxiety in the workplace are undiagnosed because of stigma, 
reluctance to seek help and poor knowledge on mental health.

Data for South Africa from ICAS for the period 2018 to 2020 
highlights the need for more advocacy for mental health in 
organisations. Stress, depression, anxiety disorders and other 
mental health conditions are a major cause of sickness and 
absence from work. Their relatively low rank among the top 20 
most frequently presented issues in Figure 1 suggests that mental 
health beliefs and attitudes potentially discourage employees 
from seeking assistance. Naturally, one must enquire about the 
multiple contexts that have the potential to destigmatise help-
seeking for mental health conditions, including the workplace, 
local communities and the education system. It is important for 
organisations to examine how the provision of mental health 
workplace benefits may be better supported through broader 
efforts that encourage disclosure and seeking help. 

General stress, anxiety disorders, and work/life balance were 
among the top issues for employees seeking help through ICAS 
services.

Since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, research on mental 
health across the globe suggests high rates of anxiety, depression, 
post-traumatic stress disorder and general psychological 
distress driven by job losses, financial worries, workplace stress, 
disruptions to work and education, loneliness, loss of loved ones 
and fear of Covid-19 infection.

The WHO has identified stress as the epidemic of this century and 
a contributor to poor mental health. The primary source? The 
workplace. According to the United Nations, before the Covid-19 
pandemic, anxiety, depression, and other mental health conditions 
accounted for about 13% of the global burden of disease and 
cost the global economy over US$1 trillion per year, noted as the 
"greatest causes of misery in our world". The WHO estimates 
that anxiety disorders affect 275 million people worldwide, while 
depression affects 264 million people. Research indicates that 
in South Africa, depression affects 1 in 4 employees, and 8 in 10 
employees will continue working despite depression. Absenteeism 
due to depression costs the economy nearly R30 billion per year, 
and R200 billion is lost annually due to employees with depression 
reporting for work whilst unwell (presenteeism)1.

Global trends
Data from ICAS Southern Africa, a leading provider of mental 
health and employee wellness services, shows that stress, a 
perception of inadequate resources to cope with environmental 
demands at work or home or in life in general, anxiety disorders 
and depression were consistently among the top issues for 
employees who sought help through ICAS services during 2019 and 
2020. As expected, during 2020, Covid-19 concerns were also a 
major issue. 

DR. FRANK MAGWEGWE
Dr. Frank Magwegwe is a lecturer at the Gordon Institute 
of Business of the University of Pretoria. He is also the 
founder and principal scientist at Thrive Financial Wellness, 
a financial education and wellness solutions provider. His 
research interests include individual and team resilience, 
employee well-being and consumer financial well-being.

FARZANA SADER
Farzana Sader is the director of business intelligence 
and consulting at ICAS World. She has over 15 
years of experience in employee well-being with 
a particular interest in the practical application of 
research and organisational knowledge towards the 
transformation of employee wellness conditions. 

1 Evans-Lacko, S., & Knapp, M. (2016). Global patterns of workplace productivity for people with depression: absenteeism and 
presenteeism costs across eight diverse countries. Social psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 51(11), 1525-1537.

https://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/EB148/B148_20-en.pdf
https://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/EB148/B148_20-en.pdf
https://d.docs.live.net/636b1b1c280e2baf/Documents/OH%20MY%20WORD/CONTACT%20MEDIA/Acumen/Acumen%2037/Mental%20health/news.un.org/en/story/2020/05/1063882 
https://d.docs.live.net/636b1b1c280e2baf/Documents/OH%20MY%20WORD/CONTACT%20MEDIA/Acumen/Acumen%2037/Mental%20health/news.un.org/en/story/2020/05/1063882 
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Mental issues relating to Covid-19
Covid-19 has been associated with higher rates of depression, 
anxiety and stress. The ICAS data reveals that the outbreak of 
the Covid-19 pandemic saw an initial decline in the utilisation 
of services during the first national lockdown. However, as 
lockdown levels eased, utilisation of services increased. From 
March to December 2020, employees accessed ICAS services 
primarily for issues related to Covid-19 symptoms, testing and 
tracking.

There was a 37% decline in the number of employee referrals to 
ICAS by either managers, human resource, or occupational health 
specialists in 2020 as compared to 2019. A key factor in ICAS 
referrals was absenteeism, which was treated as an indicator of 
something being possibly amiss with employees.

Working from home led to significantly reduced physical interactions 
at the office that often provide opportunities for managers to observe 
outward symptoms of depression, anxiety and other mental health 
conditions among employees and refer them for support.

Top 20 employee issues addressed by ICAS in South Africa, 2019 vs 2020

2019 2020

Employee Issues Addressed* Number Percentage of 
total cases** Number Percentage of 

total cases
General stress 37 294 33.0 32 529 28.8

COVID-19 advice & support 0 0 14 436 12.8

Partner/Spouse 16 671 14.8 13 302 11.8

Interpersonal conflict 16 394 14.5 13 456 11.9

Work/Life balance 10 883 9.6 9 051 8.0

Family members 10 869 9.6 9 577 8.5

Bereavement 9 004 8.0 8 402 7.4

Divorce/Separation 8 321 7.4 6 928 6.1

Information 8 057 7.1 14 351 12.7

Communication Skills 7 706 6.8 6 465 5.7

Service Enquiry 7 031 6.2 4 195 3.7

Absenteeism 5 976 5.3 ---- ----

Anxiety disorders 5 649 5.0 5 499 4.9

Parenting/Parental Guidance 5 597 5.0 3 828 3.4

Contact with positive COVID-19 case 0 0 5 053 4.5

COVID-19 confirmed cases 0 0 3 719 3.3

Self-actualisation 5 212 4.6 5 183 4.6

Depression 5 192 4.6 4 331 3.8

Self-esteem 5 165 4.6 3 873 3.4

Anger (management) 4 984 4.4 3 653 3.2

Infidelity 4 951 4.4 3 909 3.5

Relationship - work conflict 4 342 3.8 ---- ----

Child behavioural problems 4 339 3.8 ---- ----

*290,820 issues were addressed in 2019 against 263, 893 in 2020
**112,904 cases were presented in 2019 against 113,124 in 2020; ---- fell out of top 20

Figure 1. 

…some employees are subjected to feelings 
of guilt for taking their annual leave…
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…managers often find themselves 
struggling to balance implementing 
change with supporting employees…

Covid-19 issues addressed by 
ICAS South Africa

Employee Issues 
Addressed Number

Percentage 
of total 
cases*

General stress 2 189 10.1

Information 829 3.8

Medical information 693 3.2

Anxiety disorders 584 2.7

Bereavement 383 1.8

Work/Life balance 363 1.7

Family members 291 1.3

Interpersonal conflict 179 0.8

Partner/Spouse 145 0.7

Health & Lifestyle General 142 0.7

Self-actualisation 138 0.6

Chronic Illness/Condition 107 0.5

Communication Skills 99 0.5

Workload 87 0.4

Service Enquiry 81 0.4

Work discontent 79 0.4

Depression 74 0.3

Self-esteem 74 0.3

Management style 68 0.3

Divorce/Separation 61 0.3

*21,668 cases

Figure 2(a): Medical-related queries increased by more than 10 fold due to 
Covid-19-related medical issues such as general advice, close contact with 
confirmed case, testing, and self-quarantining.

Issues that increased 
during lockdown

Employee Issues 
Addressed 2020 2019 Increase

Retirement/Investing/
Savings 592 190 212.6%

Life Insurance 40 16 150.0%

Mortgages 401 192 108.9%

Information 12260 6402 91.5%

Legal referral 120 76 57.9%

Debt counselling/
sequestration 1023 731 39.9%

Pornography 83 61 36.1%

Vehicle Sourcing & 
Financing 100 76 31.6%

Workload 2555 2020 26.5%

Estate planning 1104 876 26.0%

Medical information 2042 1666 22.6%

Mental health issues 1529 1265 20.9%

Budget/Affordability 1863 1561 19.3%

Education (child & 
family care) 262 221 18.6%

Education (information 
&resources) 86 73 17.8%

Burnout 859 769 11.9%

Organisational Change 613 582 5.3%

Sexual abuse 422 407 3.7%

Anxiety disorders 4639 4515 2.7%

Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder 611 596 2.5%

Figure 2(b)
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…there is 
underinvestment in 
mental health by all 
spheres of society…

Workplace stress and anxiety
Granted, the workplace can be a stressful environment as 
organisational demands on employees such as workload and 
pressure to perform increase. Workplace stress and anxiety result 
from employee perceptions of their available resources such as 
autonomy, work relationships, and opportunities for growth as 
being inadequate to deal with increased organisational demands.

There may be a need for organisations to interrogate the parts 
of their culture that compromise employee mental health and 
overall well-being. For instance, some employees are subjected 
to feelings of guilt for taking their annual leave, although a legal 
employee entitlement. The company culture may also expect 
employees to be constantly available (take calls, respond to 
emails and WhatsApp or messaging on other digital platforms), 
even after working hours. These behaviours may have a negative 
impact on the mental health of employees. A lesson from the 
pandemic is the need for organisations to regularly examine their 
established ways of work to ensure that they do not contribute to 
poor mental health.

The negative impact of organisational 
change
Even before the Covid-19 pandemic, employees had to adapt to 
change as organisations adjusted or transformed their business 
models by adopting new technologies to remain competitive 
in the global marketplace. The pandemic has introduced more 

change for employees as organisations adopt hybrid workplaces 
that combine the remote/virtual office with the traditional office. 
During organisational change, managers often find themselves 
struggling to balance implementing change with supporting 
employees to manage the emotions associated with the change. 
Such emotions, if ignored, can exacerbate workplace anxiety and 
stress.

Utilisation of wellness programmes 
during the pandemic
The utilisation of ICAS services by employees for Covid-19 issues 
was about four times higher compared to financial issues. This 
highlights the urgency with which employees dealt with the 
perceived threats to their physical health by seeking help from 
professionals. This is in stark contrast to the financial health 
issues (over-indebtedness) that develop over a longer period 
and mental health issues that can burden the employee who still 
reports to work while the manager assumes he or she is fine. 

Annualised utilisation split between psychosocial and Covid-19 cases by month
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The data shows a drop in utilisation during the pandemic and 
an increase as lockdown levels eased. In general, ICAS data 
shows that South African employees have higher utilisation 
rates than their global counterparts. Levels of seeking help for 
major psychosocial issues such as mental and financial health are 
relatively low given their preponderance among employees in 
South Africa.

Mental health – post the pandemic
Despite the impact of mental health conditions on individuals, 
organisations, families and society across the globe, there 
is underinvestment in mental health by all spheres of society 
– private, civil, and government. Based on the effects of past 
pandemics on mental health such as the SARS global outbreak in 
2003, researchers predict that the mental health impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic will last much longer than the physical health 
impact. Therefore, employers need to invest more on the mental 
health of their employees through various wellness benefits.

In conclusion, one cannot help but ask what the personal 
and organisational barriers are that prevent more employees 
from seeking help for major psychosocial issues. Examining 
organisational culture and individual attitudes towards help-
seeking can give organisations some answers to this question.

The data raises some questions. Are employees coping effectively 
with major psychosocial issues including those related to the 
Covid-19 pandemic? Do employees know? Do employers know? 
It may be useful for organisations, in addition to assessing the 
mental health and overall well-being of their employees, to ask 
them what support they need and expect.

1. Physically “switch off” from work. Shut 
down or snooze all electronic devices after 
hours or, alternatively, dedicate a separate 
number for work-related communication via 
WhatsApp.

2. Have a dedicated workspace. Sitting behind 
a desk and chair in a quiet space, as you 
would at the office, is likely to increase 
productivity.

3. Schedule regular breaks in your work diary. 
When working from home, schedule time to 
take a walk around the block or go to the 
gym.

4. Adopt a pet or take up a sport. A furry 
friend and/or a sporting activity will force 
you to make time to get some fresh air 
and socialise (while adhering to social 
distancing protocols).

5. Find a support group. Join an online or 
social media group that is focused on a 
leisure activity or hobby that is of interest 
to you. 

Six tips for work and good 
mental health
1. Maintain healthy work and home boundaries

2. Maintain social connections

3. Prioritise eating well, sleep and physical 
fitness

4. Regularly switch off from technology

5. Ask for help

6. Manage stress

Source: SADAG

The five key things to keep 
you sane while working 
from home

https://unsdg.un.org/resources/policy-brief-covid-19-and-need-action-mental-health
https://www.sadag.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=3095:covid-19-helpful-tips-to-manage-your-stress-and-anxiety-during-this-time&catid=11&Itemid=101
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BY DR. NORMAN CHORN

Re-examining 
Personal 
Resilience

Is bouncing back enough?
I would like to question the usefulness of “bouncing back” as 
a definition of personal resilience. The ability to roll with the 
punches and get back after being knocked assumes that things 
will eventually return to normal and that you can continue as you 
were.

But we know that the world is changing, particularly after the 
arrival of the Covid-19. The challenges will continue to shift, and 
we’ll need new approaches to cope and thrive.

I’m reminded of Bob Dylan’s recording of “Slow Train Coming” 
from August 1979. While the recording signalled his conversion 
to Christianity, the lyrics signify a broader range of issues for 
me. Like a faraway train coming towards you at a slow pace, 
the present situation seems undisturbed and peaceful. But this 
is often a false sense of calm because once the train eventually 
arrives, all hell can break loose, and the peace and quiet are 
shattered.

I believe that many of us deal with the potential changes in our 
environment like a slow train coming. Because it travels at a slow 
rate and seems far away, the misconception is that we can adjust 
if and when things are disrupted. Unfortunately, this might be the 
very enemy of personal resilience – the belief that we can bounce 
back and adjust if and when the change occurs.

DR. NORMAN CHORN
Dr. Norman Chorn, an international member of faculty at GIBS, is a 
strategist and organisation development practitioner with the BrainLink 
Group. He uses principles of neuroscience to address the challenges 
of developing strategy in a complex and uncertain environment. 
His particular areas of focus are strategic thinking in conditions of 
uncertainty, scenario planning and organisation development.

Is it only the paranoid that survive?
Andy Grove, the founder of Intel, suggested in his book, Only 
the Paranoid Survive, that we need to be slightly paranoid 
to survive our ever-changing world. I don’t personally agree 
with this sentiment, but it is clear that we need to rethink our 
understanding of personal resilience.

We cannot simply look to absorb the shocks from our 
environment and then return to “normal” – we have to adjust to 
the shocks and learn from them so that we emerge stronger.

The notion of requisite variety suggests that if a complex system 
(that’s you!) wishes to survive, it should have the same amount 
of variety as the disruptions or disturbances in its external 
environment. Quite simply, this means that you need to have 
a repertoire of capabilities equal to the challenges presented 
by the environment in order to survive the shocks from this 
environment.

I, therefore, propose a new definition of personal resilience as 
‘The ability to understand and prepare for the range of challenges 
posed by the future’.

https://www.google.com/search?sxsrf=ALeKk00UHJUkyhhBG2pGkax_edfio4Nt2w:1605044464600&ei=8AirX8OTJOCZ4-EP-4q3yAc&q=slow+train+lyrics&oq=slow+train+coming&gs_lcp=CgZwc3ktYWIQARgAMgQIABBHMgQIABBHMgQIABBHMgQIABBHMgQIABBHMgQIABBHMgQIABBHMgQIABBHUJVSWJVSYMlgaABwAngAgAEAiAEAkgEAmAEAoAEBqgEHZ3dzLXdpesgBCMABAQ&sclient=psy-ab
https://johndabell.com/2018/11/25/the-law-of-requisite-variety/
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Anti-fragile is beyond 
robust or the traditional 
concepts of resilience. 

Personal resilience is like building your 
muscles
Building the strength of your muscles prepares them for more 
arduous and challenging tasks you may wish to address in the 
future. To build muscle strength, it is necessary to first damage 
the muscle fibres through physical exertion (exercise). However, 
the damaging of the muscle fibres is not what strengthens the 
muscle.

It is the process of healing and building new fibres that increase 
muscle strength and size. The new muscle is not the same as 
the pre-trained one. The process of damaging and repairing has 
strengthened it. The muscle now has the ability to deal with a 
greater range of challenges and exertion.

In the same way, it may be that the appropriate description for 
personal resilience is preparation for new challenges ahead, 
before you get knocked over. We know that we can’t reliably 
predict the future, but we can develop the personal capabilities to 
cope and thrive across a range of futures.

So, how can we build our personal resilience ‘muscles’? Three 
strategies are suggested.
Explore alternative futures: Use prospection to imagine 
yourself in different futures.
Develop elastic thinking: Explore different mental models in 
non-judgemental ways.
Practise an anti-fragile lifestyle: Live with fluidity and learn 
from randomness.

While the framework is similar to the one I propose for 
organisational resilience, the application is specific to individuals 
in their quest for personal resilience.

…you need to have a 
repertoire of capabilities 
equal to the challenges 
presented by the 
environment…  

Explore alternative futures
Prospection, or consciously thinking about the future, enhances 
our well-being, fosters compassion, and helps build productive 
relationships. This is because the same neural machinery used to 
remember the past is used in thinking about the future. And we 
know that the more we learn and experience, the better we are 
able to imagine the future.

However, something changes when we think about our future. 
Our future selves are strangers to us. The medial prefrontal 
cortex (MPFC) is involved in attaching personal and emotional 
information to our memory, so we remember past events in a 
very personal way. However, the further into the future you try 
to think of yourself, the more the MPFC powers down, and you 
become a stranger to yourself. So, you are generally unable to 
identify yourself in this future. It is for this reason that people 
struggle to make good choices today about events that might 
occur in the future, such as saving today to retire tomorrow.

One way to change this is to inject some emotion into your future 
thinking, so actively imagining that you are in this future and 
figuring out what you will do to cope. This is the basis of personal 
foresight, which gives you the ability to see the trend lines in your 
world, rather than just focusing on the headlines in the news.

SO, HOW CAN YOU DEVELOP THE FORESIGHT 
NECESSARY TO IMAGINE YOUR FUTURE?
• Recognise that there is always more than one future 

when you look ahead, particularly if uncertainty is part 
of the environment.

• Imagine yourself in these different futures. These are not 
simply things that could happen in the future; they are 
things that you may have to deal with in the future. Try to 
experience what it would be like in any of these futures.

