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MINDSETS 
FOR THE 
FUTURE 
Dedicated to bringing  
clarity and having the right 
mindset in an ever-changing 
business environment.

LEADERSHIP 
FOR THE 
FUTURE
Guiding leaders towards 
reflection, connection and 
conviction, and discarding 
leadership behaviours of  
the past with courage.

OPTIMISM 
FOR THE 
FUTURE
As we move towards an 
unclear economic future, 
we explore the role and 
importance of optimism 
in guiding organisations 
effectively through this time.

SYSTEMS FOR 
THE FUTURE 
Surrounded by uncertainty, 
we look towards building 
systems into organisations  
to help them thrive in the 
new tomorrow.

A SPECIAL 
EDITION 
MAGAZINE 
FOR  
LEADERS  
WITH  
PROGRESSIVE 
AGENDAS ADDRESSING 

CONTEXT
Maximus’ Joint Managing 
Directors, Vanessa Gavan 
and Brent Duffy, reflect on 
the past months and craft  
a vision for the future.

All rights reserved Maximus  
International. © Maximus  
International Pty Limited 2020.  
This magazine and its contents  
are protected by copyright 
and remain the property of 
Maximus International Pty 
Limited. The intellectual property 
rights belonging to Maximus 
International Pty Limited extend 
to all documents and materials, 
and may not be reproduced by 
any process, nor may any other 
exclusive right be exercised, 
by anyone without the express 
written consent of Maximus 
International Pty Limited.
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tTo those of you returning to M we’re thrilled  
to have you reading our magazine once 
again, this time in an interactive format as, like  
many of you, we have pivoted our approach 
during this extraordinary time. If you are  
a first-time reader, a very warm welcome to 
Maximus and to M, a magazine designed  
to deliver inspiration, aspiration and utility for 
our clients and partners. As with each edition, 
we are extremely grateful to those of you  
who have contributed.

At Maximus, we focus on equipping leaders 
with the mindset to navigate complexity. Since 
our fourth issue, published in December last 
year, the global economic landscape has 
been so definitively disrupted that I ask myself 
whether the world has outgrown the modern 
approach to leadership. 

Are we as leaders, ‘match fit’ to ride through 
the aftershocks of COVID-19?

First the devastating drought and summer 
bushfires, now a recession and global 
pandemic, and civil unrest for absolute 
equality resonating around the world... these 
events have reminded us that life on earth is 
random, and those leaders who rely on the 
world being safe, predictable and quantifiable 
are at real risk of being left behind.

Instead, we need to lean into the 
opportunities of the future. To see them we will 
need to pay attention, to notice things that 
others may not see. What our customers really 
need, what our workforces are identifying 
as important, and the pain points of our 
organisations. There is more noise in the business 
environment than ever before, and more 
uncertainty. But when we pay attention, we see 
themes, we make sense, we sense the future.

Business can’t be conducted according to 
gut feel. Yet to be responsive we must balance 
data and instincts, draw out options, create 
hypotheses and identify the intersections 
where opportunity lies. 

As people adapt to post-COVID-19 
conditions, ideas will come faster, and from 
unlikely sources, in ways we can’t yet imagine. 
There will be a divide that grows in leaders 

     THERE IS MORE NOISE IN THE BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT THAN EVER
                BEFORE, AND MORE UNCERTAINTY. BUT WHEN WE PAY ATTENTION
  WE SEE THEMES, WE MAKE SENSE, WE SENSE THE FUTURE

between those who have the ability to shape 
the future, the stewards of tomorrow and  
those who will safely play the caretaker of 
today. This may seem like a bold, brave  
pivot. What we know from seeing many 
leaders who have left a brilliant impact,  
is that it often starts with one brave move.  
One that you can’t step back from. 

When I think of this, I am reminded  
of Dr Jane Goodall, the pioneering 
primatologist and anthropologist, who  
holds that, “Every individual matters.  
Every individual has a role to play. Every 
individual makes a difference.”

We were fortunate to host Dr Goodall last 
year. She exemplifies leadership that is based 
in purpose, deep curiosity and conviction. 

We have had the privilege of working  
with tens of thousands of leaders since 
Maximus’ inception. Most want to contribute 
something significant. Many also don’t  
fully appreciate the power to impact that  
lies within them. Only a few create the  
legacy they genuinely imagined and many 
become distracted by uncertainty and 
inertia… held back by fear.

It is time for a radical reframing of the  
role of leader, and in these pages you  
will find inspiration and know-how for  
change. The encouragement to find the 
untapped power of your deep curiosity  
and conviction. Leaders of the future don’t 
lead from a position of preservation, scarcity, 
power and ego. They lead from a position  
of purpose, clarity, abundance and impact.

COVID-19 has catapulted us into the  
future, our workforces have shown themselves 
willing to adapt. How will you show up to 
create new value for humanity and a lasting 
positive impact on your organisation? 

I look forward to continuing our conversation. 

VANESSA GAVAN
FOUNDER AND JOINT  
MANAGING DIRECTOR

P
H

O
TO

G
R

A
P

H
Y

: 
M

A
R

K
 B

O
N

D
.W

E
LC

O
M

E

5

ADDRESSING CONT EXT

M A X I M U S  M A G A Z I N E    S P E C I A L  E D I T I O NM A X I M U S  M A G A Z I N E    S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N



aAs black-swan events go, 
COVID-19 is a pterodactyl 
– a mega event that 
threatens to blow up global 
economic drivers, known 
production paradigms, trade 
agreements, market values, 
our concept of critical 
industries and much more. 
World history is being reset, 
such that 2019 may seem 
quaint; the post-COVID-19 
future is uncharted territory. 

The corollary is that 
leaders will no longer be 
able to reference history 
for “How things are done”. 
This represents a threat for 
leaders, and our experience 
tells us that leaders under 
threat will make evolutionary 
maneuvers: fight or flight, 
rise or hide. The reality is that 
this time calls for leadership 
mindsets that tend to 

How will the post-COVID-19 
period affect global leaders’ 
fortitude to decarbonise  
their economies? 

Can Coronavirus-stricken 
nations such as Italy and 
Spain; big spenders like the 
UK; distracted nations such 
as Japan; and the United 
States’ many variously 
affected jurisdictions, muster 
the focus to forestall the 
greater threat to humanity  
of global warming? 

Lord Nicholas Stern, adviser 
to the UK COP26 presidency 
is not the only expert to 
suggest that, “There is an 
opportunity in the recovery 
from the COVID-19 crisis to 
create a new approach to 
growth that is sustainable, 
inclusive and resilient.” He 
added, “Now is the time to 
forge a new internationalism 

and move from this crisis to 
a much more sustainable 
economy in closer harmony 
with the natural world.” 

Nicholas Gruen, is an 
Australian economics 
commentator and founder 
and CEO of Lateral 
Economics. He spoke to us 
about how we can plan for 
the new future [see our story 
on page 30, The Strategy 
Revolution] and recognise 
the possibilities for change 
that previously have been 
ignored. “We have great 
opportunities to learn lessons 
that have been all around 
us for decades. If we learn 
10 per cent of them, I’ll be 
happy,” Gruen says.

Globally, politicians and 
economists may look to black 
swans of the past to foresee 
what form the new world will 

can bring new life. World 
War I brought women into 
the workforce. The Great 
Depression triggered an 
evolution in economics itself. 
The shock of 9/11 shifted 
views on national security. 
We have a whole section  
in this special edition, 
dedicated to the pursuit  
of optimism and a measure 
for realism in this time. [See 
our articles from page 58.]

We also know that the 
probability of deglobalisation, 
increased unemployment, 
reduced consumer 
confidence, unconcerted 
action to preserve global 
ecosystems, all have major 
implications for business 
and for the direction of 
investment for innovation. 
There have never been 
more unknowns, threats, and 
therefore opportunities in the 
commercial environment. 

Leaders will need to 
be constantly curious, 
successfully operating 
amidst the detail of their 
operations, while maintaining 
a perspective from 10,000 
feet. Those who engage with 
information near and far, 
challenging their assumptions 
and rapidly incorporating 
macro signals into their 
decision making, will be 
better able to navigate 
the emerging, seemingly 
alien, economic landscape. 
“Shocking the system out 
of the multilinked ways in 
which all the important 
people reassure each other 
is amazingly difficult,” says 
Gruen. Here at Maximus, we 
believe it can be done.   

take. “History moves fast 
during times like this, and  
a time like this gives us 
opportunities to escape  
the gravitational force of 
business as usual. That’s an 
ethical challenge, not  
a goodie-goodie challenge, 
but a challenge of vision, a 
challenge of self-abnegation, 
a challenge of self-discipline," 
says Gruen. 

Those leading the way may 
mine the charcoal fields of 
the GFC, inspect the lower 
mandible of the Spanish Flu 
or the upper mandible of The 
Great Depression, but there is 
no precedent for the impact 
of this new viral infection. 

POSITIVE CHANGE IS 
POSSIBLE (AND PROVEN)
One cause for optimism, 
is that black-swan events 

optimism, amplifying the 
opportunity of the moments 
ahead. We are in a rare 
situation. The possibilities to 
build new systems that don’t 
look like old systems are 
presenting themselves, and 
we should grab this unique 
chance while we can. 

EACH TO THEIR 
OWN, OR A NEW 
INTERNATIONALISM?
Leaders worldwide are 
making seismic calls for 
adjustment of fundamental 
social and economic systems. 
Jörg Wuttke, chairman of the 
European Union Chamber of 
Commerce in China told The 
Economist, “The globalisation 
of putting everything where 
production is the most 
efficient – that is over.” And  
so, we are left with questions… 

INIT IAL LESSONS FOR 
LEADERS FROM COVID-19
Brent Duffy, Joint Managing Director of Maximus,  

paints a picture of the context we find ourselves in 
and provides an impetus for leaders to rise, not hide 
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SNAPSHOT:

A GLOBAL VIEW

With the future firmly front 
of mind and becoming 
more intelligible as the 

fallout from the COVID-19 
pandemic becomes 

clearer, we marvel at the 
scale of change in recent 
times. The statistics behind 
the sheer magnitude and 

breathtaking speed of 
change that has occurred 

on a global scale  
are staggering:

THE S&P 500  
STOCK-MARKET 

INDEX HAS 
RECORDED THE 

MOST RAPID 
FALL EVER, 

PLUMMETING 
20% IN JUST 16 

TRADING DAYS. 