• Do pre-mortems on your proposed plans or initiatives. 
Think of all the things that could go wrong with these 
plans and what you would do if these problems were to 
occur.

• Practise scenario thinking by using a few simple steps:
• Identify the major uncertainties in the future you are 

exploring.
• Develop a series of alternative futures if these 

uncertainties were to play out.
• Place yourself in each of these alternative futures and 

figure out what capabilities you would need to thrive 
in each of these different futures. These become 
some of the capabilities you can begin working on 
now.

https://johndabell.com/2018/11/25/the-law-of-requisite-variety/
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Develop elastic thinking
Elastic thinking – as determined by Mlodinow – is the ability 
of the brain to make (sometimes) random connections and 
associations without the direction of the brain’s executive 
function. In other words, without a specific focus on a task or 
analytical process.

Our understanding of complex systems suggests that this is the 
approach best suited to address complex or wicked problems 
or those that are unstructured and do not have ‘best practise’ 
solutions. In these situations, innovative and novel approaches 
are required, and this is where the brain explores its vast memory 
of ideas, experiences and learnings to find new associations.

Along with reward dependence, harm avoidance, and 
persistence, neophilia – the attraction and exploration of novelty 
– is considered one of the four basic instincts in humans. It is 
important to distinguish this thinking from ‘frozen thinking’ – 
the expert’s mindset that uses a fixed mental model (or process) 
to address challenges and solve problems.

A key enabler of elastic thinking is allowing the brain to be 
relaxed and restful (the brain’s default network). In essence, this 
means not being engaged and highly focused on an analytical task 
where you require logic and deductive thinking.

HOW DO YOU DEVELOP ELASTIC THINKING 
TO BUILD YOUR RESILIENCE MUSCLE?
• Adopt a ‘beginner’s mind’ by asking naive questions as if 

you have no knowledge or expertise in the subject.
• Introduce discord to your life by pursuing ideas, 

relationships, and experiences that challenge your views 
and beliefs.

• Seek a diversity of opinions for the questions you have.
• Generate lots of ideas without being bothered that many 

of them may not work.
• Limit the constant stimulus of screens and the continual 

distraction they present.
• Practise liminality, which is the gap that exists between 

a mental model you have discarded based on new 
evidence, and the next model you seek to adopt. This 
gap can be used to explore a range of alternatives before 
settling on a new approach.

• Relax when you notice yourself becoming overly 
analytical.

…the present situation 
seems undisturbed and 
peaceful. But this is often 
a false sense of calm. 

Practise an anti-fragile lifestyle
Nassim Nicholas Taleb’s concept of anti-fragile is the concept 
that sits behind all things that have endured and changed with 
time. Phenomena such as technological innovation, good cities, 
and bacterial resistance all display the properties of anti-fragility. 
Indeed, as Taleb points out, anti-fragility is the ingredient that 
distinguishes living things from the dead.

Anti-fragile is beyond robust or the traditional concepts of 
resilience. While these things break or get knocked over from a 
shock, anti-fragile systems learn from these disturbances and 
thrive through adaptation and innovation.

Important to note that randomness, volatility, and uncertainty 
are inherent characteristics of anti-fragile. And so, the goal of 
anti-fragility is to eliminate the fragility in things caused by 
disruption and external shocks. Thus, anti-fragility allows the 
building of things that can live and benefit from disruption. 
Concomitantly, we ‘fragilise’ a system if we attempt to suppress 
this randomness and volatility.

HOW DO YOU BUILD AN ANTI-FRAGILE 
LIFESTYLE?
• Build redundancies into your life by diversifying sources 

of income, having more than one client, and developing 
skills that can be used to sustain your lifestyle.

• Avoid long-term commitments where possible by renting 
(instead of buying) and adopt a minimalist lifestyle 
by not surrounding yourself with lots of unnecessary 
possessions.

• Follow simple rules that have stood the test of time. 
Eliminate those habits/rules that are bad for you instead 
of trying to find new ones that offer a ‘silver bullet’ 
solution.

• Don’t attempt to suppress randomness, but instead, 
deliberately inject short bursts of stress such as exercise, 
short cold showers, and trying new experiences. These 
build the muscle of resilience.

• Play a long game instead of simply trying to optimise 
your present lifestyle.

• Take advice only from those who have ‘skin in the game’.

Building your personal resilience
The process of building personal resilience is a continuous 
endeavour – an ongoing process of monitoring external 
conditions, exploring new ideas, and simplifying your life. There 
are many trade-offs to be made; it could mean that we have to 
trade off some of our comfortable and convenient practises for 
those that are more unnatural and uncomfortable.

We may have to spend more time in quiet reflection, relinquishing 
some of the control we are used to exercising, showing some 
vulnerability, and literally ‘steal time from comfort’ to explore 
new possibilities and develop new capabilities. In time, these 
behaviours may well become the norm, and we will find ourselves 
on the path to build our own personal resilience to deal with 
future shocks and disruptions. 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/apr/18/elastic-flexible-thinking-leonard-mlodinow
https://fs.blog/2014/04/antifragile-a-definition/
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The burgeoning local and 
international cannabis market 
holds great promise for South 
Africa, an already established 
producer, for medicinal use. 
Opportunities are plentiful, and 
entrepreneurs looking to invest 
in the sector need to consider 
ventures across the value chain 
beyond cultivation.

BY WENDY DU PLESSIS

The 
Cannabis 
Business 
Opportunity

As the local market begins to establish 
itself, efforts to beneficiate raw cannabis 
and hemp and create value-add through 
manufacturing are important to realise 
the sector’s true economic potential.

Sibusiso Xaba, CEO of African Cannabiz 
Advisor, told a webinar hosted by GIBS, 
the Cheeba Cannabis Academy and the 
Cannabis Organisation of the University of 
Pretoria: “South Africa is very enthusiastic 
about growing and cultivation, but we 
need to understand how we can formulate 
end products to meet certain needs, 

whether it be medicinal or wellness. We 
run the risk that we become very good 
growers while everything else in terms 
of intellectual property and processing 
happens in Europe and the United States.”

“Strategy and collaboration are so 
important if we want to have an industry 
that is competitive over a sustained period 
of time,” he said.  

Tebogo Tlhopane, the owner and CEO 
of complementary medicine business, 
Biomuti, explained: “We need to build 
an industry here at home and make sure 
we are manufacturing and exporting a 
finished product. If we don’t build this 
capability and capacity, beneficiation 
will be an afterthought, as it was with the 
development of our mining industry.”

The South African 
cannabis market 
- strengths and 
opportunities
The global legal cannabis market is 
expected to be worth US$103.9 billion by 

2024, driven mostly by the burgeoning 
international medicinal cannabis market, 
CEO of Cheeba Africa, Trenton Birch, 
explained. In Africa, the legal cannabis 
industry is estimated to be worth US$7.1 
billion annually by 2023.

According to Xaba, the South African 
government has given strong indications 
that “we want this to be a priority 
industry”. However, progress has 
been stalled by the lack of a legislative 
and regulatory framework, with 29 
medical cannabis licences issued from 
approximately 200 applications.

…South Africa’s 
low cost of 
production is a 
distinct competitive 
advantage… 
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The South Africa cannabis industry boasts 
several advantages, he explained:
• The country’s advanced infrastructure 

will enable the industry’s growth 
faster than any other country on the 
continent.

• With specialists in pharmaceuticals, 
agriculture, and engineering, the 
skilled and mature labour force means 
the industry is well-positioned for 
growth.

• Agricultural opportunities include 
large-scale hemp production and 
bespoke growing techniques of 
medicinal cannabis.

CEO of Silverleaf Investments, Pierre van 
der Hoven, said South Africa’s low cost 
of production is a distinct competitive 
advantage, as are the country’s existing 
trade ties with the European Union.

South Africa’s well-regarded cannabis 
brand and international reputation for 
quality strains, such as Durban Poison, 
are major advantages that need to be 
protected and capitalised on, Brett Hilton-
Barber, founder and publisher of Cannabiz 
Africa, said. “Africa has a story to tell, 
which is great for brand development,” he 
noted.

“Durban Poison is very well known 
globally, and we must protect the brand 
as it belongs to us,” Tlhopane said. He 
suggested a protected designation of 
origin be awarded to the variety, similar 
to that granted to products such as 
champagne, feta, Irish whiskey and 
rooibos tea.

Business opportunities 
across the value chain
Entrepreneurs wanting to invest in 
the cannabis industry should look 
beyond cultivation to the broader value 
chain where opportunities exist in 
infrastructure, ancillary services, hemp 
processing for paper and biofuel and 
retail, Tlhopane said.

Hilton-Barber said a multitude of 
investment opportunities lay in packaging 
and compliance. “We need more 

collaboration around African suppliers 
going into Europe and developing 
standard units for export. Packaging, 
compliance and safety will be very 
specialist and niche, but that is where the 
immediate opportunities are.”

Xaba said expertise is needed to support 
the growth of the cannabis industry.

• Skills are required to understand 
genetics and how these can be applied 
to growing processes and climate 
for the registration of intellectual 
property.

• Compliance is necessary around 
cultivation to enhance growing 
outputs and yields of operations.

• There is a significant need for labs 
and testing for medicinal cannabis 
– a deficit of high-quality testing 
of cannabis products in local 
laboratories means producers have 
to ship products to the Netherlands, 
putting South Africa at a disadvantage.

Foreign investment appetite into the 
African cannabis market has fluctuated 
over the past three years since Canada 
became the first country to legalise its 
recreational use in 2018. While most 
initial foreign direct investment went into 
cultivation, processing and laboratories 
in Lesotho, many foreign investors have 
since chosen to focus on their home 
markets of the US and Canada, which has 
resulted in a capital deficit in the industry, 
Xaba explained.

According to Hilton-Barber, barriers to 
entry for investors are exceptionally high 
in the absence of a proper regulatory 
framework “that is as inclusive of as many 
people as possible”.

He mentioned the recent deal between 
Distell and Remgro’s venture capital firm, 
Invenfin, to invest in cannabis wellness 
brand Rethink and its owner Releaf 
Pharmaceuticals. The deal will see Distell, 
Invenfin and Releaf work together on 
building a portfolio of cannabis-based 
brands across various product categories, 
including CBD oils, capsules, teas and 
skincare goods.

“Despite government’s good intentions, the 
cannabis reform spirit isn’t translating into 
economic opportunities, except for those 
with deep pockets and their eyes on the 
longer-term horizon. It is very frustrating 
for mid-level entrepreneurs without a 
proper legal framework to know where 
to invest their money. While cannabis has 
the potential to become a unifying positive 
post-Covid economic recovery vehicle, it 
could create a further divide and exacerbate 
inequality,” he said. 

Durban Poison is 
very well known 
globally… 



26  Gordon Institute of Business Science

Although the African continent has seen improvements across 
several metrics, as a collective, it is still lagging its global peers 
when it comes to the rate of improvement, Dr. Jakkie Cilliers, 
chairman and head of African Futures & Innovation at the 
Institute for Security Studies (ISS), said during a recent webinar 
dialogue.

‘Using long-term scenario forecasts to navigate Africa’s post-
crisis future’ was the theme of a two-day event hosted by the 
Gordon Institute of Business Science (GIBS) in partnership with 
the ISS. The event was underpinned by a discussion paper, Africa: 
From Potential to Prosperity, written by Cilliers and the ISS.

The discussion paper
For the ISS, the paper presents a summary of its multi-year 
project on the long-term future of Africa. It provides additional 
analysis to the data presented in the book  Africa First: Igniting 
a Growth Revolution and its update The Future of Africa: 
Challenges and Opportunities. The paper gives an overview of 

“What are we going to do 
differently to reach these 
development objectives?”

conclusions found when comparing the impact of 11 sectoral 
scenario results for 54 African countries in a combined scenario 
called Agenda 2063.

Agenda 2063 offers a 50-year blueprint for Africa’s self-
empowered transformation to an integrated, prosperous and 
peaceful continent. As the first 10-year implementation period 
draws to a close, the paper looks to forecast how Africa’s path 
could unfold over the next 20 years. The paper does not predict 
an outcome but rather offers different scenarios that Africa could 
likely take.

In Search 
of a Long-term 
Scenario for Africa

BY GAYE CROSSLEY

For at least a decade, ‘Africa Rising’ has been a hot topic of discussion. But in a world beset by a global 
pandemic, the challenges faced by fragile African economies have been exacerbated. The question now: 
what is Africa’s long-term trajectory?

http://afi.opencms.co.za/index.html
http://afi.opencms.co.za/index.html
https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/policybrief146.pdf
https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/policybrief146.pdf
https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/policybrief146.pdf
https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/policybrief146.pdf
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…ordinary citizens 
should be included and 
involved in the changes 
on the continent…

Using the International Futures forecasting platform 
from the University of Denver, researchers investigated 
11 key sectors impacting Africa’s ability to deliver on its 
Agenda 2063 vision. These are agriculture; demographics; 
education; external aid and investment; conflict and 
stability; governance; health; infrastructure; leapfrogging 
through technology (ICT and renewable energy); trade and 
the implementation of the African Continental Free Trade 
Area; and industrialisation (together with interventions on 
better welfare).

Talking about the issues
The webinar brought together several African experts 
to discuss the continent’s potential to transform itself 
by 2065. GIBS director of the Centre for Leadership 
and Dialogue (CL&D), Marius Oosthuizen, facilitated 
the dialogue, which was broken into two parts. Day one 
explored the current challenges facing the continent, while 
day two saw panellists grapple with how governments and 
policymakers could implement a long-term roadmap for 
growth and prosperity.

People sharing their insights included Dr. Cilliers; Dr. 
Ibrahim Mayaki, CEO of AUDA-NEPAD; Salah Hammad, 
African Union ambassador; Dr. Ayodele Odusola, UNDP 
resident representative for South Africa; Fatou Leigh, 
UNDP senior economist; Dr. Raymond Gilpin, UNDP chief 
economist and head of strategy at Analysis Regional Bureau 
for Africa; Max Alier, IMF resident representative for 
South Africa, United Nations Economic Commission for 
Africa (UNECA) Regional Integration and Trade Division; 
Arthur Minsat, Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), Head of the Africa Unit and 
senior economist; Dr. Donald Mmari, REPOA executive 
director; and Dr. Steven Gale, Bureau for Policy, Planning 
and Learning and USAID senior foresight advisor. Also in 
attendance were Stella Kwasi and Wesley Timm, the ISS 
researchers involved in compiling the paper.

Core insights
The purpose of the dialogue was to go beyond merely talking about 
Africa’s challenges. As such, an active call to action was evident 
throughout the two days.

GIBS’ founding dean and strategy expert, Professor Nick Binedell, 
set the tone by asking, “What are we going to do differently to 
reach these development objectives?”. He noted that Africa had to 
accelerate a more pragmatic development trajectory. Partnerships 
and participation, especially by women, would be crucial to Africa’s 
future.

To accelerate progress, Cilliers said Africa needed to advance 
evidence-based policymaking across the continent, saying, “Evidence 
policymaking avoids what otherwise becomes a wish list for Africa. 
Rather, it gets down to what is possible given the data.”

With this idea in mind, panellists raised the most critical issues they 
felt Africa was wrestling with. Although many issues were raised, a 
few key themes emerged.

AFRICA-LED DEVELOPMENT AND CITIZEN 
ENGAGEMENT
Development driven by African civil society was noted as vital. 
African Union Ambassador Salah Hammad stressed that ordinary 
citizens should be included and involved in the changes on the 
continent. “[It’s not about] the elite. We need to think about the 
majority of African citizens who have no power or internet. Get them 
involved in policy – policies that are made to be implemented,” he 
said.

GOOD GOVERNANCE
Good governance was a golden theme throughout the conference. 
It was stressed that more effort was needed to unpack instruments 
to ensure that policy worked to promote good governance, as both 
peace and stability were dependent on it. Part of good governance 
was the issue of effective policy. OECD Head of the Africa Unit, 
Arthur Minsat, said the continent needed to strengthen economic 
development. By way of illustration, he noted Africa’s tax collection 
capabilities compared to the rest of the world. “Africa’s tax-to-GDP 
is 16% compared to the OEDC, which is 34%. This is a very helpful 
comparison.”

CORRUPTION AND CURBING ILLICIT FINANCIAL 
OUTFLOWS
It was noted that the reduction of corruption would see an 
improvement in social outcomes for all citizens. As such, corruption 
and illicit outflows of capital were also raised by many other 
speakers. Resident representative of the UNDP, Dr. Ayodele Odusola, 
stressed the need to curb illicit outflows and build solid tax and fiscal 
policy management protocols. “Africa is like someone who is sitting 
on the bullion chair but is poor and penniless,” he said.

A YOUTHFUL POPULATION
Nearly two-thirds of Africa’s population is younger than 35. Panellists 
called for this majority to be involved in policymaking since engaging 
meaningfully with them was critical to the continent’s future. 
Policymakers need to consider the youth as an asset, which meant 
viewing their wellbeing as critical to peace and security on the 
continent.

“We have nice policies, 
but at the end of 
the day, nothing is 
happening.” 
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EDUCATION, LABOUR AND JOBS
Given Africa’s fast-growing population, coupled with the need to 
create jobs, there was a call to ensure a more productive labour 
market. It was noted that since workers would be the people 
sustaining the long-term agenda of the continent, educating this 
workforce should be a critical focus area if Africa intended to ensure 
high-quality labour. “Going back to basics, we need to think critically 
on factors of production, labour, capital and productivity,” UNECA’s 
Stephen Karingi said.

THE PRIVATE SECTOR, VALUE-CHAIN 
DEVELOPMENT, AND INTEGRATION
It was agreed that investment into the continent was critical and 
that the private sector should be developed to help address issues 
of unemployment and inequality. There was also a call to speed up 
continental integration. African-led development and integration will 
help continental economies grow and finance themselves. Odusola 
noted that Africa needs to be self-sustaining to be fully autonomous.

AGRICULTURE
Not only is agriculture critical for food security, but it is an important 
sector when it comes to the upliftment of people and job creation. 
ISS researcher, Stella Kwasi, noted that even if agriculture does not 
have the intended labour creation, a green revolution will create 
jobs downstream in areas such as agro-processing. While it was 
acknowledged that agriculture was undervalued and “unsexy”, paying 
attention to farming was essential if the continent hoped to ensure 
food security for its fast-growing population. Small-scale farmers and 
women were deserving of specific attention and should be regarded 
as a fundamental building block.

LEAPFROGGING
A general view supported another repetitive theme that Africa could 
make great strides through leapfrogging. Kwasi noted that how Africa 
dealt with leapfrogging had the potential to draw Africans into the 
formal sector and formal employment, which was important for 
economic growth, tax revenues and the rollout of new innovative 
technological solutions.

RENEWABLE ENERGY
Odusola said Africa was not making use of its natural resources. For 
example, while Africa accounts for 48% of the world’s irradiance, 
it has less than 1% of the world’s solar installations, he said, adding 
that sun, wind and hydrogen should all be maximised in Africa. 
Again, it was agreed that public-private partnerships were critical for 
energy security across all areas of the continent. While it was agreed 
that African governments needed to address critical energy and 
power shortages, it was also noted that improving energy efficiency 
should fall to the private sector.

At the end of the event, what was universally agreed was that tangible 
action was needed. United Nations resident representative, Dr. Mady 
Biaye, summed it up well when he said, “The process should not be 
static, but dynamic and inclusive. We have nice policies, but at the 
end of the day, nothing is happening.” So, the call was for greater 
cohesion between government and business and for Africa to build 
its capacity to create an accommodating environment for economic 
growth, peace and stability.

THOUGHT-PROVOKING 
TAKEAWAYS
The discussion over the two-day event was 
robust, and amidst the discussions, a few 
thought-provoking takeaways emerged.

DEMOCRACIES UNDER THREAT: 
It was noted that Africa’s democracies are 
backsliding. Fragile democracies will see 
any development goals pushed onto the 
backburner.  

CITIES AHEAD OF COUNTRIES: 
When it comes to infrastructure development, 
cities should take precedence over countries, 
as this is where the bulk of Africa’s populations 
will live, and cities are key to economic growth 
and stability.

POPULATION GROWTH – A DOUBLE-
EDGED SWORD: 
A controversial topic was that of population 
growth. While many see the youth population 
as an asset, others saw the continent’s 
ballooning population rates as a threat to 
security. Debate raged on whether fertility 
rates should be reduced or whether a large 
population should be embraced.

GENDER EQUALITY: 
Experts agreed that it was critical to open 
opportunities for women and girls to become 
active participants in economies. Gender 
equality linked strongly to the population 
debate.

DISCOURSE VS REALITY: 
There must be an understanding that what 
happens on the ground is often a vastly 
different reality to what is being tabled in the 
dialogues. Experts and academics need a better 
understanding of Africa’s grassroots issues. 
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BY BUHLE NDWENI

The agile nature of the Fortune 500 American conglomerate, General Electric (GE), drives the 
success of its operations within the aviation, healthcare, power and renewable energy industries. 
Interim dean of GIBS, Dr. Morris Mthombeni, sat down at a recent GIBS Flash Forum with the CEO 
of GE southern Africa, Nyimpini Mabunda, a year into his new role and discussed GE’s response 
to the pandemic, as well as the company’s regional strategy.

The healthcare division is composed 
of healthcare systems, pharmaceutical 
diagnostics and BioPharma. In its 2020 
annual report, GE said it had quadrupled 
its ventilator production and increased 
the output of critical medical equipment 
for the diagnosis and treatment of 
Covid-19.

Some of the healthcare responses during 
the pandemic included x-ray, anaesthesia, 
and point-of-care ultrasound products, as 
well as the launch of digital solutions that 
assist with virtual healthcare delivery to 
patients, added the report.

The group says that its aviation division 
produced and serviced engines and 
components for military and cargo 
aircraft that made daily trips worldwide, 
assisting Covid-19 response efforts.

The power and renewable energy 
divisions supported electricity 
generation for critical hospitals and 
healthcare facilities, including homes and 
businesses.

the fight against the Covid-19 pandemic 
because we make ventilators, we make 
patient monitors [and] we make imaging 
equipment,” said Mabunda.

The local GE team used its expertise 
in collaboration with South African 
state-owned aerospace and military 
technology conglomerate, Denel, in the 
local manufacture of PPE and ventilators. 
Denel had the technology and some 
manufacturing capabilities and was 
already producing related products, 
said Mabunda, which made for an ideal 
partnership with GE in the fight against 
Covid-19.

GE’s global response to 
the pandemic
GE has a footprint that extends beyond 
the US into Europe, Asia, the Americas, 
and the Middle East and Africa. The 
multinational ensured its four business 
divisions – aviation, healthcare, power 
and renewable energy – aligned with its 
Covid-19 response efforts.

Appointed to lead the multinational’s 
operations in southern Africa two months 
into the emergence of Covid-19, Mabunda 
hit the ground running and took the 
uncertainties that came with the pandemic 
in his stride. In the first few months of the 
pandemic, there was a critical shortage 
of personal protective equipment (PPE) 
and ventilators worldwide. Ventilators are 
life-saving medical devices used in the final 
attempt to treat Covid-19 patients with 
severe acute respiratory distress. Most 
of the world’s PPE and ventilators were 
manufactured in and imported from China.

South Africa had to make contingency 
plans to deal with the moving target that 
was Covid-19. Local innovative solutions 
for the manufacture of PPE and ventilators 
were needed to respond rapidly to the 
virus.

“Everybody knows that there was a 
worldwide shortage of ventilators in the 
pandemic, and we had to be creative and 
localise and work with what we had to 
fight the pandemic. We are in the business 
of saving lives […]. We are involved in 

Agility in Times 
of Uncertainty

Nyimpini Mabunda
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enterprises, particularly in the energy 
space, that have been created and grown 
through the GE supply base,” he said, 
adding that GE was always looking for 
opportunities to localise sustainable 
markets, but this required a good 
customer base, efficiency, and scale.

“There have been mistakes, and we engage 
all the time with the Department of 
Trade and Industry around the Industrial 
Development Zones and the incentives. 
[A case in point is] when you talk about 
black industrialists where factories have 
been built in a big hurry, and they’ve really 
become obsolete because there hasn’t 
been sustainable demand,” he noted.

Mabunda said the Africa Continental 
Free Trade Area that became effective in 
January 2021 was encouraging in that it 
would likely raise more opportunities to 
further localise and scale the market on 
the continent.

“If there is a tariff-enabling environment 
for trade within Africa, the proximity, 
for example, in my region in southern 
Africa where you could set-up local 
manufacturing facilities in South 
Africa and then transport by road into 
neighbouring countries, then it starts 
to make sense because then it’s not 
just South Africa that is doing energy 
transition, it’s all of the markets,” he said.

Driving Black Economic 
Empowerment (BEE)
GE has been involved in huge projects 
that include the construction of Eskom’s 
Kusile and Medupi power stations and 
the manufacture of locomotives for the 
Gibela Rail Transport Consortium for 
South Africa’s integrated freight transport 
company, Transnet.

The South African government requires 
GE to build local industries by localising 
30-40% of its ventures, something 
Mabunda said the conglomerate had 
embraced. He emphasised that the 
company currently had three business 
entities in South Africa, each with a 25% 
shareholding. He added that each of the 

Opening local markets
Posing a question on behalf of an audience 
member who raised concerns about 
multinationals in the region barely 
developing local industries in which they 
operate, Mthombeni asked Mabunda 
how GE supported skills development 
and manufacturing capabilities on the 
continent.

“We could not have been in South 
Africa for over 120 years and not 
localised,” responded Mabunda. Part 
of that localisation includes enterprise 
development. “There are many, many 

“We could not 
have been in 
South Africa for 
over 120 years and 
not localised…” 

“…I like to break 
records in how we 
execute…” 

local GE entities holds a level one, level two 
and level four BEE status, respectively.

“We’re not just doing it for BEE and 
government’s sake,” he said, “We’re doing 
it for sustainability because we’re an 
industrial business. A lot of our equipment 
has got a 20-year plus shelf-life, or life. 
So, you need to have local people who 
are trained to maintain and service the 
equipment. That’s what you do with 
sustainability,” said Mabunda.

Leadership during the 
pandemic
Mabunda said the pandemic taught many 
leaders – himself included – to unlearn 
and challenge previously held hard beliefs 
and conventional ways of doing business. 
“I’ve learned to be more patient. I am the 
kind of person that wants things to happen. 
And the team knows…[it’s] survival of the 
fittest – pace is important in delivery. And 
I like to break records in how we execute,” 
he added.

But the uncertainties that came with the 
pandemic also taught him to be more 
tolerant of mistakes and appreciate that 
not everything will work as intended and 
that attaining the desired results would 
require some flexibility on his part as a 
leader.

“And I think, lastly, what I really have 
appreciated and learned is that we 
undermine the potential of our people and 
the power of solutions that lie in them. And 
I’ve seen […] many stars emerging through 
this period, and you think, ‘I didn’t think 
you could do that’. I really think we are 
conservative with talent. People have the 
capacity to do a lot more when we trust 
them with responsibility.” 

Dr. Morris Mthombeni
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A Much-needed 
Dose of Reality
Taking concepts for granted because they are so obvious, and following accounting 
rules too slavishly, can prevent businesses from dealing with the complex, uncertain 
world in which they exist, argues Dr. Pieter Pretorius, GIBS senior lecturer.

BY JAMES VAN DEN HEEVER
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By now, we understand that “the 
numbers” simply don’t tell the objective 
truth, as demonstrated by Steinhoff and 
Tongaat Hulett, among others. Of course, 
a major part of the problem is unethical 
conduct on the part of accountants or 
auditors, but there is a good case to be 
made that the issue is more profound. 
What if the problem is not just a lack 
of ethics but also that accounting and 

management decision-making. This is 
a major issue because accountants have 
long been considered the gold standard 
for business, and a high proportion of 
South Africa’s CEOs are accountants by 
training. The assumptions underlying 
accounting thus inform much of business.

Pretorius argues that the key goal of 
management is to make decisions that 
lead to increased profits over time. 
Thus, at the most fundamental level, 
managers need to be able to measure how 
the company is performing and how to 
improve that performance: increasing 
net profit and return on investment and 
improving cash flow.

It sounds simple, but, of course, getting 
this right depends on understanding the 
interplay between 
a vast number of 
variables and ensuring 
they all work together 
in sync. The obvious, 
overworked analogy 
is the orchestra, 
where the individual 
excellence of the lead 
violin or the tympanist 
is only truly valuable 
if that excellence 
contributes to the overall piece. It is the 
conductor’s task to ensure this integration 
of the various parts of the orchestra 
into a coherent whole that expresses the 
composer’s intention.

However, if a manager relies solely on 
accounting to guide their “conducting” 
activity, they are condemned to looking 
backwards. “Accounting deals with an 
exact past, while management decisions 
address an uncertain future,” says 
Pretorius.

Perils of following the 
rules
The other problem is that accounting 
follows certain rules that are tightly 
regulated by authorities or industry 
bodies, for example, the Generally 
Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP) 
or the International Financial Reporting 
Standards (IFRS). These standards do 
not even do a good job of representing a 
certain view of the company’s financial 
position,  since bad management 
decisions show up positively within the 
accounting system, making them a poor 
foundation for business decision-making. 
These accounting standards are more 
suited for regulatory purposes (although 
they are far from perfect), but they are 
wholly unsuited to provide the basis for 
good management decisions.

Consider, for example, the accrual system, 
which is generally used to record all 
expenses and revenue. Under this system, 
sales made in 2020 will be recognised 
in that year’s accounts even though the 
money might only be received in 2021.

Even worse is the requirement that all 
the costs incurred in manufacturing 
goods in 2020 but not sold in 2020 be 
taken out of the income statement and 
added to the balance sheet as an asset. 
This creates a misleading “paper profit” 
with several negative effects, including 
reduced cashflow since cash is now tied up 
in inventory and increasing warehousing 
costs. These practices allow companies 
to time things so that their financial 
statements look as good as possible at 
year-end, thus keeping shareholders 
happy (and often ensuring that incentive 
targets are reached for performance 
bonuses).

…accounting practices and metrics 
are ill-suited for management 

decision-making.

...accuracy  is, in any event, 
impossible since decision-
making deals with an 
uncertain future.

Dr. Pieter Pretorius

accounting metrics do not, as commonly 
believed, offer a definitive and objective 
view of the actual effects of management 
decisions on a company’s performance 
and, more importantly, how decisions 
should be taken now to ensure future 
success? What if, in fact, the principles 
accountants use to draw up a company’s 
figures are not the best way to understand 
exactly what is going on in the business 
and are ill-suited to provide a basis for 
decision-making about where budget 
should be allocated and strategies 
adjusted?

Dr. Pieter Pretorius, a senior lecturer 
at GIBS, is convinced that accounting 
practices and metrics are ill-suited for 
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of competitiveness, both between nations 
and individual companies. This appears 
to be self-evident, perfect common sense. 
However, as the most successful people 
know, the mentality is simply “rinse and 
repeat”. In contrast, we live in a volatile, 
uncertain, complex and ambiguous 
(VUCA) world where fundamental 
mutability is amplified as everything gets 
“smarter” and more connected.

“Experience, training, habit and received 
wisdom are less and less useful in a VUCA 
world and are likely to be damaging,” Dr. 
Pretorius says. “If we constantly have to 
change the way we do things, why do we 
continue to use the same measurements?”

So, for example, there is often a focus on 
cost cutting in the real world as a way to 
improve profits, but reducing the cost per 
unit may actually reduce profit because 
it increases volumes and thus unsold 
inventory, which, as noted above, is not a 
positive development. Unit cost reduction 
also often doesn’t affect the fixed costs, so 
the reduced cost per unit simply creates 
the illusion that actual costs have been 
reduced.

Once again, we are confronted by the 
disconnect between the paper-based, 
theoretical world of accounting on 
the one hand and reality on the other. 
For example, unit cost, used in both 
accounting and decision-making 
and often calculated using accepted 
approaches such as activity-based costing, 
assumes a negative relationship with 
profit, i.e., a reduction in unit cost will 

lead to an increase in profit and vice versa. 
This, unfortunately, is a false assumption 
since the metric used to measure the 
company’s profit (i.e., rand profit per time 
period) and the metric used to measure 
the profit of each unit produced (i.e., 
rand profit per unit) are incompatible. 
Therefore, the negative relationship 
cannot be proven. As a result, unit costs 
and unit cost reduction cannot be used as 
the basis for any decision to prove profit 
improvement.

Pretorius notes that while the problems 
relating to unit cost have been recognised, 
it remains widely used. “Current thinking 
is to use the contribution margin, but this 
does not always solve the problem since 
contribution margin alone is not sufficient 
for a good decision when a company 
suffers from an internal constraint,” he 
adds.

Cost-cutting also inevitably leads to a loss 
of capacity, weakening the company and 
preventing it from being able to respond 
to changing market conditions and new 
opportunities.

Pretorius argues that a key issue is that 
many managers ignore the need to look 
at the business as a system. If analysed 
from a systems perspective, very often the 
most profitable course is actually the most 
counterintuitive.

“Real-life systems are complex, and there 
are many uncertainties. You have to sit 
down and establish how the system works, 
what the constraints are, and how each 
decision affects the others and the whole 
while keeping your goal in mind,” says 
Pretorius. “You have to keep reminding 
yourself that your goal is not to minimise 
cost, but rather how to continuously 
increase real profit, return on investment 
and cash flow.” 

“Those are just the direct effects,” 
Pretorius points out. “The indirect and 
often invisible effects not considered by 
the accounting system are even more 
devastating and include long lead times, a 
reduced ability to meet deadlines, reduced 
quality and less flexibility in responding 
to market needs. In addition, future sales 
are dependent on the above, which means 
the company’s ability to generate future 
sales is jeopardised by attempts to make 
the books look good.

“Accountants produce highly detailed 
and stylised pictures of the past, but 
their figures are not useful at all when it 
comes to business decisions relating to 
the future. When we’re looking at strategy, 
we need to concentrate not on the GAAP 
or IFRS rules but in meeting the business’ 
goals to improve profit and investment 
return, and strengthen cashflow.”

Taking a step back, one could argue 
that accounting’s accuracy is actually 
disconnected from the gritty realities of 
decision-making. In fact, when it comes 
to decision-making, Pretorius argues 
that relevance is more important than 
accuracy and that accuracy is, in any 
event, impossible since decision-making 
deals with an uncertain future.

That excessive focus on 
cost
On the question of relevance, consider 
the typical emphasis in businesses on cost 
and cost-effectiveness. Cost-effectiveness 
is generally assumed to be the foundation 

…many managers ignore the need to 
look at the business as a system…
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Can You 
Survive the Century?
How should Covid-19 vaccines be funded? Should oil companies be allowed to buy 
advertising space in newspapers to argue that emission reduction efforts are rushed? 
These are the types of questions you’ll be confronted with in Survive the Century.

BY TAMARA OBERHOLSTER

Survive the Century is a branching narrative, climate fiction game 
about the political, environmental and social choices humans will 
face between 2021 and 2100 as we adapt to the ravages of climate 
change. While the game is a work of fiction, it is informed by real 
science.

Sam Beckbessinger, best-selling author of Manage Your Money 
Like a F*cking Grownup, and co-creator of Survive the Century 
(along with renowned climate scientists, Christopher Trisos and 
Simon Nicholson), says the game aims to show players that there 
are steps they can take to mitigate global heating and ensure an 
equitable, green future.

“A lot of the time, when I talk about the climate emergency, 
especially when I talk to young people – Gen Zs – I encounter a 
lot of climate nihilism, in the sense of ‘it’s over; we’re buggered’. 
What’s been really fun about making this game and this whole 

project is realising that the future is not set, and we don’t know 
exactly what’s going to happen,” she says. “Yes, the models tell 
us things about the climate, but they don’t tell us anything about 
human choices. There’s still a huge range of outcomes based on 
what we do in the next 10 years. And even after that, even once 
climate impacts are locked in. There are still a lot of choices about 
how society responds to that, economically, and how we respond 
politically.”

There’s still a huge range of 
outcomes based on what we 
do in the next 10 years. 

https://survivethecentury.net/


36  Gordon Institute of Business Science

“The aim was to put climate scientists in a room with people 
who aren’t climate scientists because a lot of the time they get a 
bit insular and ‘jargon-y’, but it’s such important information to 
communicate outside of academia,” she says. “They brought in 
a bunch of fiction writers, which is how I nosed my way in, but 
we also had scientists from various disciplines – economists, 
anthropologists, public health specialists. We spent two days with 
loads of Post-it notes, thinking about different futures and the 
big inflection decisions that might switch them one way or the 
other. And then we had a role-playing game, a bit like Dungeons 
and Dragons. The facilitators would bring in surprise events, 
and we’d talk about how that might throw us off course, all based 
on real science and things we think are likely to happen. So, for 
example, what happens when the coral reefs die, and that leads 
to a collapse in fishing stocks in the tropics, and all of a sudden, 
millions of people’s primary food sources are disrupted?”