UNEMPLOYMENT IN THE US ALONE 
HAS SEEN AN ASTRONOMICAL  
RISE. COVID-19 HAS SET OFF  
A DRAMATIC REVERSAL OF THE 
LONGEST PERIOD OF ECONOMIC 
EXPANSION IN AMERICAN HISTORY.  
THE US BUREAU OF LABOR  
STATISTICS REPORTED THE  
OFFICIAL US UNEMPLOYMENT  
RATE AS 14.7% IN APRIL. 

Government spending has 
skyrocketed. The AVERAGE STIMULUS 
PACKAGE announced by G7 
countries in response to impacts of 
COVID-19 is 4.4 times greater than 
those announced in  
response to the  
Global Financial 
Crisis of 2007-2008. 

The global airline industry, valued pre-COVID-19 
at US$872 billion, has taken a staggering hit 
while at the same time, CARBON EMISSIONS 
HAVE PLUMMETED due to the overall decrease 
in travel by any transport. 

The BBC reported that virus-containment 
measures had REDUCED LEVELS OF 
POLLUTION IN NEW YORK BY ALMOST 50% 
compared to the same time last year.

$872 
  BILLION

4.4 TIMES
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THE AUSTRALIAN PICTURE
ZOOMING IN:

ECONOMIC PANDEMONIUM

INDUSTRY BREAKDOWN

Here in Australia, the figures are telling as to what lies ahead 
for leaders to manage their people and their organisations’ 
economic future. Across the board we have seen massive, 
unprecedented fallout for core industries as a direct result  

of the COVID-19 pandemic…

hit to the 
economy  
– the largest 
three-month 
decline  
on record.

Entertainment and 
sporting venues 

accounted for 70% 
of the job losses 

across the arts and 
recreation sector  
at end of March.

AIRLINE,  
AIRPORT  

AND  
TRAVEL 

STOCKS IN 
AUSTRALIA  

HAVE FALLEN 
BY 40% TO  
80% SINCE 

YEAR START.

$50
BILLION

OR AROUND 
8% OF ADULT 
AUSTRALIANS,  
APPEAR TO 
HAVE LOST 
THEIR INCOMES 
IN THE FIRST 
WEEK OF 
THE TOTAL 
COVID-19 
LOCKDOWN.

 MORE THAN 
1.6 MILLION 
PEOPLE

R
E

D
U

C
E

D

70%

2THE NEXT TWO 
BUDGETS ARE 
FORECAST 
TO BE THE 
BIGGEST 
DEFICITS IN 
AUSTRALIAN 
HISTORY. 

70% OF THE 
HOSPITALITY 
SECTOR 
HAVE 
REDUCED 
STAFF –  
43% HAVE 
STOOD 
DOWN  
OR LET 
GO THEIR 
EMPLOYEES. 

GDP
Gross domestic 

product is  
PREDICTED TO 

FALL MORE 
THAN 10%  

in the June 
quarter, the 
biggest fall  

ever recorded.

The tertiary 
education sector 
estimates a REVENUE 
DROP OF BETWEEN  
$3 BILLION AND  
$4.6 BILLION IN 2020.  
Professor Brian 
Schmidt, Vice 
Chancellor at the 
Australian National 
University says, “This 
pandemic represents 
perhaps the greatest 
challenge in the 
history of our 
university.” 
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MINDSETS
FOR THE 
FUTURE

THE ACHE AND 
PAIN OF GROWTH
The COVID-19 pandemic is different to 
previous crises, exerting a radical, abrupt 
effect. The economy was put out of action 
almost immediately and completely,  
supply and demand disappeared 
simultaneously and the mental models we 
use to make decisions, torn down. Things 
we assumed to be true are no longer. 

Rebuilding one’s schema takes immense 
energy. We find ourselves and those 
around us, fatigued. This is to be expected. 
When you are a teenager in a growth spurt 
or recovering from an injury, you are doing 
your most when you feel you are doing 
nothing, transforming unconsciously. All 
of us, during this time, in some way or 
manifestation, have been equipping 
ourselves for living in this new and truly 
changed world.

It is critical that leaders swiftly distinguish 
signal from noise. That we bring focus  
firstly to ourselves and then to those we 
lead. That we understand from periods  
of stress comes great growth... if we have 
the right mindset. 

This section is dedicated to the criticality 
of mindset and the search for clarity.

  MAXIMUS MAPS  
A PATH TO LEAD  
OUT OF COVID-19

 A FRAMEWORK TO GUIDE YOU 
THROUGH A POST-PANDEMIC 
ENVIRONMENT.

 

  MEGATRENDS
 WE HELP DISTINGUISH SIGNAL 

FROM NOISE WITH 11 IMPACTFUL 
TRENDS FOR LEADERS TO WATCH.

  LESSONS IN 
LEADERSHIP

 BRENT DUFFY TALKS TO FIVE 
AUSTRALIAN CEOS ABOUT  
LEADING THROUGH COVID-19.

  STRIVING FOR 
CLARITY

 TWO INSIGHTS FROM TECHNOLOGY 
LEADERS ON HOW TO ACHIEVE 
CLARITY THROUGH UNCERTAIN TIMES.

  A POSITIVE 
COMMITMENT TO AN 
UNCERTAIN FUTURE

 VANESSA GAVAN SITS DOWN WITH 
BILL MORROW TO DISCUSS LEGACY.
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King tides of change continue to 
roll through the global economy 
in response to conditions imposed 
by COVID-19, but we’re learning to 
regroup our faculties and resources 
to meet the challenges. Looking 
ahead, leaders acknowledge 
there will be more distress of 
unforeseeable magnitude,  
and Maximus has sought to  
provide a framework for the  
waves of disruption which  
began with the shutdown of  
global travel in March.

PHASE ONE: 
MANAGING THROUGH THE 
FRONT END OF THE CRISIS
Back then, as airlines hit the 
tarmac, and suburbs under take-off 
and landing strips around the world 
got used to the sound of birdsong, 
corporate managers established 
the basics of leading virtually. 
Often overwhelmed by the logistics 
of maintaining (or suspending) 
operations while adjusting for 
the safety of workforces, and 

perhaps sharing daytime parenting 
in home offices, leaders faced 
these immediacies with a similar 
sense of urgency as we saw in 
the response to the bushfires that 
raged throughout the Australian 
summer. Yes, that was this year too; 
2020 has dealt an unimaginable 
double blow to travel corporations, 
hotel groups and independents, 
holiday-destination communities, 
those across the hospitality industry 
and businesses like Airbnb.

While traditionally structured 
businesses may have found 
re-marshalling their resources  
for the COVID-19 crisis response 
extremely challenging, more 
flexible youngsters, such as Shebah 
– the rideshare service driven by 
women and catering to women 
and children – pivoted more  
easily to support the new needs, 
food delivery, for example, of 
confined communities. 

Businesses with agile work 
processes and progressive cultures, 
gained a head start in the first 
few weeks post-lockdown. These 
organisations adapted to maintain 
some turnover and with that,  
a level of employment. Companies 
such as Telstra and Vodafone 

In the emerging 
field of post-

pandemic 
leadership, 

Maximus has 
identified four 

expected 
corporate 
phases of 

operation. For 
the record, the 
second is now 

coming to  
an end

MAXIMUS
  MAPS
    A PATH
  TO LEAD 
       OUT OF 
 COVID-19
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also engendered great goodwill 
by automatically increasing 
customers’ data allowances,  
to enable the massive uptick in  
at-home digital communications 
and entertainment. 

At Maximus, what we discovered 
during this period was that, in 
a modern crisis, the time to act 
is compressed: days and hours 
became competitive advantages 
in leading market responses. It has 
been critical give and receive 
support within our extended 
networks. We leant into this and 
formed a community of hundreds 
of leaders across Australia, whom 
we assembled each week to 
tackle a pertinent area and in 
discussion, share our knowledge 
and insights. In return, we received 
amazing advice and empathy 
from our clients and partners. 

PHASE TWO: 
ADAPTATION IN AN ERA 
BEYOND TECHNOLOGICAL 
“DISRUPTION”
After the first four weeks of the 
COVID-19-induced restrictions 
we saw leaders start to come 
up for air and the business 
community may have collectively 
acknowledged that nobody in 
living memory has had to manage 
through a pandemic, let alone in 
a global trade and supply chain 
environment as interconnected 
and interdependent as it is today. 

Having adapted to the new 
reality of virtual working, and  
a different kind of interpersonal 
connection, executives have 
shared war stories from the first four 
weeks. They have also seen their 
people adapt and get on with the 
new way of operating. During this 
phase leaders gained new insights 
into their employees’ ability and 
desire to manage workflows from 
home, to form virtual and effective 
response teams and to come 
up with operational solutions in 
radically altered circumstances. 

The period post-Easter – which 
will take many of us to the end of 
June and beyond – has presented 
the opportunity to effect change 
at both an enterprise and systems 
level. In its “Five Rs” for COVID-19 
response, McKinsey and Company 
described these stages as “Return” 
and “Reimagination”.
 Return refers to the need to 

“create a detailed plan to  
return business to scale quickly”, 
as the knock-on effects of 
COVID-19 emerged.