And so, the idea for the game was born. Beckbessinger mocked 
up the initial version on Twine – an open-source tool for telling 
interactive, nonlinear stories and useful for creating decision 
trees. Five major storylines were identified as a starting point, 
and the game was built from there.

The next step was to find additional funding for the project and 
then look at the platforms for publishing the game. Beckbessinger 
hopes it will take several forms. While it’s initially been available 

The game explores 
everything from eco-
fascist timelines to 
socialist utopian 
timelines… 

Sam Beckbessinger Simon Nicholson 

Christopher 
Trisos

How the game works
You – the player – are cast as the editor of a popular 
and powerful newspaper. You select headlines that 
influence public opinion and political responses to 
climate change. Your choices shape the future. The 
aim is to survive the century. You can track how 
you’re doing as you go, from global temperature 
to conflict and economic performance. As you 
progress, you’re able to read the “news” – the 
results of your decisions. This includes short fiction 
by celebrated authors from around the world, 
including Lauren Beukes, Rajat Chaudhuri, Maria 
Turtschaninoff and Sophia Al-Maria.

“The game explores everything from eco-
fascist timelines to socialist utopian timelines,” 
Beckbessinger says. “We’ve had 20 scientists give 
input. Our list of contributors gets longer every day.”

The origin story
The game’s genesis was a climate change workshop 
two years ago, hosted by the National Socio-
Environmental Synthesis Center of the University of 
Maryland.
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as a website (optimised for mobile use, too), she hopes that a 
print version – a book – will follow. To produce the game online 
and as a book, she contacted Arthur Attwell, a friend and the co-
founder and managing director of Electric Book Works.

“I knew that Electric Book Works would be the perfect platform 
for the game,” she says. “Not only is it robust and easy to work 
with (and easy to update), but it also allows all of the crazy multi-
dimensional layers.”

Attwell is a respected thought leader in publishing innovation and 
technology. “I’ve wanted to work on a branching narrative work 
like this for the longest time because the tech we use allows us 
to produce web versions of books and print versions of books all 
from the same source and branching narrative works (inspired 
by the Choose-Your-Own-Adventure™ series) are such a great 
example of that,” he says. “Essentially, every little mini-chapter 
can be linked to any other or many chapters and form this kind of 
network of stories.”

The game explores 
everything from eco-
fascist timelines to 
socialist utopian 
timelines… 

Future focus
Beckbessinger believes that Survive the Century has potential 
applications in university settings, as well as for activist 
organisations. She also has some ideas about how to build 
game elements into the physical book.

One of the challenges will be updating the game as required. 
“When we first wrote this game, which feels like five minutes 
ago, it was October 2020. And the first choice you had to 
make was about a vaccine for Covid-19 being discovered and 
who should get the vaccine first. And between then and us 
going live in May, the world had already made those choices,” 
she says.

https://electricbookworks.com/
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The game was conceived before Covid-19, and the world has 
changed since then. “That was really the challenge about thinking 
about what the future is,” she says. “There will always be these 
black swan events that can change the world in ways that we can’t 
anticipate. That was why rather than just telling a single narrative 
about the future, which is what climate change projects often do, 
it felt important to describe a range of potential futures.”

Attwell says that as someone who has played the game many 
times, while there’s an immense sense of satisfaction when you 
do survive the century and you get to the end, the real satisfaction 
comes from replaying it and discovering there was a different way 
to survive the century.

Fresh approaches
“So much of the most exciting long-form publishing in the 
world right now is not being done by publishers,” Attwell says. 
“That’s not to say that traditional publishers are not doing 
amazing work. But the possibilities are so interesting when 
organisations and people come together to make an impact 
because they recognise that thought leadership is about complex 
ideas and communicating complex ideas, and they invest time 
and real money in publishing and building on all the traditions 
of publishing, but with a completely fresh perspective. This is 
exactly what half of publishing in the world should be. There 

“So much of the 
most exciting 
long-form 
publishing in the 
world right now 
is not being done 
by publishers…” 

Sophia Al-Maria

Maria TurtschaninoffRajat Chaudhuri

should be the traditional stuff that’s beautiful and is built on 
thousands of years of a particular kind of book-making. But the 
other half needs to be this left-field total innovation. And that 
takes bold decision-making. It’s super brave and really exciting.”

Beckbessinger adds that the future is made and experienced by 
people. “What’s been visionary about the project funders and 
the scientists who initially coordinated this whole thing was 
the idea of bringing artists into the process of talking about 
quite a complex issue,” she says, “Climate change is often quite 
frightening, and it can be very technical. Bringing in creative 
people from the beginning and trusting us to use our tools of 
storytelling to connect quite abstract ideas and try to make them 
tangible for people was brave.”

She believes it has also been useful for the scientists, who’ve gone 
on to publish papers about discussions that came up in these 
workshops that might not have occurred to them otherwise. “I 
think there’s real value in that interdisciplinary thinking, but 
I think specifically such incredible value of bringing art and 
science into the same room and collaborating on these difficult 
thorny, complex issues,” she says. 
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State of Arts

In November 2020, a South African Cultural Observatory study found that 90% of South 
Africa’s live music industry had lost income due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Similarly, performers 
worldwide have struggled to make ends meet as Covid-19 has forced venues to close. And it’s 
not just musicians who have suffered – museums, theatres, festivals, cinemas, and galleries have 
shut their doors, putting millions of jobs at risk globally.

BY TAMARA OBERHOLSTER

Oil paint on board by Vivien Kohler.
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Culturally insensitive
The cultural and creative industries’ 
contribution to the local economy in 
2018 was R74.39 billion, equivalent to 
1.7% of South Africa’s GDP, according to a 
2020 study by the South African Cultural 
Observatory. Yet, the Covid-19 relief 
efforts for this sector have arguably been 
sparse.

In February 2021, artists staged a three-
week sit-in at the National Arts Council 
(NAC) offices, demanding answers 
regarding mismanagement of the R300-
million Presidential Employment Stimulus 
Programme funds the NAC was tasked 
with disbursing to the sector. Eventually, 
Nathi Mthethwa, the minister of sports, 
arts and culture, announced that there 
would be a forensic investigation into the 
matter. This, however, did little to help the 
600 funding applicants who had contracts 
signed and approved by the NAC, which 
the council reneged on after approving 
1,374 applications and then announcing it 
could not fund them all.

Creating new channels
“Around the world, online platforms to 
showcase art had quickly developed or 
expanded (think virtual galleries). So 
where before lockdown, art lovers would 
physically visit their favourite three or 
four galleries from time to time, now 
the whole world was available to browse 
through at leisure,” says Mirna Wessels, 
CEO of Spier Arts Trust.

“One of the most important aspects of 
Spier Arts Trust is that we are closely 
connected to many artists’ careers 
through long-term relationships. Without 
being able to visit artist studios and 
exhibitions, it has been much more 
difficult to stay up to speed with what 
everyone is doing,” Wessels admits. 
“Thankfully, we were able to continue 
with the Creative Block programme, 
though in a different guise. All our 
feedback sessions are now held online 
through Zoom hand-in sessions, and 
artists deliver accepted work to centres 
around the country. In this way, we are 
able to work directly with about 80 artists 
in a three-month span. However, while 
we have been able to continue with the 
programme, there are definitely some 
artists that have unfortunately not had 
access to data or a computer to make use 
of it.”

She says there has been a rise in 
independent exhibition spaces managed 
by artists themselves. “I am not sure that 
this is a long-term trend, nor if it will be 
beneficial to artists in the long run, but 
certainly it gives an intimate and personal 
dimension to the experience of art,” she 
says. “Every physical arts engagement 
currently feels like a gift – perhaps that’s 
a bit dramatic, but that is my personal 
experience anyway.”

In the mix
David Alexander, the founder of Sheer 
Publishing and chair of the Music 
Publishing Association of South Africa 
(MPA-SA), says Covid-19 has also been 
a very mixed bag for the local music 
industry.

The MPA-SA aims to safeguard and 
protect music publishers as a collective, 
actively engaging with collection societies, 
government and content users to ensure 

artists receive adequate compensation for 
their works. “We represent about 95% 
of the music that is played at any point 
in South Africa,” explains Alexander. 
“We wanted to be more proactive about 
working with the collective management 
organisations to reduce their costs and 
increase their revenue and to assist with 
Covid-19 relief.”

Under lockdown, airlines, casinos, hotels 
and restaurants, did not trade. Pre-
Covid, this pool of licensing contributed 
more than 20% of SAMRO’s collections. 
Furthermore, advertising on radio and 
television, which directly contributes 
to songwriters’ income, fell by roughly 
20% over the past business year. While 
increased online activity has meant 
increased digital music income, Alexander 
says that streaming services are still only 
available to those with broadband and 
electricity. As a result, access remains a 
challenge in South Africa.

He’s also concerned about job-shedding. 
“When people are forced out of cultural 
industries, it’s not just an economic 
impact. There’s a cultural impact, too. 
Songwriters are the storytellers of what’s 
happening to us now. We’re going to have 
fewer people employed in the cultural 
industry, and therefore there will be less 
that is recorded about what we went 
through over this period. That’s a pretty 
sad thing to contemplate.”

At the beginning of lockdown, the MPA-SA 
wrote to Mthethwa requesting urgent 
assistance for the music publishing and 
songwriter community. To date, it remains 
unanswered. Alexander laments the 
minister’s lack of empathy and says the 
value of creative and cultural industries as 
a driver of GDP remains underappreciated 
in South Africa.

“Every physical 
arts engagement 
currently feels 
like a gift…”

Alexander laments 
the minister’s lack 
of empathy…

Many venues and organisations have 
not been able to recover from the 
effects of the pandemic. For example, 
Cape Town’s beloved Fugard Theatre 
announced it had closed its doors for 
good on 16 March 2021. Writing about 
its closure, Fiona Ramsay, a performing 
arts lecturer in performance and voice 
and PhD candidate, University of the 
Witwatersrand, said, “The growing crisis 
in the performing arts sector has been 
caused by the Department of Sport, Arts 
and Culture’s lack of vision and strategy 
and minimal understanding about the 
sector; and hence the artist relief fund 
offers little hope for the rebirth of an 
industry after the lockdown.”

Despite the challenges, some performers, 
artists and organisations have managed 
to keep their heads above water by 
reinventing themselves and finding new 
ways to practise.

http://spierartstrust.co.za/
https://www.thefugard.com/
https://theconversation.com/the-closing-of-south-africas-fugard-theatre-points-to-systemic-failures-157433
https://theconversation.com/the-closing-of-south-africas-fugard-theatre-points-to-systemic-failures-157433
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The MPA-SA aims to create a research 
project that demonstrates the impact of 
this industry on overall African GDP. “We 
need to know the number of people who 
work in this industry and the value that 
their output achieves on the open market. 
The creative industries are a huge driver 
of GDP in many developed markets. We 
have the potential in South Africa to 
nurture an industry that is made up of 
young creatives, as long as we get the buy-
in from government that music is a huge 
export opportunity.”

Holding the stage
Tarryn Steyn, an actor and singer based in 
the Western Cape, and host of the podcast, 
I hope I get it, did not benefit from local 
relief measures, despite being eligible and 
applying for various programmes.

“The only relief measure I benefited from 
was the Netflix film industry relief grant,” 
she says. “I won’t speak for anyone else, 
but I certainly felt that more could have 
been done to support all artists. Without 
art, no one would have gotten through 
this lockdown. People watched series 
and films and streamed new music. That 
is all art. I felt more relief could have 
been made available to everyone in the 
industry, not just a select few. I felt that 
our communities, our audiences could 
have supported our online endeavours 
more.”

She says the film and theatre industry 
came to a complete standstill as theatres 
and even film sets were closed. “Not 
only were actors left without work, but 
our crews, our front of house teams, our 
backstage teams – an entire industry 
decimated in the space of months. When 
the first few cases started to show up 
in South Africa, I was working on a TV 
series,” she recalls. “We implemented 
all necessary Covid-19 protocols, but 
ultimately we were forced to shut down 
the project. Theatre shows we had booked 
and were preparing to start rehearsing for 
were cancelled, and we had no idea when 
or if they would happen. It was incredibly 
difficult as an artist to navigate that time. 
That’s how my podcast was born. I was 
desperate to find a way to stay creative, 
stay connected to my colleagues, and the 
arts in any way I could. So, I established 
a production company and created the 
podcast, which has been my saving grace 
and kept me busy and connected to fellow 
creatives worldwide.”

Steyn says that artists are resilient, and 
the pandemic has demonstrated this. 
“Virtual online plays and musicals became 
the new normal,” she says. “I was able to 
perform in a play festival with people in 
America, be part of various play readings 
and audition for online musicals without 
leaving the house. These innovative ideas 
kept me sane and connected to my craft 
at a time when I desperately needed it. 
When restrictions were lifted, I was able 
to star in a short film with a skeleton crew 
and only two actors, and then I was able 
to film a play that streamed online. We 
were able to go back into a studio and do 
voiceover work. Slowly but surely, our film 
industry has started up again.”

“Slowly but 
surely, our film 
industry has 
started up again.”

Visual artist, Vivien Kohler, received 
support from Spier Arts Trust and 
government Covid-19 relief efforts, 
allowing him to continue to work as a 
full-time artist.
“The pandemic affected us as artists 
emotionally; it affected us in terms 
of our future prospects; it affected us 
relationally, and it definitely affected 
us financially,” he says. “As an artist 
with a family, this became all too real 
to me in terms of needing to provide. 
I absolutely had to reconceptualise 
my practice in order for it to 
continue to be sustainable. 
I had to revert to working 
from home again. That was 
the easy part as the lockdown 
and isolation were mandatory. 
The difficult part was to 
‘reinvent’ my work. This is 
where the Spier Arts Trust and 
its Creative Block initiative 
played a most valuable role. 
It allowed me space to try 
something relatively new in 
my practice and redirect my 
path toward sustainability and 
provision. It actually took my 
practice to a better place and 
opened up way more doors 
than imagined. As an artist, 
most of my working time is 
spent in isolation inside of 
my studio. The pandemic and 
its lockdown, as horrific and 
trying as it was/is, had its own 
silver lining in that it forced 
me to deal directly with the 
future of my career.”

Necessity is 
the mother of 
reinvention

• Choose to personally support 
South African artists through 
attending shows (even if it’s 
online), buying local art, and 
consciously consuming more 
local content.

• Contribute towards artist relief 
funds, such as The Lockdown 
Collection.

• Support non-profit 
organisations in the South 
African arts ecosystem, such as:
• JHB Bag Factory Studios
• CT Greatmore Studios
• AVA Gallery
• DBN KZNSA Gallery
• The Keiskamma Trust   

• Consider corporate arts 
investment through supporting 
educational programmes for 
youth, collecting artists’ work, 
or giving artists platforms for 
exposure. 

How to help

Oil paint and found objects 
on board, titled Act Two: The 

Ascent, by Vivien Kohler. 

https://anchor.fm/ihopeigetit
https://www.thelockdowncollection.com/donate
https://www.thelockdowncollection.com/donate
http://www.bagfactoryart.org.za/support-us/
https://www.greatmorestudios.org/
https://www.ava.co.za/join
https://www.kznsagallery.co.za/Content/Donate
http://www.keiskamma.org/donate/
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From Crisis to Opportunity
BY MPINANE SENKHANE

Learning, recalibrating and adapting have been central to our 
experience amidst the Covid-19 pandemic. For many, much of 
this learning has come with accepting the ‘new normal’, however 
that may look. What has become strikingly clear is that we can 
collaborate and transform crises.

What follows are five critical lessons on how to do so, viz. that 
exploring possible futures together enables more effective 
crisis preparedness, response, and recovery; that working 
experimentally can reduce the devastating effects of future 
crises; that working systematically has the potential to reveal 
strategic opportunities; that robust relationships can be 
activated to enable effective and timely responses; and that 
working towards decolonisation can enable resilience.

The year 2020 will go down in history as a year of disruption, but in some cases, crisis presented opportunity.

These lessons became clearer to us in our work at Reos 
Partners in 2020, where we supported initiatives in the areas 
of justice transformation, education, climate change, and 
peace and democracy. Reos Partners is an international social 
enterprise supporting the work of moving people forward 
together on their most important and intractable challenges. 
Addressing these challenges took a systemic (addressing 
root causes of problem), experimental (improving abilities 
to adjust to a  constantly changing reality as it unfolds), and 
collaborative (bringing diverse stakeholders into the decision-
making process) approach. In doing so, our partners moved 
forward on their challenges, and we witnessed incredible 
examples of resilience at play.

Reos workshop
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Learning 2 
Exploring possible futures together 
enables more effective crisis 
preparedness, response, and recovery

“I’m thankful for this exercise. It has 
opened a space in my mind for a new 
way of thinking which I find refreshing 
and difficult. There’s a need for more of 
this. It frees up the space that we shield 
ourselves from.” – Scenarios exercise 
participant

Bushfires in Australia are a regular and widespread natural 
occurrence. However, the ‘Black Summer’ bushfires from 2019 
to 2021 were the worst in the country’s history. Worryingly, it is 
widely predicted that future bushfire seasons will be longer and 
far worse. In the past, emergency response in Australia and New 
Zealand has typically followed a seasonal cycle of preparedness, 
response and recovery. However, more frequent and catastrophic 
bushfires and growing climate-related emergencies are casting 
doubt on whether the old way of doing things will suffice.

The need here was to establish how fire and emergency service 
agencies could best prepare to provide effective services in a 
climate-challenged world. The team involved applied a facilitative 
method we at Reos Partners refer to as a Transformative 
Scenarios Process to tell stories of possible futures and what 
they could do to transform them. This process brought 
together diverse actors from the Bushfire and Natural Hazards 
Cooperative Research Centre and 25 Australian and New Zealand 
governmental and non-governmental agencies with a key stake in 
emergency responses.

Together with stakeholders, the group explored possible futures 
for the social, political, economic, environmental, technological 
and legal context in which emergency services would operate. 
This method enabled better sight of how they could move forward 
more effectively in this new world. Equipped with these plausible 
stories of the future, emergency response organisations and 
communities were, and continue to be, better able to develop the 
policies, strategies, tools, relationships and resilience required to 
meet an uncertain future.