 Reimagination describes 
the imperative to recognise 
that a “discontinuous shift” in 
world economic systems and 
employment is in progress – 
things will never be the same. 
Big questions include: How can 
leaders shape outcomes for their 
organisation? For their industries?
Maximus has also encouraged 

leaders to consider how they 
want their teams to experience 
their leadership during these times 
of tumult, heightened risk and 
anxiety, and what they want to 
be remembered for. As we move 
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MAXIMUS’ COVID-19 PREDICTION  
FOR ORGANISATION’S CYCLES

LEADING 
THROUGH COVID

 Reacting to 
COVID-19: 
uncertainty  
with urgency 

 Quickly set up 
new operating 
rhythms to 
enable business 
continuity

 Establishing 
essentials of 
leading virtually, 
equip leaders  
to cope 

 Practicality and 
immediacy. Fire 
fighting and 
overwhelmed 
leaders. 
Simplicity,  
clarity as key

 Businesses and 
leaders already 
working in agile 
manners with 
progressive 
cultures and HR 
systems have  
a head start

SHAPING THE 
NEW NORMAL

 Back to (new) 
business: refocus 
on purposeful 
leadership

 Perspective and 
future-focused 
thinking: shaping 
success  
from crisis

 Get up and out: 
thinking at an 
enterprise and 
systems level. 
Using crisis as 
opportunity to 
effect change

 Shift to making 
more deliberate 
mid- to long-
term strategic 
decisions 

 Re-setting vision 
and establishing 
the new 
organisational 
cadence 

 Definition of ‘jobs 
to be done’ and 
a renewed state 
of clarity and 
accountability 
for leaders

LEADING THE 
NEW NORMAL

 Leading out  
of COVID-19

 Putting resilience 
at the core

 For some, planning 
to re-enter  
the physical 
workplace and  
re-setting rhythms 

 Adopting the 
bright spots and 
fully embracing 
the opportunities 
and rhythm of 
the new world

 Confirming and 
communicating 
what to let go of, 
teething issues

 Winners and 
losers: rapid 
adoption of 
winning systems, 
that leaders and 
organisations 
implement  
post crisis

 Alignment on the 
reimagined state:  
a defined “North 
Star” with the big 
things to get right

LEADING FROM 
THE EDGE

 Seeding hope 
amidst economic 
challenge

 Tribes of 
connected 
people with 
solutions to 
democratise 
accountability 

 Transition back to 
more immersive, 
integrated longer-
term solutions, 
deliberate 
investments

 New ways of 
working are now 
firmly engrained

 Creating and 
sustaining 
positive energy 
and resilience 

 Foresight 
to realise 
opportunity  
as we rebuild  
– inspire, insight, 
ignite action

 Use hindsight  
to provide 
context but  
not hold back

 Execution 
cadence: being 
in the future but 
acting for it now

into re-entry, being deliberate 
and focused, with outcomes in 
mind, even if those outcomes must 
remain flexible, has never been 
more important. 

PHASE THREE: 
RE-ENTRY –  
A CHANGED RHYTHM
As the lockdown eases and 
employees in Australia and New 
Zealand start to return to their 
workplaces, it’s critical that leaders 
remain deliberate in how they 
show up, prepared to face the 
next unpredictable scenario. 

The opportunity now is to set  
a new rhythm for engagement 
and connection with one another, 
and with the altered business 
environment. Leaders should steer 
toward a bright and identified 
future, while having contingency 
plans for less optimistic outcomes. 
Despite uncertainty positives will 
surface during this period and 
leaders need to be prepared 
to capitalise on them. There will 
be efforts of individuals, teams, 
business units, and from within the 
culture as a whole to focus on. 
Celebrating achievements and 
ideas and rolling them into the 
future direction of the business  
will also build confidence amongst 
staff in their own contributions  
and in those leading the way.

It’s essential for leaders and 
organisations to bring a healthy 
dose of perspective and outside-in 
thinking to their business as  
re-entry begins. Never has there 
been a more critical time for 
reflection, deep thought and 
lateral perspective.

PHASE FOUR: 
FUTURE FOCUS – FAST 
FORWARD
With new ways of working more 
firmly ingrained, “Phase four”  
coincides with a season of 
renewed vigour – the actual  
and post-pandemic spring. This is 
the period during which leaders 
can effectively seed. In projecting 

where they want their businesses  
to be in three to five years’ time, 
leaders can then make deliberate 
investments in longer-term  
projects that will bear fruit in 
virtually any scenario.

During lockdown we have also 
seen a rapid adoption of virtual 
communications technology as 
a matter of necessity, and while 
it may be tempting to seek and 
deliver further digitisation off the 
back of this success when looking 
forward, the crisis has shown 

PHASE ONE PHASE THREEPHASE TWO PHASE FOUR

4 WEEKS 8 WEEKS 18+ WEEKS 6+ MONTHS

MANAGING  
THROUGH CRISIS

ADAPTATION  
– THE NEW NORMAL

RE-ENTRY – A 
CHANGED RHYTHM

FUTURE FOCUS  
– FAST FORWARD

that it’s important for leaders 
to consider which aspects of 
the business are necessary for 
progression. Then investigate where 
such capabilities are being solved 
from a technology perspective, 
and how you can test and learn 
using these digital avenues. 

The leadership goal in 
“Phase four” is to transition your 
organisation to more immersive, 
integrated, long-term solutions than 

         NEVER HAS 
   THERE BEEN  
A MORE CRITICAL TIME  
          FOR REFLECTION,  
              DEEP THOUGHT AND  
      LATERAL PERSPECTIVE

were possible in the adaptation 
and re-entry phases, while 
involving teams in working through 
alternative hypotheses. The future 
cannot be about striving for 
stability or re-establishing a comfort 
zone. We must be constantly 
inspired by potential and rigorously 
investigate new avenues for 
growth and market relevance.   
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With all the 
commotion 

in today’s 
market, it’s 

challenging 
to distinguish 

signal from 
noise.  

Vanessa 
Powell, an 
Associate 

Director at 
Maximus, 
highlights  
11 trends  

that are set  
to bear 

influence 
for leaders 

to lean into 
– and have 
true impact 

– in the 
months  

and years 
ahead

If social media is anything to go by, 
the past few months have been 
a time of slowing down for a lot of 
people. However, if you’ve been 
an essential worker, or leading an 
organisation through this time, it 
feels like the opposite. COVID-19 
has been an accelerant like 
nothing we’ve seen before – petrol 
on the bonfire of change. Trends 
related to human capital and 
organisational and institutional 
systems that were forecast for 
three, five, even 10 years have 
been brought forward overnight 
and we need to recognise how  
to make the most of it for our 
people and our organisations.

ASYNCHRONICITY, 
EVERYWHERE
The ongoing economic 
repercussions of COVID-19 will 
be both global and nonlinear. 
Resilience and responsive in 
our economy, institutions and 
organisations has never been  
as important and will future-proof 
our livelihoods.

THE NEED FOR SPEED
Those who can’t keep up fall 
by the wayside: over half of the 
companies currently on the  
S&P index are set to disappear  
in the next five years. 

GOVERNMENTAL IMPACT, 
HEIGHTENED 
Societal attitudes and government 
focus will increasingly look to 
building resilience. Expect an 
increased influence of the state, 
with governments playing an 
increasing role in corporate life. 

PURPOSE: THE NORTH  
STAR BRIGHTENS
Focus and clarity on organisational 
purpose and customer value  
will become increasingly important 
for organisations to thrive in the 
future and navigate uncertainty 
and disruption.

LEADERSHIP, DISTRIBUTED 
EVERYWHERE
Accountability is an integral enabler 
for organisations to adapt at pace. 
Trust and an outcomes-focussed 
leadership mindset is paramount 
to shift focus and bring clarity to 
business priorities and outcomes. 
Organisations that can harness  
the collective energy of its  
people to adapt will have the 
competitive advantage.

DIGITISATION ON  
STEROIDS
With many businesses having  
no choice but to pivot to  
a more digital operating model, 
digital transformation strategies 
have become the catalyst for 
change that laggards had  
put off and pushed against.

FORESIGHT AS A MUSCLE 
Individuals will increasingly be 
required to operate at the edge 
of their competence. The ability to 
anticipate future possibilities and 
prepare accordingly will become 
a core capability for successful 
organisations and leaders to 
develop. The most successful will 
navigate the tension of delivering 
with agility for today with the 
planning to thrive in the future.   

WORK, REDEFINED
Flexible working went from  
nice-to-have to need-to-have 
overnight. We expect and 
encourage organisations and 
nations worldwide, to be more 
progressive and personalised 
in their thinking around working 
environments and arrangements. 
Leadership will need to keep up. 

DE-GLOBALISATION AND  
THE RESILIENCE IMPERATIVE
A resurgence in just-in-time  
locally manufactured products.  
An increasing shift to circular 
economies for product-based 
industries which provide 
organisations with a more stable 
supply chain, reduced need 
to stockpile and a reduction in 
unnecessary environment  
impacts. A system that can  
scale up and back based  
on the resources available. 

SPACE AND DISTANCE,  
RE-IMAGINED
Beyond the re-imagination of 
commercial office space – that 
is inevitable and unique to each 
business – our concept of physical 
distance has inalterably changed 
and with that, the way we think 
about talent and urbanisation. 
Knowledge employees have 
proven they can work effectively 
from anywhere in the world. 

A MORPHING OF THE 
CORPORATE OFFICE?
Rising costs of living, increased 
traffic congestion, health and 
economic shocks, will all catalyse 
organisations and employees to 
re-think where they live and work. 
Knowledge based industries might 
never hold office space in the 
same way again, with implications 
for commercial and domestic 
property investment and design. 
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LESSONS IN
   LEADERSHIP

a ON SHIFTING VIEWS
For J&J, it’s enhanced 
our ability to evaluate 
the market in a more 
agile way. We are 
introducing products  
to the market to provide 
access where there is  
a high demand, in some 
instances for products 
we would have never 
considered. I’ve seen my 
team’s predetermined 
beliefs shift about what 
we could do. I’ve also 
seen industry associations 
and government  
take rapid action to 
ensure access. It’s  
been a reframe overall 
about what we can  
do as an industry.