This newfound understanding of what the future might look 
like will be used to strengthen emergency service agencies’ 
organisational and sector strategies across Australia and New 
Zealand. Preparing for the future is fundamental to successful 
outcomes.

Learning 1
Working experimentally can reduce the 
devastation of future crises 

“To meet this challenge, we really 
needed to be innovative. And we were. 
These ideas are really out of the box – a 
bit crazy – but they can work.” – Lab 
participant 

Insurance is a powerful tool to help people recover when 
unexpected crises hit, and yet many of those who are most 
vulnerable do not have it. There are many barriers to effective 
insurance, such as the lack of trust in insurance and the limited 
understanding of insurance among the most vulnerable. 
The Inclusive Insurance Innovation Lab aims to develop answers 
to these challenges so that more people can be protected from the 
consequences of unexpected events in their lives. 

In partnership with the Access to Insurance Initiative, Reos 
Partners, in 2020, supported the social lab’s second group of 
country cohorts from Rwanda, India, Argentina and Morocco 
to develop insurance solutions that can soften the blow of 
future crises for those who really need it. Thus, social labs act as 
containers of social experiments designed to address complex 
social challenges on a systemic level.

By taking an approach that puts the customers’ needs first and 
then testing, refining, and re-testing new ideas, the lab creates 
solutions that work practically, helping those who need it most 
to weather future shocks. These multi-sector lab teams use this 
rare opportunity to work together creatively and experimentally 
to better understand their shared concern, develop robust 
relationships, challenge each other’s thinking, and execute 
collective problem-solving. This kind of work is important as it 
lays the foundation for the present and any future provocations 
the industry may need to address.

Syrian children

https://reospartners.com/tools/transformative-scenarios/
https://reospartners.com/tools/transformative-scenarios/
https://reospartners.com/tools/social-labs/
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Learning 3
Working systematically reveals strategic 
opportunities in a crisis

“Behind every crisis is a hidden 
opportunity.” – Stakeholder team member 

The Syria Justice Innovation Process held with our convening 
partner, The Hague Institute for Innovation of Law, supports 
Syrians to design solutions to everyday legal problems facing the 
people of Syria. At the beginning of the pandemic, it was evident 
that the disruption would impact the achievement of the group’s 
goals and the process to get there, but it was unclear what that 
impact would be.

We began by paying attention to the whole system through a 
method we call the Covid Futures Framework. This framework 
was designed for situations in which stakeholders know that their 
system is impacted directly and indirectly by Covid-19, but the 
implications and responses are not obvious. Secondly, they were 
aware that there is a need and appetite for stakeholders to come 
together to create a collective understanding of these impacts and 
to respond collaboratively.

In essence, the early analysis of how Covid-19 would affect the 
Justice Innovation Goals was worrying, and as the participants 
navigated the challenges, new opportunities became clear. The 
process helped stakeholders see beyond the immediate confusion 
brought about by the crisis to recognise where new possibilities 
had emerged for achieving their goals.

Learning 4
Robust relationships across a system 
can be activated to enable effective and 
timely responses

“The trust, relationships and 
partnerships created amongst the 
members of the lab over the last few 
years enabled us to quickly adapt 
our initiative to produce necessary 
equipment during the crisis involving 
seamstresses working in safe conditions 
and receiving fair wages. A win-win 
solution for all.” – Sustainable fashion 
lab member

At the beginning of 2020, the Sustainable Fashion Lab in 
Brazil was already a well-established platform. Having worked 
together over the past two and a half years, an unlikely group 
of collaborators had developed strong trust and mutual 
understanding, finding innovative solutions for the fashion 
industry in a Social Lab.

When the pandemic began, members of the lab could swiftly 
organise themselves to identify what solutions they could 
contribute. The systemic understanding and strong existing 
relationships shared by lab members enabled them to rapidly 
develop sustainable responses. A good example of how this 
relationship affected change is when masks were in short supply. 
Partners in the lab swiftly began producing and distributing 
masks and gowns in a collaborative effort. Seeing that the 
lockdown would have significant economic and social impacts, 
especially for workers and small businesses, lab members also 
created a sectoral position paper, which was presented to the 
Ministry of the Economy, in support of emergency measures for 
those most affected by the crisis, using sustainability as a key 
element of the recovery. What I consider as a pillar at the core 
of our work is this cultivation of existing connections and ways 
of working that enable rapid, effective response to challenges 
– in this case, the facilitation and planning of a recovery of an 
industry using sustainability as a key element.

‘Man and Sun’, Syria

https://reospartners.com/covid-futures-framework/
https://reospartners.com/activating-collective-will-responding-to-the-pandemic-at-the-system-level/
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     LEARNINGS PRACTICAL STEPS  

Working experimentally can reduce the 
devastation of future crises. 

Our organisational strategies should have a proper appreciation 
of the contextual environment and the key trends and drivers if 
we are to be ready to deal with crises. In creating this vision of 
the future, we should listen to all voices, particularly marginalised 
and unlikely voices. 

Exploring possible futures together 
enables more effective crisis 
preparedness, response, and recovery. 

Organisations should begin to build the muscles for creative 
emergency responses to problems. This will be required to deal 
with new problems that do not have a tried and tested solution. 

Working systematically reveals 
strategic opportunities in a crisis. 

To have a sustainable impact, our work towards social 
transformation should address not only symptoms but also the 
root causes of the problems. 

Robust relationships across a system 
can be activated to enable effective and 
timely responses. 

Strengthening collaboration with other actors can help you attain 
your institutional mandate. 

Working towards decolonisation 
supports resilience. 

It is a moral imperative for organisations to listen to the voices of 
the people they serve and allow them to lead whatever initiative 
they are supporting. 

Learning 5
Working towards decolonisation 
supports resilience 

“We are united in trying to move 
forward. Differences seem to melt away 
when we look to the future. The fulsome 
discussion allowed me to see things in a 
different light with a fresh perspective, 
better equipping me to be part of the 
solution.” – Wahbung participant

Manitoba First Nations in Canada have been working for decades 
to undo the harm of colonisation and create better futures. In 
2018, Reos Partners was invited to support the development 
of a shared vision and pathway towards Mino Pimatisiwin 
(“the good life” in Cree). Through the use of a Transformative 
Scenarios Process, The Wahbung Process created a vision and 
pathways toward the self-determination of First Nations people 
in Manitoba.

This approach helped revive and build on a seminal 1971 political 
declaration that outlined an agenda for action, including the First 
Nations’ inherent right to design and have full authority over 
their health, education, and child and family services systems, 
informed by First Nations’ worldviews, laws, and approaches.

In this case, the value of the previous years’ work was evident 
as members of the project collaborated effectively across their 
institutional silos to address the quickly morphing crisis. The 
team continuously worked together to deal with all dimensions 
of the crisis, including communications, emergency response, 
patient transport, vaccine distribution, and policy development. 
This is where the resilience revealed itself.

The crises of 2020, while unprecedented, will certainly not be the 
last ones that we face.  As we move into this decisive decade, these 
learnings are now, more than ever, revealing the importance of 
sharing experiences, methods, and curiosity with those who have 
the courage to tackle tough challenges, in whatever shape they 
may come.

Mpinane Senkhane is a consultant at Reos Partners, an 
international social enterprise that helps people move forward 
together on their most important and intractable issues. 

https://reospartners.com/braiding-indigenous-and-settler-methodologies-learnings-from-a-first-nations-health-transformation-project-in-manitoba/
http://www.reospartners.com/
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The Confluence Between 
Business Thinking and 

Business Action

BY CARA BOUWER

Business schools are evolving to find a new balance between academic rigour, imparting practical 
skills, and helping to develop the whole person. For more than 16 years, GIBS has been fine-tuning 

the use of coaching as part of its corporate education offering in an effort to fill the gap between 
classroom knowledge and on-the-ground application. Now, this approach is catching on globally.

In 1881, when industrialist, Joseph Wharton, made a handsome 
donation of US$100,000 to create the Wharton School of Finance 
and Economy, a career in business was looked down on by 
educators as a money-grubbing affair. This disdain was, in part, 
what drove Wharton to support the creation of a new college 
education in business, as biographer, William Ross Yates, relates 
in Joseph Wharton: Quaker Industrial Pioneer.

Wharton’s endowment, equivalent to around US$2.6 million 
in today’s money, aimed to create an educational package 
different to anything in existence. Yates explains, “Training by 
apprenticeship was slow, incomplete, and inefficient. Formal 
education in the classics was unsuitable. The leaders of tomorrow 
would need a knowledge of the sciences of society…of business 
law, and advanced techniques of banking, bookkeeping, and 
related skills.”

The result was a highly practical qualification that imparted ideas 
and backed these up with vocational training. But this all changed 
following the Second World War when the Carnegie Corporation 
and Ford Foundations released a damming report into the state of 

business schools in the United States. Criticisms included a ‘lack 
of theoretical research’ and ‘unintellectual curriculum’, as well as 
‘untrained faculty’. This report, explains  Dr. Carter Daniel in his 
book, MBA: The First Century, forced business schools down a 
narrow and overly theoretical path.

This approach flourished over the years, with business schools 
burgeoning and graduate numbers soaring as corporations 
and individuals extracted value. But the pendulum had begun 
to swing, and by the 2000s, criticism was being levied against 

…by the 2000s, criticism 
was being levied against 
business schools for 
being too theoretical… 

https://www.chronicle.com/article/how-two-national-reports-ruined-business-schools/
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The journal article goes on to make a case for coaching, be it 
of the one-on-one or group variety, to help develop essential 
interpersonal ‘soft’ skills, build critical awareness of ethical 
behaviour, managing human capital, creativity and innovation. 
In addition, explains Reid, coaching is positioned as a relevant 
management development tool to bridge the gap between 
classroom knowledge and practical application in the workplace.

…coaching is 
positioned as a 
relevant management 
development tool to 
bridge the gap between 
classroom knowledge 
and practical application 
in the workplace.

business schools for being too theoretical and cognitive, 
explains Alison Reid, director of Personal and Applied Learning 
(PAL) at GIBS. With the changing face of business towards a 
stronger ethical and socially responsible approach, along with 
globalisation and digitisation disruption, pressure began to 
mount on business schools to change by giving greater weight to 
developing practical, holistic skills and capabilities.

Evolution deferred
In a 2020 article published in The International Journal of 
Management Education, Reid, Jonathan Cook and Professor 
Caren Brenda Scheepers of GIBS, and Conrad Viedge from 
the University of Johannesburg, projected a ‘third era’ for 
business schools might lie ahead. “The question is whether it 
will remain in the academic quadrant, regress to the practical, 
but academically light quadrant, abandoned in the 1950s, 
or move forward to the ideal of academic rigour supporting 
optimal management performance, with students emerging with 
interpersonal, ethical and critical thinking skills,” they wrote.

In the figure reproduced below, the authors illustrate that 
another trend is the move towards ‘being’, or the mindset of 
learners.

Theory:
The pursuit 
of knowledge 
through academic 
rigor

Practice:
The pursuit of management performance 

through professional development

Desired future direction:
Knowing 

Doing 
BeingEmerging focus on being : 2010+

Focus on knowing : 1960 to 2010

c1960 : Criticisms 
BSchools not 

rigourous enough

c2010 : Criticisms BSchools 
not practical enough

Focus on doing : 1900 to 1960
1900

Figure 1
Source: Developing management effectiveness: The nexus between teaching and coaching (The International Journal of Management Education)

Three eras in the evolution of business schools

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/339605021_Developing_management_effectiveness_The_nexus_between_teaching_and_coaching
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/339605021_Developing_management_effectiveness_The_nexus_between_teaching_and_coaching
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The coaching process 
holds both managers and 
companies to account…

GIBS is not alone in this drive. In recent years, renowned business 
schools worldwide, from Europe’s INSEAD and IMD to Ivey in 
Canada and Hult Ashridge in the UK, have focused time, attention 
and resources on developing coaching capabilities.

In 2019, market research firm, Carrington Crisp, conducted a 
benchmarking study of GIBS’ executive coaching and facilitation 
functions offered through the PAL department. Business schools 
selected for comparison include the institutions mentioned 
above, as well as big names like Stanford, the University 
of Chicago Booth School of Business and the University of 
Michigan’s Ross School of business, Cranfield School of 
Management and Cass Business School in the UK, and IE Business 
School in Spain.

The researchers came to the following conclusion: “Overall, it is 
clear that GIBS’ coaching and facilitation offering stands up to, 
and in many ways exceeds, the provision at a number of the top 
schools globally – but also that inspiration can be taken from 
others in what is a dynamic and fast-evolving marketplace.” Of 
the 10 institutions studied, only six had stand-alone coaching 
and, of them, Hult Ashridge and Ivey were regarded as having the 
most comprehensive coaching packages.

There are several reasons why some business schools are behind 
the curve on incorporating coaching into their offerings, believes 
Reid. “Having aligned themselves strongly with academia, it’s 
harder for many business schools to blend innovations with 
traditional teaching. Fortunately, we have already been doing this 
for much longer than most, so while schools have generally been 
slow to respond, GIBS has not. Having experimented with the 
offering early, we have built a lot of experience and a solid track 
record in delivering value.”

How does it work?
Reid explains that GIBS began using executive coaching, group/
team coaching and action learning coaching within corporate 
education programmes as a management development approach. 
“We’ve found that if you combine coaching and teaching, you get 
optimal results in your management education programme,” she 
explains. Managers learn best practise principles from a highly 
qualified teacher and can also personalise that knowledge to 

make the (sometimes hard) internal changes necessary to apply 
the principles within their own context. At each step of the way, 
they are guided by a professional coach.

“It’s about personal agency and change, but it’s also about 
organisational alignment in a way that optimises the impact of a 
learning process,” says Reid. Coaches also offer perspectives that 
consider the bigger picture or larger societal impact of decisions.

The coaching process holds both managers and companies to 
account, guiding executives through their own internal barriers 
and overly busy diaries, as well as any organisational resistance 
they might encounter. Organisations, too, are finding value in 
combining teaching offerings and stand-alone executive coaching 
to support strategic leadership development plans.

Measuring impact
In 2020, GIBS research associate, Dr. Hannah Botsis, conducted 
an impact assessment examining the effectiveness of coaching 
at GIBS. The report yielded five prominent themes: personal 
insight; the development of process capabilities and tools; team 
impact and cohesion; personal career impact; and leadership 
development and vulnerability.

Feedback received included:  “The session took me out of my 
comfort zone.”

“Storytelling was quite meaningful to me. It helped me create 
human connections with my colleagues.”

“Coaching is a critical skill and practice. Done right, it can 
yield favourable results to drive team cohesiveness and high 
performance. Very engaging and good insight on how to listen to 
others.”

“I have been very fortunate to receive a promotion... I really 
appreciate the work we did last year since this is really helping 
me. I think it was absolutely essential for me to understand the 
different components of my life, my personal priorities and what 
is important before I made this transition.”

“The coaching helped to channel in on some of the questions I 
had around developing myself – leadership, specifically – and 
also taking my role to the next level.”

Based on her analysis, Botsis concluded: “While there is always 
room for improvement…it is notable that the overwhelming 
majority of responses were positive… There is both a business 
and pedagogical imperative to honing ‘softer’ skills concerned 
with identity, authenticity, and reflexivity issues. GIBS’ track-
record in this regard is commendable and offers a comprehensive 
suite of processes tailored to individual and organisational 
needs.”

https://www.gibs.co.za/coaching/Documents/Whitepapers/COACHING%20AT%20GIBS%20IMPACT%20REPORT_%20Narratives%20of%20personal%20change.pdf


Gordon Institute of Business Science  49

KEY TAKEAWAYS
• Business schools globally are working to find the right 

balance between theory-based learning and the practical, 
real-world application of knowledge.

• The focus of management development is shifting to 
the holistic development of leaders, looking beyond an 
exclusively cognitive focus and evolving to incorporate the 
social and psychological development of the whole person.

• Coaching, be it individual or group, is well-placed to fill 
the traditional business school curricula gaps.

• Since around 2005, GIBS has been developing an extensive 
coaching offering as part of its executive education 
programmes – this puts GIBS at the forefront of this 
important evolution. 

GIBS started its executive coaching and 
programme coaching offering around 2005 
in response to global criticisms that business 
schools, in general, were too impersonal and 
lacking practicality.

Founding Dean, Professor Nick Binedell, as 
well as Jonathan Cook and professors Karl 
Hofmeyr and Dave Beatty, all leadership 
experts, drove the process to create what Cook 
termed a new ‘professional faculty’ of experts 
to complement the traditional faculty and allow 
business schools to respond to the clear need 
for personal development, without losing the 
school’s disciplinary depth. Alison Reid was 
brought on board in 2007.

Looking back, Reid remembers that building 
a level of coaching into academic programmes 
had already become more common. “But we 
wanted to do more. We began designing and 
running public short course programmes 
that were largely self-assessment and self-
development processes for managers instead 
of traditional courses. These courses were 
designed for different levels of management, 
and the focus was on identifying where each 
individual manager was strong or weak 
and what they needed to develop. It was 
quite a departure,” she recalls. “Part of the 

process was developing the various self-
development methodologies and finding the 
best professionally qualified faculty to deliver 
them.”

As the market began to recognise the value of an 
approach that developed managers according 
to their individual needs and gaps, the courses 
became increasingly popular, especially on 
customised corporate programmes.

In time, Reid began to explore the 
opportunity to take the personalised learning 
capabilities built directly to the market. The 
PAL department began running training 
programmes on becoming a coach, facilitator 
or mentor, and also coaching directly into 
businesses. Corporate clients could then 
leverage the GIBS offering across the various 
levels of their organisation, from leadership 
coaching for their executives to building 
‘manager as coach’ capabilities internally across 
their management levels or using coaching 
to embed and apply learning from classroom 
programmes.

Currently, GIBS has around 80 coaching 
faculty across various professional categories 
who hold about 40 assessment licences and 
accreditations for specific coaching and 
assessment tools.

THE HISTORY OF COACHING AT GIBS

Not only does ongoing research of this nature 
help Reid and the PAL team to constantly adjust 
and refine their offering to address the needs of 
business, but as this brand of holistic and human-
centred learning takes centre stage globally, it is 
clear that GIBS’ early-mover advantage will prove 
critical.