ON LOVING 
LOCKDOWN
I’ve never spent so much 
time with my children! 
I’m loving it – family 
night, watching a movie 
every night after dinner. 
Yesterday I chalked 
hopscotch squares  
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CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER, URBIS

ON REMOTE WORKING
Pre-COVID-19, in reality flexibility 
only happened on the fringes. 
Our ways of working were quite 
traditional, and we typically 
worked in the office, at our desks. 
Our transition to remote working 
wasn’t without its hiccups, but  
we really haven’t missed a beat.  
In the space of a week to 10  
days, we moved to a complete 
remote-working environment.  
I don’t think people realised the 
power of the infrastructure we’d 
invested in, and the capability 
it provided us. That’s been the 
truth that we’ve tripped over: we 
can work remotely and we’re 
doing it. We can be productive 
anywhere. Technology aside, the 
true enabler though has been the 
shared leadership, accountability 
and commitment of people. 
We’ve unlocked another level of 
autonomy and flexibility.

ON CULTURE
It’s emphasised the strength of 
our collegiate culture, the way 
everyone has rallied around each 
other. I have regular virtual coffee 
catch-ups to stay in contact and 
keep a sense of the sentiment 
at various levels within the 
organisation. Now I consistently 
hear stories about staff being 
contacted by multiple senior 
leaders from various teams, who 
are just checking in. We don’t 
see each other in the kitchen 
anymore, so people are calling 
to see how others are. That really 
emphasises the heart and soul of 

on my driveway. The kids 
did competitive sport 
and I had loads of things 
on the weekend. Now 
I talk to my neighbours 
more, it’s not that I didn’t 
talk to them before, but 
I was always so busy. 
I’m connecting. For 
global humanity, I want 
Coronavirus to be gone, 
but from a personal 
perspective, I’m not 
bursting to get out of  
this bubble.

ON REMOTE 
CONNECTION
I have never felt more 
connected to my 
regional colleagues  
and after this, we have  
to maintain ‘cameras 
on’. Unlike phone calls, 
you can see people’s 
faces and read their 
expressions on video 
chats, which is far more 
helpful to know what 
everyone is thinking.  
I don’t think we’ll all  
be in the office  
together anytime  
soon, so ‘cameras on’ 
definitely stays.

the organisation, which sometimes 
we take for granted. The sense  
of personal connection and 
empathy has only grown, that’s 
something we want to hang onto 
in the new normal.

ON THE FUTURE
One of the other delightful things 
has been the lift in cadence. 
We had a tendency to be 
perfectionistic – to want to take 
everything through to 95 per cent. 
Now there’s an implicit need to just 
get something done – it’s more of 
a solution on the run. I’m seeing 
our leaders leaning in and taking 
ownership of challenges as they 
appear. Decisiveness within the 
organisation has grown, and we’re 
amplifying our client focus. 

Our Future State team is actively 
looking at what a post-COVID-19 
normal will look like and how we 
can seize opportunities to develop 
more resilient communities. What 
does it mean for the urban 
landscape, including property 
assets and public spaces, and 
the communities they support? 
How can we shape the future 
of our cities for the better using 
evidence-based metrics?  
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BENJAMIN POLLACK

As COVID-19 lockdown 
restrictions ease around 
the world, leaders are 
preparing to take their 
people into the next  
stage of the greatest 
health and economic 
crisis since the 1918 
Spanish flu pandemic. 
Technology has enabled 
teams to continue working 
closely together even 
while they’re apart and 
old-world ways of working 
have been jettisoned  
– including by those who 
previously clung to them 
for dear life. For most 
organisations, the voyage 
through the crisis has 
revealed hidden treasures 
and unique possibilities. 
Now the challenge is to 
ensure the lessons learnt 
transform into better  
ways of working for all. 

Five of Australia’s most 
senior leaders share 
their insights with Joint 
Managing Director of 
Maximus, Brent Duffy.

   THE SENSE  
OF PERSONAL 
    CONNECTION  
AND EMPATHY
   HAS ONLY
 GROWN, 
     THAT’S
      SOMETHING  
  WE WANT 
  TO HANG
      ONTO IN 
THE NEW
        NORMAL
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ON HUMAN CAPITAL 
It’s such an exciting time to 
be leading and managing an 
investments business; where human 
capital is at the epicentre of all 
that we do. We are very fortunate 
that ours is a high ‘intellectual 
property’ business and industry, 
at a time when the world is 
meaningfully stepping forward 
into the ‘post-industrial revolution’ 
phase of its development; where 
capitalism is shifting to a world 
requiring lower ‘working capital’ 
and higher ‘human capital’.

ON DISTRIBUTED LEADERSHIP
I have always placed huge value 
in the concept of ‘team’. My belief 
is that no one person can do it all, 
see it all, make all the decisions etc. 
The world, and the corporate world 
in particular, has reached levels of 
complexity, that the true value of 
leadership is now not knowing it all, 
but instead is being able to co-opt 
groups of different people and skill 
sets, to achieve a common aim.  
To take this one step further, I see 
the current COVID-19-led shift, as  
a major opportunity to accelerate 
us forward into ‘distributed 
leadership’, further empowering our 
people and calling on us to work 
hard to help each individual on our 
teams, bring their best selves and 
their best brainpower to their work. 

Large global organisations, such 
as Fidelity, require the ‘spinal cord’ 
of hierarchy and infrastructure, in 
order to provide classic functions 

ON DISTRIBUTED 
LEADERSHIP
The crisis has 
accentuated our 
leadership skills – we 
have the executive 
leadership team and 
then leaders throughout 
the business. The board 
has really given us a lot 
of support and said, ‘do 
what you need to do, 
call us when you need, 
keep us updated’. I want 
us to retain this sense of 
camaraderie, that we 
are all in this together.  
We’re making decisions 
across the organisation, 
not just business unit  
by business unit. 

The empowerment 
of the people across 
the company fell to the 
senior leaders and then it 
fell to their staff to resolve 
things – to address 
the need for greater 
automation, or to make 
sure we had enough 
laptops for everybody 
across the organisation… 
The senior leaders have 
really stepped up and in 
coming weeks I want to 
accentuate the strength 
of having done that. 
Let’s hang on to that. It’s 
the demonstration which 
enables us to be able 
to say, ‘It’s not theory 
– it’s a very practical 

demonstration that 
working collaboratively 
with common goals gets 
us to where we need to 
be.’ And we’ve shown 
that we can do it.

ON LITTLE 
REVELATIONS
The punctuality to 
meetings on video is 
exceedingly high. 
Typically, if a meeting 
starts at 2pm, 98 per  
cent, if not 100 per cent, 
of people are all there  
at two minutes to 2pm.  
Does that happen when 
we’re in the office? No 
bloody way! People rock 
in five minutes late. It’s 
not terrible at UniSuper, 
but it’s a waste of time 
sitting around for five 
minutes until the last 
person shows up, but it 
hasn’t been happening 
on the video conference 
calls. It’s a little thing,  
but it’s something that  
I would like to make  
sure we retain.  

ON FLEXIBILITY  
AND TRUST
We’re lucky that we 
have a great culture 
where our employees 
feel empowered to 
come up with a working 
arrangement that suits 
them. Some of those 
with families have 
adjusted the way they 
work because it works 
better for them and their 
families. We trust them 
implicitly and support 
them however we 
can, to make sure they 
can continue to work 
effectively. We’ve also 
worked with our people 
leaders to help them 
better manage  
the flexibility in their 
teams. Supporting 
our people through 
this period is the most 
important thing for me. 
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ON VULNERABILITY
As a leader, I think it’s 
important to show  
a bit of vulnerability, 
especially through 
this period. We are all 
going through this for 
the first time together 
and working it out as 
we go along. People 
are opening up new 
parts of their lives to their 
work colleagues – their 
families and their homes. 
In one of our all-staff 
briefings over Zoom, 
someone noticed  
a photo of me in my 
home office and 
asked in the chat, 
‘What’s that photo 
in the background?’ 
Rather than dodge 
the question, I showed 
all 130 people on the 
call the photo of me 
in a bodybuilding 
competition – the result 
of a dare in my twenties.  
Awkward as it was, it 
showed a side of me 
that I hadn’t previously 
shared but it’s worth it 
to be able to bring your 
true self to work. 

such as overarching strategy, 
finance, legal and compliance 
etc. However, a hard-coded  
spinal cord can keep complex 
companies wedded to the 
military-based command and 
control style of leadership and 
management. This was absolutely 
appropriate in the industrial 
revolution and beyond. However, as 
with many industries, our assets walk 
through the door every morning (or 
at least they did until COVID-19), 
and we are now being invited by 
external forces, as leaders, to ‘let 
go without losing control’, to 
harness the power of our people, 
wherever they work and however 
they do their best work. 

ON TRANSFORMATION
Fidelity International is a global 
asset manager sharing a heritage 
with Fidelity Investments in the US.  
Between the two companies, we 
invest and/or administrate in total 
US$7.5 trillion of assets from Rio de 
Janeiro, up through the US and 
Canada and down as far as Beijing 
and Shanghai. We have almost 100 
per cent of our teams working from 
home (WFH) now and for Fidelity 
International, that has meant 
moving 8500 people to a WFH 
stance over a two-month period. 
We have had to do that during 
huge capital markets volatility, 
where we have been required to 
outperform from an investments 
standpoint, meet high service-level 
requirements of current clients and 
at the same time manage all our 
fiduciary obligations to regulators. 
I have to say, I’m exceptionally 
proud that we have achieved all 
three and that is due to both the  
agility of our teams and, in turn 
their resilience in the face of 
significant change.
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GROUP CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER, BPAY
JOHN BANFIELD
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THE ROLE OF 
A LEADER IS 

TO CREATE 
CLARITY AND 

ANCHOR YOUR 
PEOPLE TO YOUR 

ORGANISATIONAL 
PURPOSE

Katherine Boiciuc, Associate 
Director at Maximus, is a global 
leader with extensive experience 
in the technology and telco 
industries, and describes herself  
as a technologist, futurist and 
imagineer. Almost 20 years in 
leadership roles at Telstra have 
seen her contribute to business 
strategy, global services and 
enterprise operations. Her focus  
at Maximus is on supporting 
leaders to adapt and grow  
through embracing disruption  
and testing new technologies  
that will strengthen their 
organisations’ future readiness.