“Our core intention was always to develop 
managers and leaders holistically and practically,” 
says Reid. “But our approaches have expanded and 
adapted over the years, in response to the needs of 
our clients and students.”

Looking to the immediate future, GIBS hopes to 
leverage this unique proposition to keep adding 
value to clients, says Reid. “We don’t just have a 
powerful corporate education offering underpinned 
by academic rigour. We also have a unique focus on 
the personalised, practical change at mindset and 
behaviour level that creates optimal and tangible 
impact for an organisation.” 
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UN/real
BY JACQUES MARAIS

The dividing line between what is real and what is imaginary is blurring, with the after-effects of 
the recent pandemic accelerating this shift in perception. Conferences, exhibitions, sporting events, 
adventures… Will ‘virtual’ be the new normal?

Travel to the other side of the planet, if you will, to the streets 
around La Bombonera in the La Boca district of Buenos Aires, 
where strangers danced with each other every time Messi netted 
a goal. In Australia, India and Sri Lanka, high fives and hugs 
would have been the order of the day whenever a wicket tumbled.

This selfsame exuberance and physicality held true for capoeira 
contests in Brazil, surfing in Hawaii, tug-of-war in Basque 
Country, Khalkha Bökh wrestling in Mongolia, or cheese rolling 
in the UK. In sport, we are programmed to engage viscerally and 
without holding back while we compete – across provincial and 
national borders – in the games of our choosing. 

Something old, something new... The jury seems to be out on 
defining exactly whether virtual reality is something from the 
past or something for the future. And just to be clear, I’m not 
referring to Avatar or some Hollywood science fiction film here, 
but rather touching on issues that may directly affect the way you 
and I will live our lives in the coming years.

The onset of the virus (does that not sound like a line from a sci-fi 
plot right there?) over a year ago has touched each of us in various 
ways. Loss or pain have brought some people closer together, 
while fear, panic and insecurity have forced wedges between 
many other segments of humanity. 

Whatever your personal reality, the pandemic has hit home, and 
it has hit hard. This holds true for the professional sector as well, 
with the sporting event industry probably one of the sectors 
hardest hit by the Covid-19 fallout. 

A mere 18 months ago, it was normal to join thousands of people 
at Newlands Stadium in Cape Town and to cheer your team on as 
30 men battled it out on the pitch for 80 minutes. These games 
were unashamedly physical, with clashes taking place across the 
full gamut of sporting genres worldwide.

“If you want to move through 
a virtual reality, it is a video 
game, and it has been around 
forever.” – James Cameron 
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Will we ever see a crowd of mountain bikers preparing to race in an event again? 
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“Virtual reality is the first 
step in a grand adventure 
into the landscape of your 
imagination.” – Frank Biocca 

The race is to the ZWIFT
Was 2019/2020 the final swansong for sporting events and, if so, 
what can we expect in the future? The rise of apps such as Zwift 
and Rouvy, coupled with Wahoo indoor trainers and general 
gamification of the outdoor playing field, certainly points in this 
direction. Many pundits are of the opinion that virtual eventing is 
set to saturate the (non-)eventing business.

According to Jaco Prinsloo, one of the new breed of gamification 
specialists in South Africa, there is no reason why you cannot 
enjoy an online race as much as actually being out there on the 
route. He is a regular ‘Zwifter’ and, for anyone silently mouthing 
“WTF” while reading this, Zwift refers to a virtual reality cycling 
application.

Launched by founder and CEO, Eric Min, in 2015, this virtual 
training platform has boomed since the start of the pandemic and 
rates as one of only a handful of cycling industry players valued at 
over US$1 billion. 

“I think like many of the digital and internet businesses, we’ve 
benefited from this pandemic,” Min said in an interview with The 
Sydney Morning Herald. “What was clear was that people crave 
that social connection, and digital was perfectly fine”. 

The indoor trainer market rates as one of the sectors hitting the 
sweet spot during the pandemic, with hundreds of thousands 

of people swapping roads and trails to maintain their exercise 
regimen. With over 2.5 million registered users, the next step 
would be to invest in their own proprietary hardware.

The rest is history, with more than 1.6 million Zwift users 
having logged over an astounding six million miles on their 
indoor trainers in the virtual world of ‘Watopia’. This computer-
generated graphical user interface allows users to see their avatar 
cycling amidst volcanoes, jungles, and other animated features 
while following any potential routes.

Their rides are tracked via exercise apps and power metres 
mounted on indoor electronic trainers, generally supported via 
Polar, Suunto, Garmin or other smart watches. One thing is for 
sure: these ‘Watopians’ don’t hold back. The current 24-hour 
distance record stands at 986km (go, Kurt Pauwels!), while Tim 
Searle is the first rider to have clocked 100,000km. 

Indoor Zwift racing became a craze during the pandemic. 
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Outdoors comes indoors  
The video game feel of riding through ‘Watopia’ does not suit all 
indoor athletes. More and more global events are filming their 
routes on 360-degree cameras, allowing riders (or runners, 
paddlers or paragliders, for that matter) to plug into a more 
believable virtual reality and remotely experience a true-to-life 
version of the landscape in situ.

Collaborative developments are also at an advanced stage to 
create trainers and base stands simulating specific terrain. These 
vibrating base stands or three-dimensional reactive bicycle 
trainers will lean when you turn into a tight corner, adjust to 
a gradient you are (supposedly) ascending, bounce on shock 
absorbers when you bunny-hop or vibrate to simulate navigating 
over rocks, roots or gravel.

The question I (and most probably the majority of outdoor 
enthusiasts) are asking is: will we ever return to the good old 
blood, sweat and grit of real-time eventing? Unfortunately, 
with the threat of a constantly mutating virus, the answer is 
somewhere between a resounding ‘maybe’ and a non-committal 
shoulder shrug.

It is a fact that hundreds of event operators have closed doors 
during the resulting economic downturn, and there has been 
an estimated drop of 37-42% in disposable income of their 
target market. International and local travel is becoming more 

…virtual eventing is set to 
saturate the (non-)eventing 
business. 

expensive, plus there are massive additional costs to ensure your 
event is Covid-compliant.

The final nail in the coffin is that there has been a major shift 
in the perception of how safe the great outdoors is for a large 
percentage of potential participants. ‘Outside’ has (sadly) become 
a dirty word, with many making a conscious choice to remain in 
their safe, disinfected inner sanctum, from where they can race 
without any danger of physical contact.

Changing patterns
Take a moment before you go online to order that bike trainer, 
though. Key global events will never disappear completely, and 
I strongly believe there will be a resurgence in boutique-style 
events, too, where the organisers can limit numbers. 

A couple of hundred competitors can easily comply with the 
current (or future-imperfect) regulations, either through batch 
starts or alternative routing and starting points, for example. 
Moreover, clever boxing by organisers could reduce their 
financial outlay, as they are well within their rights to cancel 
evening functions, medal ceremonies, VIP and similar cost areas.

Other potential developments may well see a shift in focus from 
annual sporting events to less formal gatherings of like-minded 
adventurers. There has already been significant growth in 
training weekends and skills clinics, with a move from ‘personal 
bests’ to personal growth. 

Group outrides, family or friends weekends, trail open days 
and open-date races are the new non-events, and you still get 
your bragging rights when you gather around the braai fire and 
compare stats on your state-of-the-art smart watch. The benefit 
of these to destinations is that they can happen any time of the 
year, thus spreading the tourism love over 12 months.

Major road races such as the Two Oceans Marathon have been in a hiatus for two years, with a major economic impact. 
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It’s not just sport; it is a billion-dollar 
industry. South Africa amounts to small fry 
in the global sport sponsorship game, with 
worldwide figures estimated at US$46.1 
billion in 2019. The Covid-19 pandemic sliced 
37% off this figure, with projected amounts 
dropping to US$28.9 billion a year later.

It is unlikely that sports sponsorship 
will normalise in South Africa before the 
end of 2022, and that will only happen if 
there are no further infection waves, virus 
mutations or socio-political setbacks. 
According to the Nielsen report, sponsors 
are expected to wait out the status quo before 
committing financially again. In fact, 48% 
of respondents expect the industry to only 
stabilise at least 12 months or more after 
‘play resumes and venues open’. 

Traditional media will most probably 
take a beating even after sporting events 
normalises, with digital and social 
media absorbing any growth. Right now, 
sponsors and broadcasters expect to spend 
approximately 46% less than previous years, 
with 14% of respondents believing that 
event sponsorship will never again return to 
normal. 

A NUMBERS GAME: 
THE NIELSEN SPORTS 
SA SPONSORSHIP 
OUTLOOK REPORT

You even get your t-shirt and 
medal in the mail once you’ve 
completed your challenge! 

Fastest Known Times (FKTs) and Solo Challenges move even 
closer to virtual eventing in that they can happen over 365 days. 
Basically, you can head onto a given route at any time of the year, 
with an online leaderboard tracking the competition. You even 
get your t-shirt and medal in the mail once you’ve completed your 
challenge!

There is no doubt that this ‘new normal’ will massively impact the 
economic bottom line for all events, even more so those of global 
stature. Financial forecasts for SA rugby, for example, paint a 
bleak picture more than 12 months after the initial lockdown, 
with international and test matches the exception rather than the 
rule.

In 2018, broadcast rights, gate fees, merchandising and 
sponsorship income amounted to a staggering R1.7 billion at last 
count. Yet, four years later, this world sporting code is wracked 
with self-doubt and uncertainty, with broadcasters and sponsors 
waiting in the wings to further slash renegotiated contracts.  
Right now, few people have any idea how the scenario around 
sporting events will play itself out in 2022 or beyond. However, 
the only thing I can guarantee you is this: if you invite me to join 
you on a run, ride or paddle in Watopia, you will first have to 
come find me somewhere in my ‘church of the great outdoors’.

100 Miler events such as Around the Pot could potentially be 
presented as ‘DIY events’ with competitors racing the STRAVA 

clock on any one of 365 days of the year. 

Trail runners lived for the opportunity to compete in 
far-flung places such as Rodrigues Island. 



54  Gordon Institute of Business Science

Psilocybin, a natural plant-based 
psychedelic used by healers and 
shamans for thousands of years, 
has once again found favour 
among scientists, researchers and 
practitioners as a ‘miracle’ in mental 
health treatment and a driver of 
creativity, innovation and peak 
performance. The practise of micro-
dosing has become popular in the 
fast-paced start-up world of Silicon 
Valley, with some users reporting an 
increased ability to manage stress 
and the inducement of a ‘flow’ state 
that aids creativity and improves 
interpersonal relationships.

BY DR. JONATHAN MARKS & SARA DAITZ

Better. 
Stronger. 

Faster.

On 19 April 1943, a day now known as Bicycle Day, Dr. Albert 
Hoffman, a Swiss chemist working for the pharmaceutical giant 
Sandoz, self-administered 250 mcg of lysergic acid diethylamide, 
known in the lab as LSD-25. In the late 1930s, while synthesising 
fungi, Hoffman stumbled on LSD but initially dismissed it as 
having no medical value. Years later, when he returned to his 
compound and undertook what became the first modern-day 
acid trip, did he begin to understand the huge potential of LSD for 
mental health disorders. Hoffman’s synthesising of LSD provided 
a chemical compound that was used and extensively researched 
worldwide until the US government, under the Nixon presidency, 

passed the Controlled Substances Act in 1971 and banned the 
use of psychedelic substances. LSD, though, was predated by 
other natural psychedelic compounds, particularly psilocybin, 
the active ingredient found in magic mushrooms. This, too, was 
banned, and from the 1970s, was labelled as an illegal drug linked 
with the counterculture movement in the US.

The ban on psychedelics was (and still is) enforced by the US Drug 
Enforcement Administration. Still, from the 1990s, permission 
was granted to selected institutions to restart research into 
the therapeutical role of LSD and psilocybin. The most prolific 

DR. JONATHAN MARKS
Dr. Jonathan Marks is a full-time faculty member at GIBS 
and holds responsibility for the Entrepreneurship Focus 
MBA. His teaching, research and consulting work is focused 
on high-growth, high-impact entrepreneurship and the 
ways in which an entrepreneurial mindset can facilitate 
higher levels of creativity, innovation and performance.

SARA DAITZ
From years of study and professional experience in psychology, 
coaching and metaphysics, Sara Daitz has created a structure 
that supports you to become the best version of yourself. Sara’s 
clients seek her out for leadership, professional development 
and innovation for themselves and their organisations. She 
supports her clients in creating lasting change and success.

Psilocybe cubensis is a hallucinogenic mushroom
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1 https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/psilocybin-a-journey-beyond-the-fear-of-death/

hallucinogenic dose (usually 1/10th of the regular dose), was used 
to assist scientists and researchers to access greater levels of 
creativity and productivity, especially when it came to complex 
problem-solving. In these studies, scientists from Hewlett-
Packard, Stanford and other Bay Area companies brought 
highly technical problems to each session. After a small dose of 
a psychedelic, participants reported massive increases in their 
ability to understand and solve complex scientific challenges. 
At least four Nobel Prize winners have credited LSD as helping 
to achieve their scientific breakthrough. Among this group is 
Francis Crick, who received his Nobel Prize for the discovery of 
the DNA structure.

Outside of carefully controlled and managed clinical experiments 
with plant-based medicines such as psilocybin, its use continues 
by those who have developed the skills to guide hallucinogenic 
‘journeys’. These modern-day shamans act as experienced guides, 
able to manage and support the process that unfolds after a 
large dose of psychedelics. The shamanic process is mirrored in 
clinical trials, where the ‘set and setting’ are carefully controlled, 

of these being the work at 
Johns Hopkins University’s 
Centre for Psychedelic and 
Consciousness Research. This 
work has been ground-breaking 
in the treatment of anxiety, 
depression, post-traumatic 
stress disorder and addiction. 
Director, Dr. Roland Griffiths, 
who is now regarded as the 
grandfather of the current 
psychedelic revolution, 
was quoted in Scientific 
American saying, “It is simply 
unprecedented in psychiatry 
that a single dose of a medicine 
produces these kinds of 
dramatic and enduring results.”1 He shared results on studies that 
used a single dose of psilocybin to treat anxiety and depression 
for those with life-threatening cancer.

Griffith’s work has sparked dozens of other studies around the 
world as researchers and practitioners enjoy increased access 
to psychedelics to address a range of mental health challenges. 
While this work and the growing body of research are important 
to the scientific and medical community, psilocybin and other 
psychoactive plant medicines such as Ayahuasca, San Pedro, and 
Iboga  have long been the domain of healers and shamans. These 
medicines, from which many recreational drugs such as MDMA, 
commonly known as ecstasy, have been synthesised, provide a 
fast mechanism free of side-effects to not only deal with deep-
seated emotional issues but to find clarity of purpose and deeper 
self-awareness.

Former Harvard University professor and outspoken proponent 
of psychedelic drugs, Timothy Leary, said, “I learned more about 
psychology in the five hours after taking these mushrooms 
than in the preceding 15 years of studying and doing research 
in psychology.” Leary and others embraced the power of 
psychedelics not only to grow awareness and consciousness but 
also to aid productivity, creativity, and problem-solving.

Dr. James Fadiman, a psychologist, writer and experienced 
psychedelic practitioner, was deeply involved in work done 
during the 1960s and 1970s into micro-dosing psilocybin 
and LSD. Micro-dosing, which is the practise of taking a non-

Steve Jobs was said to 
have used psychedelics… 

Ayahuasca leaves and roots

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/psilocybin-a-journey-beyond-the-fear-of-death/
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and the intention, debriefing and post-journey support are 
provided. In attempting to understand the non-scientific value 
of psychedelics, Griffiths and his colleagues researched whether 
hallucinogenic drugs could invoke mystical experiences with 
divinity students. The research had profound results, with 
study participants reporting that two months after the intake 
of psilocybin, they ‘rated the psilocybin experience as having 
substantial personal meaning and spiritual significance and 
attributed to the experience sustained positive changes in 
attitudes and behaviour’.2 This crossing over between the rational 
world of  ‘science’ and the endless possibility of the ‘mystical’ is 
what makes psilocybin and other plant medicines so powerful. 

While positive results continue to be found within clinical trials, 
these studies are few and far between, given the legislative 
barriers to the use of LSD or psilocybin in a clinical setting. 
This has given rise to experimental methodologies such as that 
published recently3 using a citizen science approach. As the legal 
framework becomes clearer for more widespread trials and use 
of psychoactive plant medicine, the science and healing value of 
psychedelics in the shamanic world will become much clearer. It 
is expected that the path to legalisation will follow a similar route 
to that of cannabis, with the US state of Oregon among the first 
to create a legal structure for medical use of psilocybin. It would 
be fair to expect that South Africa may be many years, if not 
decades, behind this growing trend.

Psilocybin, especially micro-dosing, has found resonance in the 
fast-paced world of Silicon Valley. Steve Jobs was said to have 
used psychedelics, and many denizens of the start-up world use 
a psychedelic coach to guide them through their journeys and 
the integration of the increased awareness and consciousness in 
their lives. All this in the pursuit of better, stronger and faster. 
The financial opportunity associated with psychedelics has not 
been lost on the investment community; with more than 25 listed 
companies and dozens more private firms, this sector is expected 
to grow year-on-year by 15%. Compass Pathways, a UK-based 
psychedelic research and development company, was the first to 
list on the US NASDAQ and has a market capitalisation of over 
US$1.3 billion. An astonishing feat, given that their product is 
still essentially illegal.

We wonder what Hoffman would have to say, now over 80 years 
after the discovery of LSD. Probably not much – his discovery 
was predated by thousands of years by the use and application 
of plant medicine by shamans who used the plants to heal and 
grow consciousness and awareness. Aldous Huxley, the Oxford-
educated writer and philosopher, first experienced psychedelics 
in 1953 and was a great supporter of their value to his world 
and work. He once said, “The mystical experience [from 
psychedelics] is doubly valuable; it is valuable because it gives 
the experiencer a better understanding of himself and the world, 
and because it may help him to lead a less self-centred and more 
creative life”. We couldn’t agree more. 

“It is simply 
unprecedented in 
psychiatry that 
a single dose of a 
medicine produces 
these kinds of 
dramatic and 
enduring results.” 

Growth of flowers in cactus Echinopsis Pachanoi, also called San Pedro

2 Griffiths, R.R., Richards, W.A., McCann, U., & Jesse, R. (2006). Psilocybin can occasion mystical-type experiences having substantial and sustained personal 
meaning and spiritual significance. Psychopharmacology, 187(3), 284-92.