The COVID-19 pandemic has reminded us 
that life is random, and that organisations 
must remain flexible – adaptable to 
economic shock, and curious towards the 
unexpected. Rigid monoliths, enshrined 
in old-fashioned leadership models had 
already shown signs of not only ageing, 
but becoming extinct. In a post-COVID-19 
world, striving for clarity – by mining data, 
measuring outcomes, testing new waters 
in the technology space, working through 
knowns and unknowns – is a deceptively 
simple and useful means for businesses to 
find pathways to relevance and success 
in any circumstance.

Here, two leaders, with different 
approaches, share how to seek clarity, 
empower informed decision-making and 
produce value-driven, problem-solving 
innovations for the times to come.

“Working for a technology 
organisation like Telstra, we had 
black-swan events all the time: 
tech outages, crises, subsea 
tsunamis that could cause you  
to lose a third of the world's 
internet capacity in an instant. 
As a leader, to pause in a time of 
high disruption and trace, ‘What 
do I know and what do I not know 
about the current situation?’  
is a very helpful framework.

In the current COVID-19 
pandemic climate a lot of the 
things that we've known to be 
true are no longer true, and many 
knowns have become unknowns. 
We’ve also found we can work in 
different ways – in predominantly 
virtual-meeting environments. It 
takes conscious effort to arrive 
at the same clarity that in-person 
meetings afforded us. In the past, 

during a period of disruption, 
we had face-to-face meetings 
to discuss required actions and 
outcome expectations, and we’d 
agree on next steps. Face-to-face 
time allowed for gentle leaning 
in with your team, checking on 
wellbeing and physically being 
available and hands-on to  
take note of any vulnerability  
that may be surfacing. 

Online, there isn't space for 
the quiet moments of leadership 
that take place in a face-to-face 
environment. Team members don’t 
have the opportunity to tap you 
on the shoulder and ask a quick, 
clarifying question. After a virtual 
meeting, the call ends, the screen 
goes black and you're alone. In 
this environment humans are much 
more likely to try to muddle their 
way through things they don’t 

STRIVING FOR CLARITY
Two leaders give their perspectives on how seeing your people  and your opportunities clearly, will enable success during tumultuous times
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“The companies that are thriving 
now are those that were thriving 
pre-COVID-19. I’m an advocate of 
companies that develop objective 
measures for understanding, 
and then implementing the 
understanding and empathy  
they have for their customers. 

A lot of companies that are less 
than 10 years old, would typically 
have that kind of DNA in their 
culture. I look at Netflix, Xero, 
Amazon Web Services (AWS), and 
Zoom; all these businesses are 
thriving under crisis because they 
use data to deeply and objectively 
understand their customers' 
evolving needs, almost in real time.

They understand customer  
pain points, their behavioral 
preferences, their cultural 
preferences, their goals and what 
they value. It doesn't matter if it's  
a B2C business or a B2B business  
or whatever. Those that have 
objective means of being  
customer-centric typically have 
better insight on either the creation  
of new products and services  
or the adaptation of current 
products and services.

Having the curiosity and the 
operational procedures to translate 
customer understanding into 
commercial opportunities is  
vital for thriving right now. 

Last year AWS published a report 
on its penetration of the enterprise 
technology space. It showed that 
only around seven per cent of 
enterprise technology has been 

migrated to public cloud 
infrastructure. That's a good 
reflection of where we are in  
the adoption cycle of these 
technologies. 

Blockchain is a technology with 
the potential to automate auditing 
end-to-end. This will have a huge 
impact on the transparency of 
trade finance and supply chains. 
You might get to a point in the 
export of natural resources, for 
example, where we can ensure 
that the Environmental Social 
and Governance (ESG) goals 
of any business are measurable, 
transparent, objective and shown 
to operate across a company’s 
whole supply chain. 

There’s also an interesting 
metric of self-awareness coming 
out of COVID-19, in the number 
of infographics or memes being 
produced that show the earth 
healing itself while we're all 
grounded and keeping to our 
houses. That awareness is going to 
be vitally important for centering 
us back on our humanity, and 
that humanity will then come into 
our measures of success in the 
corporate world – so the motivation 
to use technology like blockchain 
to verify supply chains for ESG  
goals becomes a reality. 

Pre-COVID-19, the economy was 
moving at such a high velocity that 
many of us approached our daily 
work with some kind of transaction 
in mind. We’re in a period now, 
where those metrics are almost 
irrelevant. Companies that are 
thriving realise that if you look at 
the first phases of any sales and 
business development process, 
most of it relates to understanding 
the needs of customers. 

My top advice to leaders right 
now, is that this is the time to  
train your empathy muscle. 
Schedule some time every day 
– with customers, with your 
ecosystem, with suppliers – to have 
a non-commercial-transaction-
driven discussion with them around 

BUSINESSES 
THAT USE DATA 

TO TELL THEM 
ABOUT THEIR 
CUSTOMERS’ 

PREFERENCES 
AND NEEDS 

WILL THRIVE 
THROUGH 

COVID-19 
BECAUSE NOT 

ONLY ARE THEY 
NOT LEADING 

WITH FEAR BUT 
THEY'RE SEEING 

THAT THEIR 
CUSTOMERS 

STILL HAVE 
NEEDS AND 

PROBLEMS TO  
BE SOLVED

Scott Bales is an Australian 
technology and strategy advisor 
and bestselling author. He moved 
to Asia in 2007, as Head of 
Technology for WING, a subsidiary 
of the ANZ Banking Group. He has 
held various roles, such as Head  
of Enterprise Business Development 
for Amazon Web Services in  
the APAC region. He has been 
a mentor to many startups, built 
multimillion-dollar fintech ventures 
and last year published Innovation 
Wars: Driving Successful Corporate 
Innovation Programs.

understand. As a leader right  
now, you need to adjust your 
cadence, checking in with 
individual team members, not 
just showing up to see everyone’s 
faces on a screen.

Leaders must strive to recognise 
the unknowns in their team’s 
understanding of either context  
or specifics, and to take ownership 
of that ambiguity. Your role as  
a leader is to say, 'I hear you’ and 
make it clear that the unknown has 
been acknowledged, that you’ll 
circle back with a clarification,  
or at least confirmation that  
you are moving ahead despite  
a temporary unknown. 

Providing certainty for people 
enables them to make brave 
decisions. Providing clarity builds 
confidence. Every time you  
provide people with a known, you 
are building their understanding of 
what's going on and what matters.

The business of creating clarity 
is a two-way street; it requires 
the leader to foster clarity and a 
team culture of honesty to nurture 
it. If you get this right you will see 
problems shared, better execution 
of actions and successful thriving 
teams that deliver what matters.

At Maximus we talk about  
the phases of crises where phase 
one is leading through the crisis;  
the second phase is typically  
a time of adaptation; and phase 
three is about re-entry, or how  
you prepare for reintegration.  
As you transition from adaptation 
to re-entry, it is a good time to do  
a health check on your leadership, 

their pain and how they're going in 
this situation. The more firsthand 
effort we invest in empathy right 
now, the better positioned we’ll  
be to clearly understand the 
situation and understand how to 
accelerate out of it.

Post-COVID-19, leaders need  
to move back to value-based 
innovation. My innovation 
background started in Cambodia 
in 2008, where WING was  
looking to secure simple financial 
transactions. We weren't innovating 
for luxury, or for convenience,  
we weren't innovating for 
technological advancement.  
We were innovating out of 
necessity: back then, let's say  
an 18-year-old girl moved to the 
capital to work in a garment 
factory to stitch Gap jeans.  
The only way for her to send 
income back to her family in the 
provinces was literally to put  
cash in an envelope and trust  
a minibus driver to give it to the 
right person. A lot of the services 
that we built in Cambodia with 
WING, were to secure such 
transactions because these  
people were paying a high price 
for a very risky service. 

Any innovation that comes 
out of necessity is typically more 
meaningful and more impactful. 
And that innovation should have 
an objective means to not only 
understand its purpose but also  
to measure its value contribution. 

Which brings us back to 
technology. Now is the time for 
leaders to think about the top  
three things their business could  
do more effectively or efficiently 
with technology, because now is 
the time to put it in place. While 
we're under restrictions, now is  
the time to plan those initiatives 
– the motivation to leverage 
technology is now.”  
BY NATALIE F ILATOFF

to pause and reflect on how  
you're leading. An effective 
practice is to review the knowns 
and unknowns with which your 
business is operating.

The future can seem like  
a scattered universe of unknowns, 
but constantly seeking and 
providing clarity on unknown 
factors allows informed thought 
leadership to shine through,  
for you and for the confident  
teams around you.” P
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A POSITIVE
  COMMITMENT
      TO AN
   UNCERTAIN
             FUTURE

In times of upheaval, 
it’s more important 

than ever for leaders 
to have a vision for 

their legacy, and the 
courage to pursue it. 
We ask leaders how 

they think their legacy 
will be remembered by 
future generations: this 

confronting question 
gives them pause 

to reflect. Maximus 
Founder and Joint 

Managing Director, 
Vanessa Gavan 
connected with  

ex-CEO of NBN Co  
Bill Morrow, to discuss

M MAGAZINE: 
THANK YOU FOR 
TALKING TO US 
ABOUT LEADERSHIP 
LEGACY, BILL. 
NOW MORE THAN 
EVER, WE SEE 
LEADING AS BOTH 
A PRIVILEGE AND 
A RESPONSIBILITY. 
WHAT ARE YOUR 
OBSERVATIONS?
BILL MORROW: 
Every leader is leaving 
a legacy right now; 
whether it be a good 
or bad legacy, they 
will leave one. People 
learn from those they 
have worked for, and 
predominantly from their 
leader. Some of the best 
lessons of my career 
have come from terrible 
leaders, because I’d see 
the effect their actions 
have had on me, and 
on those around me. 
I’d make mental notes, 
vowing that I’d never do 
those sorts of things.