3 Szigeti, B. et al (2021). Self-blinding citizen science to explore psychedelic microdosing. eLife Digest. DOI DOI: 10.7554/eLife.62878
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...in Africa, 
things are 
different.

About 17 years ago, while he was sitting 
in an MBA lecture at Stanford Business 
School, Zach George had an epiphany. 
It came when one of his professors said 
something that shook the core and the 
vision for his future career. He said that 
the most dangerous risk of all is the risk 
of spending your life not doing what you 
want, on the bet that you can buy yourself 
the freedom to do it later. It placed a 
thought into George’s head, at the tender 
age of 22: was he going to do what his life’s 
true calling was, or was he going to find 
something safe that would pay the bills 
and to buy time and resources to follow 
his passion in the future?

“I think a lot of people that aren’t 
entrepreneurs or founders end up stuck 
in this trap of setting aside what they 
really want to do with their lives – what 
problems they want to solve – until much 
later,” George says. “But the thing I love 
about founders and entrepreneurs in 

Zachariah ‘Zach’ George, co-founder and chief investment officer of 
Startupbootcamp Africa, believes in the power of new technology ventures.

emerging markets, and across the world, 
is this undying commitment and passion 
to what they do, what they believe in, and 
surrounding themselves with the right mix 
of people to help them achieve those goals. 
That’s one of the reasons I moved to Africa 
in 2010.”

Back then, the venture capital industry 
was barely north of US$20 million on 
the whole continent. Fast forward a few 
years, and things have changed drastically. 
According to the latest available figures 
from the African Private Equity and 
Venture Capital Association, there were 
a total of 572 reported private equity 
and venture capital fund investments in 
technology in Africa between 2015 and 
2020. The total value of these investments 
amounted to US$6.5 billion, with the 
top investment destinations being South 
Africa (20%), Egypt (15%), Nigeria (14%), 
and Kenya (13%).

“There’s a big gap that venture capital fills 
from a funding and scaling perspective in 
Africa,” George says. “That gap cuts across 
seed funding where founders, friends, 
family and angel investors provide 
start-up capital, Series A (typically the 
first institutional round of financing), as 
well as Series B and C (growth capital). 
It’s important for us as investors or as 
entrepreneurs to understand how critical 
this aspect of funding is for economies 
across the entire continent.”

Growing African Tech
BY EUGENE YIGA
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Just start
Another piece of advice George has 
to offer start-up founders and tech 
entrepreneurs in Africa is not to focus 
obsessively on price and quality. In the 
1980s and 1990s, the differentiating 
factors of any enterprise, be it tech or 
non-tech, were either price or quality. But 
in the 21st century, with the gig economy, 
the sharing economy, and the explosion of 
connectivity and data, that’s changed.

“Two important factors you must take into 
account when you launch any enterprise 
is how you save people time (which is 
arguably the most important ‘commodity’ 
in the world) and/or how you make their 
life more convenient,” George says. “And if 
you look at the common thread of some of 
the most significant ventures in our world 
today, all the way from Apple and Amazon 
to Spotify and Uber, they all help people 
save time and make their lives more 
convenient.”

Regardless of what tech venture you might 
be planning to launch, the late Nelson 
Mandela said it best: “It always seems 
impossible until it’s done”. That’s why 
George’s best piece of advice to start-up 
entrepreneurs is to just get started.

“I love founders,” he says. “The new fund 
I’m running is very founder-friendly, 
and I’m so optimistic about the new 
wave of venture capital into early-stage 
enterprises in Africa, making a significant 
impact for growth, job creation, and 
economic sustainability on the continent.”

…the only thing 
certain about your 
valuation is that it’s 
wrong…

Understand your 
customers
In his work at Startupbootcamp Africa, 
George has learned what separates a 
good venture from a great one. A key 
consideration is the business model. In 
mature ecosystems like Silicon Valley, 
B2C models tend to thrive because of the 
higher penetration rates of e-commerce, 
mobile, and internet services. However, in 
Africa, things are different.

“It’s hard to acquire customers if your 
strategy is direct-to-consumer marketing, 
so what tends to work a lot better is B2B 
or B2B2C models, where distribution 
happens through insurers, retailers, 
banks, and telcos,” he says. “Tied to that 
is the aspect of your cost of customer 
acquisition. In frontier markets outside 
of the US, Europe, and Asia, the cost of 
acquiring customers tends to be a lot 
higher. And that needs to be married with 
the lifetime value of a customer.”

Indeed, as a venture capitalist, George 
is a strong believer in the importance of 
the ratio that looks at how the lifetime 
value of a customer compares to the cost 
of acquiring that customer. “Once you’re 
an entrepreneur, you always have to keep 
in mind the cost of acquiring customers,” 
he advises. “But, related to that, how do 
you activate these customers? How do 
you retain them? How do you get referrals 
out of them? And, eventually, how do you 
monetise them?”

Choose your metrics
Speaking of metrics, one of the 
questions he’s often asked is how to 
value a tech company. While most 
late-stage investors are obsessed with 
breakeven and EBITDA (earnings 
before interest, tax, depreciation, and 
amortisation) margins, George points 
out that these aren’t metrics that good 
venture capitalists should care about. 
Instead, what’s more important is how 
these margins grow over time. Also, 
because venture capital is all about 
high top-line growth of customers, 
measuring growth and churn (how 
many customers you lose every 
month) is an important term in the 
industry.

“A lot of founders come to us and have 
questions around the valuation,” he 
says. “And that’s okay. Personally, 
before you do your Series A round, I’m 
not a big proponent of spending a lot 
of time on valuation, simply because 
the only thing certain about your 
valuation is that it’s wrong. Very few 
firms that we’ve invested in come to 
even within 10% accuracy of the five-
year financial forecast. And when I say 
accuracy, I mean they usually come 
out far below 10%. If you’re 10% or 
higher, that’s great. But the accuracy 
of financial models and projections 
isn’t something that founders can do 
much with.”

George’s best piece of advice to start-up 
entrepreneurs is to just get started. 

Zach George

https://www.startupbootcamp.org/accelerator/afritech-asip/
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1. The team is by far the most important 
thing that we look for. We love backing 
committed founders that have profound 
knowledge and experience in their 
industry. We know it’s a long road, so we 
want to make sure there’s a fit between 
them and us. Experienced founders with 
a prior track record are always first prize, 
followed by founders with several years 
of relevant industry experience. We also 
stay away from founders that are too full 
of themselves. We prefer those that are 
coachable and know how to tread that fine 
line between being assertive versus being 
arrogant.

2. Next is total addressable market. 
Irrespective of how good your margins 
are or how strong your team is, if the 
market you’re addressing doesn’t have 
the capacity to reach at least US$100 
million by year five, it’s hard for a venture 
capitalist to take a serious look at you. 
Ideally, good founders typically have total 
addressable markets of up to US$1 billion, 
but I would say US$100 million at the very 
least.

3. Nothing beats traction, be it early adopter 
feedback or initial paying customers. 
US$100,000 in monthly recurring 
revenue is often cited as a good milestone 
in preparation for your Series A funding. 
This helps investors see a clear path to 
your total addressable market.

4. You cannot ignore technology in today’s 
world, even if your business isn’t driven 
by technology. Is there a technology 
component to your business that creates 
a ‘moat’ and makes your intellectual 
property defensible? Do you have 
something that can scale and protect 
others from copying you? It could be a 

patent or a trademark, or it could be some 
sort of intellectual property that makes 
you different from others.

5. We also look for transformative 
businesses. How does your business 
transform the industry you’re in? There’s 
a fantastic book, Zero to One, by Peter 
Thiel, the co-founder of PayPal and 
Palantir Technologies, which talks about 
businesses that fundamentally change 
the landscape of the industry they work 
in. Think of businesses like Zendesk or 
Skype. Once you are either the first mover 
or the best in a given market, you can 
dominate for decades.

6. Related to that is timing. Everything in 
life comes down to timing. So the question 
is: why now? We often see the vision of 
founders colliding with market realities. 
Again, Skype is a good example of how to 
time the market. Skype wasn’t the world’s 
first voice-over-internet-protocol. But the 
timing was spot on, and timing is often 
the hardest thing to measure because it’s 
an intangible metric. But more often than 
not, it tends to be the biggest determinant 
of your success.

7. Because we are venture capitalists, we 
look at the potential of an investment 
doing at least 10X return within the 
fund life, which is usually five to seven 
years. If you don’t have a high lifetime 
value to customer acquisition ratio, it 
means you’re not spending enough time 
on marketing and sales. As a result, your 
growth, at least to investors, is seen as 
too slow, and you could lose market share 
quickly. So a good benchmark is to keep 
your ratio of lifetime value to customer 
acquisition cost at a minimum of three, if 
not higher. 

TOP TIPS FOR START-UP SUCCESS
Although venture capital funds use different criteria when deciding whether or 
not to invest in a start-up, George highlights seven key factors to keep in mind.
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Skins in the game
A year or two ago, parents were puzzled when they realised that 
their teenagers were no longer spending their pocket money on 
fast fashion but rather saving up to buy skins for their avatars. In 
gaming terms, a skin is something that can be used to change the 
appearance of a player’s avatar. It can be as simple as changing a 
colour scheme or as complex as a new “outfit”, which can include 
lighting effects and animations. Always on the lookout for new 
markets, big luxury brands took note and started creating virtual 
replicas of their collections, specifically for gamers’ avatars.

In May last year, Valentino used the new Nintendo game, Animal 
Crossing: New Horizons (ACNH), to feature 20 custom virtual 
looks from its men’s and women’s SS20 and pre-fall 20/21 
collections and invited 11 million ACNH players from around the 
world to dress their avatars for free.

Gucci also created digital versions of its collections for a new 
video game called Genies. Players were invited to dress their 
avatars in Gucci and then send images to friends on WhatsApp, 
Instagram and Facebook Messenger. This move into the gaming 

Getting to 
Grips with 
the Virtual 
Economy

BY DION CHANG

If you want to watch the iconic Charlie Bit My Finger 
video clip, you won’t find it on YouTube anymore. 
After racking up over 883 million views, it was sold 
as a non-fungible token (NFT) on its 14th anniversary 
for R10.5 million. Many see the craze for NFTs as 
a passing fad, but it is just the tip of a new virtual 
economy. We venture into virtual reality to discover 
why business is booming for goods and services you 
can own or experience but never physically touch.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charlie_Bit_My_Finger


Gordon Institute of Business Science  61

world might seem incongruous for these global luxury brands, 
but it is an inspired business strategy. A perfect convergence 
of gaming and social media, gaming is increasingly becoming a 
social hub and not just about the game.

Most Genies’ users (and other gaming platforms, like Fortnite) 
are for those aged 18 to 25 or younger – i.e., the next generation 
customer, the Gen Zs. Luring these digital natives with virtual 
outfits for their online avatars is a long-term strategy to build 
brand affinity for the not-too-distant future when their spending 
power comes of age. They will hopefully be brand loyal enough to 
buy the physical items.

Balenciaga went one step further. Instead of a traditional catwalk, 
they released their fall 2021 fashion collection in the form of a 
bespoke video game called Afterworld: The Age of Tomorrow. 
The game – developed by Epic Games, the makers of Fortnite – is 
set in a near-future city of 2031 and begins with a ‘Choose your 
fighter style’ portal, offering a selection of different characters. 
The player is then led through a labyrinthine Balenciaga store, 
where pieces from the collection are on display.

Virtual sustainability
Also entering the gaming world, fast fashion chain, H&M, 
now offers Animal Crossing gamers a recycling service for 
their avatars on Looop Island. Yes, really. Named after the 
fashion retailer’s in-store circular recycling system, Looop, 
the island will host virtual meet and greets, allow players to 
recycle their avatar’s outfits, and provide news on the latest 
sustainability innovations.

Fast fashion brands are coming under fire for their 
devastating environmental impact, so they are using gaming 
to attract younger customers and push a recycling message. 
H&M launched this virtual initiative with actor Maisie 
Williams, who portrayed Arya Stark in Game of Thrones and 
became H&M’s new global sustainability ambassador.

 Luring these 
digital natives 
with virtual outfits 
for their online 
avatars is a long-
term strategy…

From avatar skins to digital fashion
It was inevitable that digital garments for avatars would 
transition into digital fashion for humans, but how do the virtual 
and real worlds connect?

When you purchase a digital design (prices range from R200 
to R3,000), you also submit a photo of yourself. The virtual 
designers then tailor an outfit to your image in either a static 
or a moving motion version, which is more fluid and three 
dimensional. The digital garment is then used as augmented 
reality and layered on top of your original photograph, which can 
then be shared on social media.

One such digital dress – a motion version called The Iridescence – 
was bought for US$9,500. The design was registered as a 
blockchain asset, which gives it a cryptocurrency value like 
an NFT. Furthermore, it is based on 2D patterns, so you could 
theoretically create a physical equivalent.

But the virtual economy escalates quickly. Gucci also moved 
from avatar skins into digital fashion and released its own digital 
accessories – their virtual handbag sold for more than the real 
thing.

The University for the Creative Arts in Farnham in the UK noticed 
the rising trend and is now the first institution to offer a Master’s 
degree in digital fashion. “Digital fashion is disrupting the 
industry, and it was not an option to wait. We really see digital 
fashion as the future of fashion,” said Professor Jules Dagonet, 
head of fashion at the university.

…and their virtual 
handbag sold for more 
than the real thing.

https://www.instagram.com/p/BxVzibUopFM/
https://wersm.com/a-digital-gucci-bag-on-roblox-sold-for-more-than-the-real-thing/
https://wersm.com/a-digital-gucci-bag-on-roblox-sold-for-more-than-the-real-thing/
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 A career in a parallel 
universe might not seem 
that bizarre after all. 

Virtual groupies
It’s not just the fashion industry being lured into the gaming 
world. Musician, Lil Nas X, blurred entertainment boundaries 
by taking his performances into the gaming world of Roblox. 
His avatar  performed four shows over two days and garnered 33 
million views. Fortnite also hosted a Travis Scott performance, 
which drew 45.8 million views over five shows, with 27.7 million 
unique attendees watching in real time.

The performances may have been virtual, but the numbers (and 
ROI) were very real.  Roblox sees virtual concerts as a new way to 
give its players a chance to hang out in the game and stay relevant 
as players get older.

Virtual services
V-commerce in the gaming world is fast becoming a lucrative 
environment for other industries. If you’re going to dress your 
avatar in designer labels, you might as well hire an interior 
designer to refurbish your virtual home.

UK-based homeware brand, Olivia’s, recently announced that 
it had started to recruit “virtual interior design consultants” to 
provide advice to gamers who want to spruce up their virtual 
homes in ACNH.

Parents should take note; these virtual design consultants can 
earn upwards of R800 per hour, so a career in a parallel universe 
might not seem that bizarre after all.

The bellwether
Epic Games, the company which develops popular 
games like Fortnite, purchased an abandoned mall for 
US$95 million to convert it into their new corporate 
headquarters. The Cary Town Center Mall in Cary, North 
Carolina, USA, operated for more than 40 years but closed 
its doors in January. Another bricks and mortar casualty in 
America’s retail sector.

After expanding its headquarters multiple times over 
the past three decades, Epic Games keeps running 
out of physical space as the gaming industry grows 
exponentially.

So, in a cruel twist of irony, a gaming company opening 
new portals to the virtual economy takes over the physical 
space of a now-defunct retail concept from the bricks and 
mortar era.

Dion Chang is the founder of Flux Trends. 

The e-thletes cometh
The International Olympic Committee (IOC) announced 
that it was organising a series of five e-sports events ahead 
of the Summer Games in Tokyo. The five disciplines in the 
new Olympic virtual series are auto racing, baseball, cycling, 
rowing and sailing.

Auto racing is not an Olympic sport, but neither is gaming. 
This is part of a long-term IOC plan to grow digital 
engagement and encourage the development of virtual sports. 
The aim is to nurture sports participation and promote 
Olympic values, specifically with youth demographics.

As of March 2021, Johan Sundstein (aka N0tail), a player from 
Denmark, is the top-ranked e-sports player in the world 
(by earnings). So far, he has earned US$6.97 million 
throughout his gaming career. So it’s no wonder the IOC are 
acknowledging the lure of e-sports.

https://www.theverge.com/2020/11/16/21570454/lil-nas-x-roblox-concert-33-million-views
https://www.theverge.com/2020/4/23/21233637/travis-scott-fortnite-concert-astronomical-live-report
https://corp.roblox.com/
http://www.fluxtrends.com/
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OUTSIDE
To create the Caravelle, VW took their commercial van 
and glitzed it up; it’s Cinderella at the ball, or rather her 
pumpkin carriage before midnight. Luckily, the pumpkin 
that VW used was both handsome in a practical, angular 
way, and very well made, so the Caravelle is both of these 
things and way more.

The Business of Motoring
Something retro and something cutting edge

BY STEPHEN SMITH

WHAT IS IT?
When I was young, my family had a VW Caravelle, and it 
remains indelibly etched in my subconscious as the very 
best holiday vehicle ever created. Two families would go on 
holiday in it, a trailer hitched up behind it for the impahlas, 
and we would cruise off into the lightening dawn.

The new Caravelle is some distance from our old one in 
terms of comfort and style, but the excitement it generates 
remains as vivid.

WHY THIS?
In a single word: space. While there are countless seven-
seater options on the market these days, very few come 
close to the feeling of spaciousness and airiness that the 
Caravelle offers. Then there’s the retro-cool factor of a 
two-tone kombi and the knowledge that you haven’t bought 
into the SUV craze and actually have a more practical, more 
comfortable vehicle than most of your SUV-driving friends.

GO GET IT
Because Volkswagen has made the Caravelle more luxurious 
with every edition, it is now a pricy car. The price starts at 
R1,184,000 and some change, which is a full R400,000+ 
more than the Kombi. That said, it is a very impressive 
vehicle. The price includes a 5-year/60,000km maintenance 
plan and a 3-year/120,000km warranty. Visit www.vw.co.za 
for more information.