I want people to 
be happy and for 
their needs to be met, 
however I also need to 
find a connection to the 
output of the company 
product. I need the job 

to be something that gets 
me up early and puts me 
to bed late. That’s where 
I think the evolution 
of legacy leaving has 
moved. That connection 
has to be found. 

MM: THIS IS AN ERA 
OF UNPRECEDENTED 
GLOBAL TURMOIL 
ACROSS POLITICS, 
INDUSTRY, 
BUSINESS AND THE 
ENVIRONMENT. 
WHAT’S GOING 
TO DEFINE THE 
LEADERS AND 
ORGANISATIONS 
WHO SURVIVE 
OR EVEN THRIVE 
THROUGH THIS?
BM: This experience is 
a rare, dramatic and 
sudden catalyst of 
change that requires us 
to navigate in uncharted 
waters. As individual 
business leaders, we 
naturally adjust what is 
in our control – working 
environments, customer 
interactions, supply-chain 
dependencies and 
product distribution,  
to name a few. 

These logical 
adjustments are needed 
but the leaders who will 
stand out above their 
peers will be those who 
can deliver on their 
performance objectives 
while taking an active 
role in transforming the 
broader ecosystem. 
Bringing together 
government, academia, 
business, environment, 
employee unions, 
investors and customer 
advocacy groups to 
share in a common 
objective: the 
betterment of those  
in the communities  
we serve, our natural 

environment and  
a strong sustainable 
economy.  

The days of old 
where business leaders 
were solely measured 
by – and recognised 
for – nothing more than 
a financial return are 
changing. Shareholders, 
customers, employees 
and government are 
expecting more. This 
takes us beyond being 
socially responsible. It is 
leading and transforming 
our ecosystem to 
address more than a 
pure financial outcome.

People are amazing 
and because of this, 
we will see a new form 
of leader emerge from 
this unprecedented 
environment where 
the majority of us will 
happily follow, be active 
contributors and thrive 
with the changes.

MM: WHAT ROLE 
DOES PURPOSE 
PLAY IN STEERING 
ORGANISATIONS 
AND INDIVIDUALS 
TOWARDS  
THE FUTURE?
BM: You want  
the people within  
a company to ask 
themselves: ‘What do  
I care about, and does 
this company resonate 
with that? Is it doing 
something positive 
that truly, genuinely 
matters?’ It’s about 
doing something today 
to make tomorrow  
better than yesterday. 

When we talk about 
purpose, the NBN was 
all wrapped around that 
– not building the best 
network, not being the 
best telecom company, 
not creating billions of 

dollars in revenue. And 
that made me feel like, 
‘OK, I’m going to leave 
a legacy that I know 
people are going to 
be healthier and more 
educated, that there 
will be more equal 
opportunity, chance 
at businesses that they 
would never have  
had without full universal 
ubiquitous access  
to the internet.’

MM: DO YOU THINK 
THE CONCEPT 
OF VALUE IS 
CHANGING 
FOR INDUSTRY 
VERTICALS, 
LIKE FINANCIAL 
SERVICES, IN 
AUSTRALIA  
RIGHT NOW?
BM: Over my 40-year 
career, and 20 years 
of that as a CEO, there 
has been so much 
about financial value 
creation – we were all 
driven from that. I think 
this one-dimensional 
view of legacy being 
‘I’ve created this much 
value’, has eroded. 
Today, the concept is 
more holistic.

If today you said, ‘I 
hope I leave a legacy 
of creating a financial 
increase of X’, no one is 
going to buy into that. 
Even investors today 
have changed their 
view of who they want 
to put their money with. 
The best legacy, I think, 
that grabs CEOs is doing 
something for others.   

 For more than four 
years, Bill Morrow was 
CEO of Australia’s 
broadband builder, 
NBN Co. Today he 
is back home in the 
United States working 
as special advisor and 
managing director for 
telco giant AT&T.
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Top: Bill Morrow 
addresses an  
NBN audience.  
From left: Morrow's 
NBN legacy in 
images – satellite 
installations at 
Wolumla in NSW; 
NBN cabling 
systems; sky-muster 
satellite access 
at Ambukwamba 
creche on a remote 
island in the East 
Arnhem Region of 
the Nothern Territory.
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  THE STRATEGY 
REVOLUTION

 FOUR EXPERTS HELP US TO 
REIMAGINE OUR BROKEN 
PLANNING PROCESSES.

 

  ANTIFRAGILITY:  
THE BLACK SWAN 
ANTIDOTE

 HOW TO HARDWIRE RESILIENCE 
INTO YOUR ORGANISATION  
TO MANAGE THE TUMULTUOUS 
TIMES AHEAD

  THE STABILISING 
NATURE OF PURPOSE 
IN TIMES OF CRISIS

 FIXING SIGHTS ON YOUR NORTH 
STAR TO GUIDE YOUR PEOPLE 
OUT OF A CRISIS.FOR THE FUTURE

SYSTEMS THAT 
SURVIVE AND 
THEN THRIVE
Nassim Taleb, author of Antifragile  
and Black Swan, has said that  
COVID-19 itself is not a black swan: 
something we have not and could not 
have predicted. The unprecedented 
reaction of nations and institutions to the 
virus, on the other hand, absolutely is. 

So, how do you create a prosperous 
future for your organisation, when looking 
backwards to predict the future is not only 
imprecise but verging on irresponsible?

This section is dedicated to creating 
systems that lend themselves to foresight. To 
resilient businesses that deliberately build 
stress into their systems so when a crisis 
emerges their fitness levels are high, their 
muscles trained and they easily cope. And, 
to flexible enterprise organisms that rally 
around purpose, operating independently, 
rapidly and towards a common goal. 

In this section we acknowledge the 
future is uncertain. But we also talk to  
how we can build systems into our 
organisations that means thriving through 
the future, which, while not certain, is  
at least a lot more probable.   
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THE

STRATEGY
REVOLUTION

Why planning for the new future 
is essential for the success of your 

business, your people and you

dDuring lockdown we 
have been floating 
in space and time, 
gaining glimpses of 
the future, perhaps 

identifying spent fuel 
capsules of the past 

drifting by. As we 
approach re-entry 

into semi-regular 
operational mode, 
it’s vital we check 

our instruments, 
inflate a parachute 
of strategic options 

and land 
deliberately  

on target

Vanessa Gavan, Founder and 
Joint Managing Director of 
Maximus asserts that as leaders 
manage their businesses through 
the last acute phase of the 
COVID-19 health crisis and into 
the early phases of the economic 
crisis, preparation is critical. Like 
astronauts returning to Earth, 
their thinking, calculations and 
performance must be honed to 
precision, because otherwise, 
“They might re-enter based on 
accident, or opportunity, or 
habitual behaviour, rather than 
identifying the sweet spot for 
their organisation in the new 
environment,” Gavan says.

Pre-COVID-19, leaders were 
already seeing the shortcomings 
of strategic planning that was 
based on predicting the future, 
channelling past models for 
success and striving for stability. 

If the development of  
complex adaptive systems (CAS) 
thinking – which assumes an 
unpredictable web of connections 
and interdependence between  
agents and ecosystems – 
underscored that we can’t  
control the future, COVID-19  
has hammered that home. 

Splashing down into the  
present shouldn’t mean hopefully 
bobbing amidst the debris, nor 
searching for silver linings. Gavan 
says leaders need to approach 
planning with a mindset of 
abundance, exploring every 
option, opening up possibilities  
and shaping their path forward.

“If you’re leaving your new 
future-focused strategising until 
September, that’s way too late, 
and you’ll get what you get,” 
says Gavan, who is concerned 
that leaders, despite the success 
of the Zoom-demo season, and 
the ability to pull smaller think 
tanks together in person, will wait 
until they can get their 30-80 key 
people in a room. “The time to 
orchestrate whole-of-leadership 
alignment is now,” she says, urging 
executives to make offsites virtual, 
meet personally in smaller breakout 
pods, but make it happen.
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the strategic tool for a disrupted 
future. “You might have some  
of your more long-range cycle, 
five- and 10-year horizons, still  
in place,” says Gavan, but leaders 
need to add more adaptive, 
responsive components to 
planning that allow them to adjust 
through uncertain economic times.

Considering more than one 
scenario and having an “if this, 
then that” strategy allows greater 
flexibility. Aside from providing your 
organisation with more than one 
considered option, which allows 
you to confidently and quickly 
pivot, a diversified strategy avoids 
the pitfall of “becoming fixated 
on one scenario and only looking 
for evidence that confirms your 
current conclusion,” says Bales.

Mandy Johnson, previously 
Founder and Director of Flight 
Centre’s UK operation, now 
Course Director of the Australian 
Owner Manager Program through 

THE PURPOSE  
       OF YOUR 
  ORGANISATION IS THE 
GROUNDING FORCE,
      THE TRUNK OF THE TREE,  
  FROM WHICH BRANCHES
       TAKE STRENGTH TO
            DIVERSIFY AND GROW

VANESSA GAVAN, FOUNDER AND JOINT 
MANAGING DIRECTOR OF MAXIMUS

“So much of the normal routine of strategic 
thinking is very academic and disengaged 
from the substance of work. If you want to 
do strategic planning, have a structured 
process which starts from where [your] 
people are at, what’s exciting them, what’s 
pissing them off? If the process is done well, 
it will throw up occasional truly strategic 
issues. But most of it should be about trying 
to attend to quite mundane things and just 
do them better and better.”

Strategic planning must, 
"begin with your people 
at the coalface”. She 
adds that “elasticity”, 
the ability to ramp up or 
ramp down parts of the 
business to allow you to 
redirect resources and 
enable your business  
to pivot will be crucial 
to planning for a post-
COVID-19 environment. 

“Linear planning 
has two shortfalls  
in that it typically 
only allows for one 
possibility, and 
when you plan for 
only one possibility, 
your ability to 
adapt on the fly is 
limited.” Bales notes 
that companies 
planning for agility 
post-COVID-19, 
“have already 
re-evaluated and 
explored multiple 
opportunities. 
No-one could  
have planned  
for COVID-19, but  
I have no doubt 
some organisations 
had some degree 
of consideration  
to this kind of 
scenario.”
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Nicholas Gruen, an economist and the CEO 
of Lateral Economics, talks about strategy 
as a deliberate process of discovery: 

POST COVID-19 THINKING

Scott Bales, technology 
and strategy adviser, 
and bestselling author, 
is an advocate of 
digitally analysing 
business data and 
exploring numerous 
scenarios. He says: 

DRAWING PRINCIPLES 
FORWARD
Stability over the coming ten years 
of tumult, will develop from leaders 
drawing on strong purpose and 
principles. “The purpose of your 
organisation is the grounding force, 
the trunk of the tree, from which 
branches take strength to diversify 
and grow,” says Gavan.

Underlying principles of company 
culture – such as how teams and 
individuals engage with one 
another and the ethics you  
apply to customer relations – will 
continue to guide implementation 
of positive learnings from the 
pandemic lexicon.

For example, although many 
at Maximus have found that they 
can productively and happily 
work from home, the organisation 
has principles around how it 
expects its working community 
to interact, and these will guide 
the extent to which they continue 
with remote-working. “Yes, we 
want to give people freedom to 
work in a way that suits them, and 
to bring forward the bright spots 
they’ve found during COVID-19,” 
says Gavan, “but we want to be 

equally responsive to how the 
market wants to work and to new 
opportunities in the market, and we 
want people to care about their 
peers and be there to contribute  
to a sense of community.” 

HYPOTHESISING FROM 
A BASIS OF RIGOROUS 
RESEARCH
The new strategic planning is 
based not on striving for continuity, 
but on reimagining the future state 
of your business. Nicholas Gruen, 
widely published economist  
and CEO of Lateral Economics, 
says leaders can make more 
future-focused decisions, “by 
thinking about the present and 
what it means for the future." 
Gruen tells M, that leaders should, 
as part of a disciplined discussion, 
“think about what options you’re 
trying to give yourself, what risks 
you face, the cost-effective ways 
to give yourself more option value, 
and some priorities for what you 
need to find out.”

Technology and strategy advisor, 
and bestselling author, Scott Bales, 
suggests leaders could also better 
deploy technology to inform their 
planning. Amazon, Netflix and 
Google are among the architects 
of our digital age, and naturally use 
data to investigate both regression 

and future scenarios. For instance, 
Bales says strategic planning for  
the expansion of Amazon Web 
Services (AWS) considers 100  
million scenarios – data-driven 
analysis that can only be powered 
by technology. 

He says the cost barrier to 
technology has significantly 
reduced over the past decade, 
putting scenario crunching 
powered by Google Cloud and 
AWS within reach of almost any 
sized operation. Such services also 
now offer plug-in data sources: 
“AWS Data Exchange is an API 
plug-in to all the data sources  
that treasury rooms and traders  
use in their daily business,” says 
Bales. “They’re available on  
a pay-per-use model which means 
that a small startup in Sydney can 
have access to the same data  
that JP Morgan has access to.”

Gavan says that to democratise 
future-focused ideas generation, 
leaders must teach their people 
to operate like social scientists in 
their own environment, “keenly 
observing what’s been going on 
beneath the surface during the 
past 10 weeks,” taking a variety 
of trusted sources of information 
into account, and sharing analyses 
of national and global context. 
“You want people doing their 
own research, drawing their own 
insights, thinking in their own 
ways about what opportunities 
might come – that’s how you 
get distributed insight across an 
organisation,” she says.

DELIBERATELY DEVIATING 
FROM LINEAR THINKING
Whether you call it scenario 
planning, or hypothesising, for all 
but major capital-expenditure 
projects that must be executed 
over time, linear modelling is not 

University of Queensland Business 
School, strongly believes in the 
benefits of diversification in all 
aspects of business. She says Flight 
Centre CEO Graham Turner was 
vilified when Flight Centre bought 
his son Matt’s burgeoning local-
bike-shop business, 99 Bikes. During 
COVID-19, the investment has 
helped the company maintain 
traction as its eggs-in-one-basket 
travel business evaporated.

Gavan and Johnson both 
advocate for developing 
diversified networks of inspiration 
and advice. Johnson says the 
owner/managers she works  
with, who are often passionate 
subject-matter experts will benefit 
even more post-COVID-19  
from having a diversely skilled,  
not-for-prestige advisory board, who 
can help them see opportunities 
and risks beyond their focus.

CULTIVATING A MINDSET  
OF ABUNDANCE
Re-entering the business 
environment with a mindset 
committed to protecting your 
organisation and its way of 
operating is to start from a position 
of scarcity and even fear. Instead, 
leaders must open themselves and 
their organisations to opportunities: 
the opportunities for serving their 
customers in times of adversity; 
the opportunities arising from the 
continuous change ahead.

Leaders who can land their 
organisations deliberately,  
with principles and purpose 
embedded and a well-researched, 
scenario-based strategy in 
place will be remembered as 
the generation of leaders who 
were “committed to taking their 
organisations to a future state,” 
says Gavan, thereby enabling 
many major and minor pivots  
to new prosperity.  
BY: NATALIE F ILATOFF

Mandy Johnson, previously Founder and Director of Flight 
Centre’s UK operation, now Course Director of the Owner/
Manager Program through University of Queensland 
Business School, agrees with Gruen, saying:
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In his book, Antifragile, Nassim Nicholas Taleb 
implores society to recognise the many natural 
and man-made systems which benefit from 
shocks and gain from strain – leadership  
and organisations included. And although  
not without controversy, there is a reason 
Taleb’s thinking is surfacing right now. With  
a track record of being ahead of his time  
in a world facing an uncertain future, Taleb 
invites leaders and executives to sit up, take 
note and re-evaluate what it takes to not only 
withstand but prosper in turmoil.

ANTIFRAGILITY IN THE  
FACE OF COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic has forged the black 
swan event of our times. Given the precursors 
of climate change, increasing income 

Wineries are among Australia’s 
oldest businesses having survived 
and prospered through droughts, 
swarms of native pests and the 
great depression. However, those 
who have mastered the science 
of viticulture – growing grapes and 
making wine – will tell you it’s no 
easy feat. Grapevines are notoriously 
temperamental. Yet, unlike almost all 
other forms of agriculture, vineyards 
thrive in the most adverse conditions, 
yielding the best fruit on sloping, 
inhospitable land with poor soil. It 
seems counterintuitive, but the harsh 
conditions shock the grapevine 
into survival mode. Stress benefits 
the vine by making it more resilient 
to unexpected environmental 
changes. The plant displays 
antifragility. Over and over again.
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themselves against extinction. Operating 
like a serial entrepreneur in these times and 
following the advice of Charles Handy's 
sigmoid curve – all businesses follow an  
‘S’ curve life cycle, disrupt yourself before 
your growth slows – will be key to evolving 
with the changing environment.

 A RESISTANCE TO MODERN CONVENIENCES 
 Lastly, Taleb depicts the tragedy of 

modernity: we’ve built a society that is trying 
to help us but is harming us in the process: 
micromanaging, helicopter parenting and 
technology that is designed to assist us but 
actually serves as a crux. We make myriad 
decisions based on what will bring greater 
ease to our lives and reduce stress, never 
considering that every stress-free day makes 
us a bit more fragile in the face of future 
stressors. Get in the habit of choosing the 
difficult path that leads to greater reward, 
of removing the hesitation to go after what 
scares you; stop procrastinating that higher 
degree, take that overseas assignment, hire 
the ‘diamond in the rough’ candidate.

To be antifragile, we must recognise and 
reduce the conditions that make us fragile. 
Adversity is key to achieving this. A black-swan 
event such as COVID-19 exposes the human 
need to practice responding to adversity. 
Leaders striving to create systems that ensure 
tranquillity in human society don’t necessarily 
account for ways to be agile and therefore 
leave their people susceptible and fragile. 
The result? A lack of tools and foundation for 
survival throughout and beyond the disruption. 

FINDING BALANCE TO  
RIDE THE SHOCKS
Just as it’s detrimental to have too little 
exposure to volatility and stress, it can be 
ruinous to have too much. Leaders must  
work to achieve the balance. The balance  
of bounded optimism, of radical candour,  
of challenging while also supporting your 
people. Boiciuc calls on leaders to find the 
sweet spot between chaos and order. “Taleb 
says ‘robust is not enough’, but really it’s about 
fine-tuning your organisation to look for the 
chaos and then finding the order in which to 
continue to operate where you create value,” 
she says. To endure through adversity, hope for 
the future must be paired with a stark objective 
view of reality and to build resilience, we need 
time to recover following the shocks. To carve 
a path to long-term success in an uncertain 
and nonlinear future, we must create order out 
of a chaos of our own making.