FINAL WORD
The VW Caravelle is such a cool car, and it offers space in a way 
that few others can match. If you have a bigger family than average 
or often take the in-laws or spare children along on holidays, the 
Caravelle is the dream vehicle. This is especially true if you require 
the added peace of mind of all-wheel drive on slick gravel roads or 
snow (it does happen in SA!). If you like the space but not the price 
tag, there is always the more humble VW Kombi. The downside is that 
it will be hard to slip a Caravelle past the taxman as ‘staff transport’, 
where a VW Kombi or Transporter might be allowed.

Ready to travel: 

Volkswagen Caravelle 
Highline 2.0 BiTDI 146kW 
4MOTION DSG

THE DRIVE
Powering the Caravelle is a biturbo 2-litre diesel engine that produces 
146kW and 450Nm, and it is fitted with a seven-speed DSG (Direct 
Shift Gearbox) automatic gearbox. It also comes standard with 
4Motion, VW’s all-wheel-drive system, which adds an element of 
adventure and versatility to the vehicle.

The one facet that lets the Caravelle down is the turbo-lag at pull-off. 
Since the engine is a 2-litre twin-turbo diesel, and since the Caravelle 
is a big and heavy unit, the engine doesn’t have enough oomph to get it 
moving briskly until one of the turbos kicks in. In those few moments 
when you’re trying to take a gap in traffic or pull off while towing 
something substantial, you will curse gently under your breath. These 
curses will be forgotten while you cruise the open road and overtake 
on a whim, but they will return, dark little nags, around town.

INSIDE
The VW Kombi is the 
base model, and even it is 
pretty well kitted out, so 
the Caravelle fits firmly 
into the ‘sumptuous’ level.

While many cars are 
seven-seaters, very few 
are comfortable for seven 
people to travel any 
distance in – a quick hop 
to school is fine for the 

suckers in the back seats, but a trip from Durban to Kruger could 
end in a hefty chiropractor bill.

My absolute best thing about the Caravelle (and for my kids, too) 
is the flexible seating – you can flip the middle row of seats around 
so that they face backwards, while the centre console sprouts a 
table, mushroom-like, in seconds, so that you have a travel lounge 
where you can play board games or read while you roll.

http://www.vw.co.za 
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WHAT IS IT?
Let me introduce the very best-looking 
compact SUV on the market: the 
Peugeot 2008. Hells bells, but this 
thing is gorgeous, and the looks aren’t 
the only string it has for its bow.

WHY THIS?
You know how people always tell their 
friends they’re beautiful inside and 
out, especially on Facebook? Well, 
this thing is exactly that! If you’re not 
won over by the figure, the face or the 
interior, have a look at the price – it’s 
actually reasonably affordable!

GO GET IT
At R359,900 for the Active with 
the 74kW engine and manual 
gearbox, the 2008 is well priced. 
The GT sits at the top of the 
line-up, with a 96kW engine and 
an automatic gearbox. Priced 
at R479,900, for what you get, 
it is actually also good value. A 
5-year/100,000km warranty and 
3-year/60,000km service plan are 
included. Visit www.peugeot.co.za 
for more information.

FINAL WORD
The 2008 can be summed up as sophisticated. This is a car that you’ll definitely notice 
on the road, and if you actually sit in one, you will be blown away. It is a spectacular 
vehicle that you would love to own and drive, and that will put a smile on your face. So it’s 
understandable that it has garnered several major awards worldwide and is a finalist in 
South Africa’s Car of the Year competition. 

THE DRIVE
Behind the wheel of a 2008 is a happy place of 
mine and proof that you don’t need to spend 
a million rand to feel like you have. A 1.2-litre, 
3-cylinder engine is typical in a compact SUV 
these days, as are figures of 74kW/205Nm (Active 
manual model) and 96kW/230Nm (all other 
models). The 96kW engine is available only with 
a 6-speed automatic gearbox, while the 74kW 
comes only with a 6-speed manual gearbox.

The distinctive, attractive chortle of a 3-cylinder engine accompanies your drive, while 
performance is brisk in the 96kW versions. Peugeot has also managed to nail that elusive 
balance between good handling and comfortable ride quality, so kudos to them. Fuel 
consumption is a claimed 6.5L/100km.

OUTSIDE
Nothing on the road looks quite like a 
Peugeot 2008, which is great. Despite 
being based on the 208 hatchback, the 
2008 has its own distinctive look and 
character, and it is a winning one. It looks 
bigger than it actually is, which means 
great presence, and no one will mistake 
the 2008 for anything else on the road. 
LED ‘claws’ in the headlights and taillights 
mimic the rest of the car’s aggressive 
stance and give a nod to the lion on the 
Peugeot badge. Choose one in a bold 
colour and you will have one of the most 
striking cars on the block.

French flair: 
Peugeot 2008

INSIDE
Peugeot’s designers didn’t spend all 
their café noisette and croissant-derived 
energy designing the exterior of the 2008 
only to crash onto the couch, spent and 
devoid of creativity. No, they carried on 
and designed an interior that will shine in 
their portfolios for years to come.

The small, flattened steering wheel 
imparts a feeling of sportiness to the 
drive, while the rest of the cabin is 
finished in soft-touch materials and metal 

trim. Meanwhile, the dual-screen ‘iCockpit’ adds some of that X-factor that we’re all looking 
for in our lives, as well as being functional and easy to use.

Compact SUVs are not big cars, but the 2008 uses what space it has so well that there is still 
a feeling of roominess, and four adults can easily fit into the comfortable seats. The boot, 
too, has 434 litres of usable space, but that does come at the cost of a full-size spare wheel, 
which has been replaced by a space-saver.  

http://www.peugeot.co.za
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Techno for Business
BY AKI ANASTASIOU

When Apple recently announced their brand-new iMac 24-inch 
range, I fell in love. It is possible, you know. Technology has that 
kind of effect on me. Apple just understands what customers want.

What on earth am I talking about? Well, it is not just about the 
performance but the styling and how it fits into our lifestyle. This is 
what Apple gets right, and is why they are the top-ranked company 
in the world with a market capitalisation of US$2.1 trillion. Crazy, 
right? Just a decade ago, they had a market cap of R297 billion, and 
20 years ago, they were worth US$7.8 billion. So clearly, they must 
be doing something right.

When people say that Apple makes products you will love, the new 
iMac 24-inch is the epitome of that statement.

During the launch announcement, it was revealed that the new 
24-inch iMacs would come in seven different colours. My mind 
immediately went to Louis Armstrong’s ‘What a Wonderful World’ 
where he sings about “the colours of the rainbow, so pretty in the 
sky”. Do you see what Apple does? I digress, but do you remember 
the original iMac G3s, released around 1988 with all those amazing 
colours? Remember the statement they made, the magnificent 
design?

Fast track to 2021, and Apple recreates that nostalgia with a 
stunning modern effect. The new iMacs come in green, yellow, 
orange, pink, purple, blue, and silver and boy do they make a 
statement on a desk.

I received a blue one to review, and the first thing that struck me 
was the packaging and attention to detail. The handle on the box 
even matches the colour of the iMac, and when you open the box, 
it is like an adventure itself – attention to detail and customer 
experience. The thought process that goes into the way the box 
opens to unpacking the computer. I loved the “hello” you get as the 
box opens magically.

The whole setup process is so quick! A wireless Magic Keyboard, 
Magic Mouse, and a power adapter. The iMac comes with a new 
power connector that attaches magnetically and a beautifully 

woven 2-metre-long 
colour-matched cable.

Let us talk about the 
display because the screen 
is very impressive. The 24-
inch, 4.5K Retina display 
with 11.3 million pixels, 
500 nits of brightness, 
and over a billion colours 
will take your breath away 
when editing photos or 
watching a 4K video.

Apple iMac
Style and performance personified
Priced from R25,000

What blew my mind was how thin the screen is and that all the 
computing power sits at the bottom of the screen. It is just 11.5mm 
thick! To put that into perspective, your iPhone 12 is 7.4mm thick.

Built into the display are a 1080p FaceTime HD camera, studio-
quality mics, and a six-speaker sound system. This is a great 
enhancement to those doing many video calls and working from 
home – sound and video quality have been dramatically enhanced. 
In addition, the microphones are positioned in such a way that 
feedback is reduced, external noises are almost eliminated, and 
your voice is enhanced when you are on that video call.

But it is the performance of this computer that will make you sit 
up. The new 24-inch iMacs come with Apple’s own M1 silicon 
chip. Editing 4K videos in Final Cut was lightning fast. I was 
simultaneously running other applications in the background, yet 
the iMac performance was solid. Apple says that you get up to 85% 
faster CPU performance – you can certainly feel that.

There are three models of the Magic Keyboard with gorgeous, 
colour-matched aluminium enclosures. The top of the range 
now comes with Touch ID. It is embedded wirelessly and uses a 
dedicated security component on the keyboard that communicates 
directly with Secure Enclave in M1, creating an encrypted channel 
to protect your fingerprint data from end to end. You can use Touch 
ID to unlock your computer and to make purchases using Apple Pay.

The new iMac 24-inch with the M1 chip is gorgeous and comes with 
the performance to match. This computer is surely a contender for 
the gadget of the year!

Don’t you just wish you had invested in Apple 20 years ago?

https://www.istore.co.za/imac-27-inch-with-retina-5k-display-1
https://www.istore.co.za/imac-27-inch-with-retina-5k-display-1
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Asana is one of the world’s most innovative companies, whose sole 
mission is to make all of us work better and be more productive. The 
Covid-19 pandemic has forced most organisations to rethink how they 
work. Millions of people are still deployed working remotely from 
home. Let us be honest: we are overloaded with different projects, 
tasks and workflows that can sometimes be intimidating, and there 
is no doubt that this can affect productivity. Asana is a fantastic 
collaborative tool that allows you to integrate your teams with ease, 
working through different projects. It allows you to assign tasks, 
prioritise and set your deadlines. This makes teams stay focused, 
massively improving productivity. Having an overhead view of what 
is happening with a project makes it easier for teams to understand 
workflows and what needs to be prioritised. There are even templates 
available that one can use and adapt for almost every project. 

Asana Productivity App
Task management made easy
Cost – Free for up to 15 users, enterprise pricing available

Mi Robot Vacuum Mop
Why vacuum when a robot can do it  
Price R5,000

Not once in my career have I ever imagined I would be 
reviewing a vacuum cleaner, but here goes…

Our lifestyles have been flipped around by the Covid-19 
pandemic. Many of us are working from home, bringing 
with it new challenges. The one task I most dislike around 
the house is vacuuming! So, why do it manually when a 
robot can do it for you? The Mi Robot Vacuum-Mop is a 
lifesaver for automating the entire process and cleaning 
your house when it suits you. It is a wonderful piece 
of technology which quite frankly every home should 
have. The great thing about this device is that it vacuums 
and mops! The technology is very clever with its own 
navigation system built-in with lasers that are basically 
the eyes of the machine. It has a GPS that knows exactly 
where it is positioned so it can map your house and use 
that map for the next clean-up. This is important because 

there may be some 
areas you do not 
want your vacuum 
to go. You can set 
these boundaries 
on the app after the 
first few cleans. It is 
not perfect and does 
get stuck in some 
areas initially, but after the first three cleans, it does its own 
thing! The 2,500 Pa suction power and large capacity lithium 
battery will cover an average 3-bedroom home in one usage. It 
knows when the battery is running low, so it will go back to the 
docking station on its own to charge and resume cleaning when 
charged. Within the app, you can add additional functionality 
like schedules and even start it when you are out of the house.

https://asana.com/
https://mia.africa.com/product/mi-robot-vacuum-mop/
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Books
BY CHRIS GIBBONS

Harper Collins
Macmillan – R338 
Let me not waste your time. Just rush out and buy Working 
Backwards. It’s that good and will almost certainly change the 
way you go about your business.

What? You want more 
persuading? OK, well, let’s 
start with the fact that Colin 
Bryar and Bill Carr were 
Very Big Dogs at Amazon 
for some 27 years, most of 
those in the truly formative 
period between – roughly 
– 1998 and 2011. Bryar 
spent two of those years 
as ‘shadow’ to founder, 
Jeff Bezos, with him every 
hour of the working day, in 
every meeting and privy to 
every thought. Carr worked 
a level down but still built 
and ran key components of 
Amazon’s businesses.

In Working Backwards, they start with a very simple two-part 
question: how did Amazon and Bezos do it, and why are they so 
successful in so many different areas, from retail to Amazon Web 
Services, to digital media? This, by the way, was a real question to 
the authors from the CEO of a Fortune 100 company.

They reveal that Amazon has developed and refined an 
architecture of internal processes and practises which are 
adhered to with almost religious tenacity. Their book is simply a 
guide – a breakdown, if you would prefer – of what these practises 
are, how they’re used at Amazon, and how you could certainly use 
some or all of them at your company.

What you will not realise until you get into the book is just how 
very different these things are at Amazon compared to more 
traditional companies. More importantly, you will see just how 

blindingly obvious and common-sensical they are, yet how 
very difficult they can be to implement.

At the centre of the architecture are 14 Leadership Principles. 
It’s a list that could probably have been compiled by a GIBS 
MBA class, with ‘Customer Obsession’ in the No.1 spot, 
followed by things like ‘Hire and Develop the Best’, ‘Insist 
on the Highest Standards’, and ‘Deliver Results’. All very 
bog-standard, you might say. You’d be right until you begin 
to understand just what these mean at Amazon. Under 
‘Customer Obsession’, we learn that this means that leaders 
start with the customer and work backwards. They work 
vigorously to earn and keep customer trust. Although leaders 
pay attention to competitors, they obsess over customers. 
‘Obsess’ is the key word here, so much so that if you have a 
new idea or product to develop, the first thing you do is write 
the final press release and an accompanying list of frequently 
asked questions. In this way, the product development process 
is seen through the customer’s eye right from the word ‘go’ 
and refined accordingly. The PR/FAQ is circulated to your 
peers, superiors, and even subordinates, who all try as hard as 
they can to pick it apart. This is, literally, working backwards.

‘Insist on the Highest Standards’: again, it sounds obvious 
until you learn that part of this process involves a ban on all 
PowerPoint presentations. If you’re tabling an idea or a report 
to a committee, you use a format called a ‘six-pager’ – six A4 
pages, which carry about 3,500 words. Your ‘six-pager’ is read 
at the start of the meeting by everyone present. Then only 
are the contents discussed. The result is that the committee 
receives about 10 times more information than it would from 
a PowerPoint deck, and the subsequent discussion is far more 
nuanced and thoughtful.

The chapter on how Amazon hires new staffers – a process 
called Raising the Bar – alone is worth the price of this book. I 
just wish that I had owned a copy of Working Backwards when 
I started on my own business journey a long time ago.

Working Backwards 
Insights, Stories and Secrets from Inside Amazon
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Daniel Kahneman, Olivier Sibony, Cass R. 
Sunstein
Harper Collins – R360
How do we make decisions which are calls of judgement? What 
influences the decision-making process in our brain? And, how 
likely are those decisions to be accurate – or at least as close 
to accurate as possible? These are important questions which, 
in the business context, to say nothing of the personal, can 

have ramifications worth 
millions of rands.

There’s a fair chance that by 
now, you might well have 
read Daniel Kahneman’s 
magisterial 2011 work, 
Thinking Fast and Slow. 
You are probably familiar 
with concepts related 
to decision-making and 
judgement like bias – 
anchoring, framing and so 
on. These have been much 
written about and are well 
researched.

Much less so is what 
Kahneman and his 

colleagues, Sibony and Sunstein, call ‘noise’: “…in public 
conversations about human error and in organisations all over 
the world, noise is rarely recognised. Bias is the star of the show. 
Noise is a bit player, usually offstage… This book is our attempt to 
redress the balance.”

So, what is ‘noise’? Noise is the assortment of random, 
background variables which cause us to make different 
judgements about the same set of facts. Noise is why different 
doctors will make different judgements about a patient’s 
condition. It’s why a judge will hand down a harsher sentence 
just before lunch when he or she is tired and hungry. Noise is why 
you or I will make a decision different from today’s after we have 
‘slept on it’.

Bail decisions, forecasts, asylum decisions, forensic science are 
all noisy and in different ways. Kahneman et al. go into great 
detail explaining the different kinds of noise, how to distinguish 
noise from bias, and how to quantify their combined effect.

As you would expect, they also spend much of the last part of 
Noise detailing how to counter the problem, and in doing so, how 
to make better judgements.

Fascinating, tough reading in parts, especially if you don’t have a 
basic understanding of statistics, but a vital work for anyone who 
makes any kind of decision. Which, after all, is most of us.

Noise
A Flaw in Human Judgement

48 authors
Tracey McDonald Publishers – R310
Forty-eight authors? Indeed, because this is a collection of 48 
short essays from some of South Africa’s leading business minds: 
coaches, thinkers, executives, entrepreneurs and so on.

Some, like Abdullah 
Verachia and Dr. 
Roze Phillips, are 
faculty at GIBS. 
Others, like Allon 
Raiz, Ian Fuhr and 
Dov Girnun, have 
been featured in 
Acumen. Others, like 
Andrew Golding, 
Bonang Mohale, 
Brand Pretorius and 
Edwin Cameron, are 
household names.

Each essay either 
touches on an 
aspect of leadership 
or sets out the 
author’s recipe for 

great leadership. In Join Me On The Balcony, Abdullah Verachia 
reminds us that leadership is ‘an ability we begin shaping – 
explicitly or implicitly – from childhood’. He tells a personal 
story of how, while still at school, a sudden impulse to enter 
a debating competition in the US changed his life and led – 
eventually – to his job at GIBS.

Dr. Roze Phillips searches for empathy in Learn Their Language. 
Enter Their World. “Empathy is leadership vulnerability in 
action,” she says, reminding us that in a 2020 Harvard Business 
Review-supported survey, “leadership empathy was the second-
most cited employee need after manageable workloads.”

Phillips practises what she preaches. Before joining GIBS, 
Phillips was head of the human resource team at ABSA. Deep 
in the middle of the Covid-19 lockdown, she discovered that a 
member of the team was suffering from depression and missing 
one of her coping mechanisms, a weekly Park Run. Immediately, 
Phillips offered to run with the colleague in a virtual 10km, 
and the rest of the team instantly agreed to run, too. Phillips 
rediscovered her own empathy at that point, calling it ‘a 
leadership moment’.

These are just two examples from the 48, each one very different 
in style and content. What they have in common is a thread of 
wisdom based on experience and brevity. If you enjoy learning 
and stimulation in short chunks, The Book Every Leader Needs to 
Read is the right one for you. 

The Book Every Leader 
Needs to Read