“What we’re seeing at the organisational 
level, is that COVID-19 and the subsequent 
fallout is stress testing core assumptions of 
how we operate,” says Katherine Boiciuc. 
As a result, businesses are questioning 
long-held assumptions about their 
customers, geographies of operation, 
differentiators, purpose, values, culture 
and supply chains, in attempts to identify  
in the short-term how to shore up the 
balance sheet, and in the long-term how 
to futureproof, firstly survival and then 
prosperity. “We think you’ll see businesses 
take the learnings from this and apply 
more rigorous and deliberate stress testing 
into operations, with more accountability 
devolved to build resilience into systems 
and ask ‘what if?’ scenarios.” As a result, 
Boiciuc continues, leaders are facing,  
“a fork-in-the-road decision right now:  
do you want to continue to lead the way 
you’ve always led in that traditional 
model? Or do you want to use the 
opportunity this time gives you: to reset 
how you’re operating as an organisation?”
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RECALIBRATING FOR ANTIFRAGILITY  
– QUESTIONS FOR LEADERS TO  
ASK THEMSELVES:
The disruption caused by COVID-19 will test 
the antifragility of every leader, organisation 
and system. Examining the ability of people 
to walk towards even the small stressors of 
our every day will help to develop antifragile 
characteristics for recovery and future 
prosperity. Consider the following:
 There are shocks that will happen to you and 

then there are shocks that you create. What 
could you learn from disrupting yourself and 
the conditions around you?

 In COVID-19 conditions of strained resources, 
what opportunities are there to refocus your 
efforts on what really matters? What are you 
learning from the losses you’ve endured?

 Where have you been knowingly and 
unknowingly enabling fragility? How can 
you discard non-functioning processes 
and organisational assumptions for a more 
agnostic, effective future?

 As a leader, you recognise that your people 
are experiencing shock and are likely to 
experience several aftershocks from this 
crisis. How are you helping them find growth 
in the chaos and consolidating that growth 
with recovery time?  

inequality and the alarming rise in chronic 
disease and mental health, the pandemic 
should not have come as a surprise. It was Bill 
Gates who famously highlighted the risk of a 
global pandemic in a 2015 TED talk. Yet, the 
magnitude and speed of economic fallout 
from COVID-19 has been one of incredible 
shock. A shock that has left world and business 
leaders alike stumbling out of  
the relative stability of recent times, forced  
to face unprecedented challenges. 

Despite advances in science and medicine, 
COVID-19 has revealed just how fragile 
modern society has become. No known 
system will be left untouched by the stress of 
this pandemic. From the final death toll to the 
enduring impact of the economic downturn, 
we are facing unfathomable loss of lives  
and livelihoods. In his work, Taleb paints 
a clear picture that the subsequent turmoil  
of black swan events is caused by fragility;  
and cultivating antifragility is the antidote.

THE OPTIMAL CONDITIONS  
FOR ANTIFRAGILITY 
Antifragility is, at its core, about fostering an 
enduring resilience, clearly an aspiration for 
all leaders in the uncertain future economic 
and social context; an aspiration many leaders 
tout but few achieve. Katherine Boiciuc, 
Associate Director at Maximus, suggests this 
is because many leaders are caught up in 
“the 20th Century Leadership model, a rigid 
system driven by hierarchy where all intelligent 
thought is created at the top, and relies on 
leaders to hold the space that is knowing and 
certain. Antifragility is the opposite. It requires 
leaders to let go of what they’ve held close for 
so long which is knowing and becoming experts 
of not knowing through converting those 
unknowns into clarity and paths forward.”

Inspired by Taleb’s findings, we have 
identified four key conditions of antifragility 
that leaders can start creating through the 
series of decisions you are already making  
in this currently evolving context:

 A LOVE OF THE STORM
 Taleb implies a love of misadventure is 

required to become antifragile. We can no 

longer tell organisations to simply embrace  
a culture of accepting mistakes and 
unexpected mishaps. Instead, we need to 
instigate errors and manufacture random 
events for what we can learn from them,  
to seek out the opportunities that emerge 
from the uncertainty, or as Boiciuc puts it,  
“to show curiosity for what the wind brings.” 
Replace the paralysing fear of uncertainty 
with the thrill that comes from a storm 
brewing and the possibility of failure 
because, “the reality is the world operates 
on the cycle that is mother nature, there  
will be storms – how you adjust and move 
with those moments of change is what 
matters”. This starts by changing your 
mindset around the storm.

 AN IGNORANCE OF OPTIMISATION
 Industry, supply chains, manufacturing and 

organisational culture have long been in 
the thrall of optimisation. In a black-swan 
world you can forget striving to optimise. 
Forget striving for perfect prediction and risk 
management. Rather, prioritise opportunity 
management. Create systems and cultivate 
mindsets that absorb shocks as the stimulus 
for regeneration. “A bias for action” is 
required from leaders for an antifragile 
business, Boiciuc claims, “you step forward 
with confidence, place your bets and move 
forward in an agile, next best decision style 
and that means that by the very nature of 
it you will make more mistakes, but you’re 
going to make more progress than the 
person still thinking about it.” Let go  
of having to have all of the answers to 
progress at the pace required.

 A WILLINGNESS TO SELF-DISRUPT 
 Taleb describes how, under the surface, the 

antifragile are built of fragile components 
that when lost, destroyed or turned inside  
out create gains for the whole. This concept 
is difficult to grasp at first but absolutely 
critical: consider the businesses that have 
invested and experimented with different 
ways of working over the past years, 
essentially disrupting themselves before  
new entrants or advancing technologies 
could disrupt their business. Do they have 
a relative advantage in this crisis: are they 
more or less resilient as a result of stress-
testing this component of their business? 
In a black-swan world, organisations must 
continuously make sacrifices to proof 

TRUTHS  
FROM 
THE TOP
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Organisational purpose became 
the essential guidance during  
recent decades of technological 
upheaval. Now it’s the key to relevance  
and reinventing your way out of COVID-19

THE STABILISING
           NATURE OF
               PURPOSE  
            IN TIMES  
              OF CRISIS

with us in the long-term. We 
will all be making decisions  
based on how others show up  
right now,” says Gavan.

Paul Connell is a former general 
manager at Unilever, B-Corporation 
Director and a leader experienced 
in creating organisations where 
purpose and performance go 
hand in hand. Connell has been 
paying close attention to the 
businesses looking to purpose 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

He explains to Maximus that  
the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation is just one particular 
example of an organisation that 

pivoted into the crisis, leveraging 
trusted brands to answer 
immediate needs in the children's 
education realm. “I think they've 
done an absolutely fantastic job of 
finding the right balance between 
taking the time to understand 
where people’s heads are at, 

has in recent years been seen 
in the rise of B Corporations and 
sustainable-investment funds. 
In Australia this evolved sense 
of corporate responsibility was 
turbocharged by a horrendous 
bushfire season, when leaders stood 
up to say, “This isn’t good enough. 
We need to take a more holistic 
approach” towards climate, 
environment and future prosperity.

Now COVID-19 provides an 
opportunity to pivot around 
purpose and achieve in a matter 
of months the kind of reorientation 
that might otherwise have taken 
years. “The job of defining purpose 
itself is not the hard part of the 
equation. The challenge is living it, 
bringing thousands of deliberate 
choices to life as part of the way 
you operate, embedding them 
in your business model. It is not 
easy to reinvent business because 
we become enamoured with our 
operating models,” says Gavan. 
“To ask someone to change their 
business model, is to challenge 
something they are geared to 
protect.” Under COVID-19,  
a significant part of the market 

In times of great change and 
upheaval, people look to 
institutions, leaders and those 
with influence for guidance and 
inspiration. As the lockdown 
brought on by COVID-19  
ravages our national economy  
to the tune of an estimated  
$4 billion per week, Maximus 
sees organisations that are led 
by purpose having the ability to 
show up for their stakeholders 
with strategies, solutions and 
innovative approaches that make 
a difference. Purpose provides 
the north star by which they can 
confidently steer in new directions.

“Purpose is what deeply 
connects with you in terms of 
what’s wrong with the world  
that you want to influence, and 
what’s right about the world  
that you want to protect,” says 
Vanessa Gavan, Founder and Joint 
Managing Director of Maximus.

The shift to balance purpose  
with profit; ethical business 
practices with performance 
expectations; and the human 
impacts at every point in the life 
cycle of products and services, 

has been disrupted and business 
models have been challenged, 
some to the point of irrelevance.

“The most important message 
we can amplify for leaders is: This 
is your window of opportunity 
to reframe and reimagine the 
relationships you want to have 
and the legacy you want to leave 
beyond COVID-19,” says Gavan. 

GOING BACK TO ABCS
One of the most important 
governing principles we need to 
keep front of mind during this crisis 
is that we exist to serve. To serve 
our customers, clients, stakeholders 
or citizens. First and foremost, these 
stakeholders are people and we 
will be part of their memories. We 
know that people don’t tend to 
remember life in a film strip, they 
remember the peaks and pit 
moments. COVID-19 will be 
characterised by both and we  
as leaders have the potential to 
turn pits into peak moments with 
the right intention and action. 
“These are the times when  
people will decide what kind of 
relationship they want to have  
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PAUL CONNELL,  FORMER GENERAL 
MANAGER AT UNILEVER, B-CORPORATION 

DIRECTOR AND CHAIRPERSON OF  
THE MARKETING ACADEMY

     PURPOSE IS 
AN INTERESTING 
   INNOVATION LENS

For organisations 
that don’t have 

their purpose firmly 
in place, or have 
dropped it along 

the way to meeting 
seemingly more 
urgent business 

requirements, now 
is not the time to 

re-define purpose 
or to conduct 

intensive project-
finding missions. 

Maximus outlines 
a turbo-charged 

approach to 
applying purpose 

right now...

01

02

03

FINDING 
PURPOSE 

AND HOW TO 
NAVIGATE IT

UNDERSTAND 
WHAT BIG 
THINGS NEED 
TO CHANGE
Ultimately 
purpose is about 
a regular and 
authentic pattern 
of behaviour 
around a cause 
and set of values. 
At senior and 
executive levels, 
it’s important that 
leaders look across 
their organisation 
and see how they 
can enforce this 
behaviour pattern 
with timely and 
decisive moves. 
Connell says, “You 
can frame it as 
simply as: Who are 
we as a company? 
What gifts do we 
have to give the 
world today? How 
have we shown up 
since our inception 
and what value  
do people see in  
us today?”     

WORK 
OUT WHAT 
YOU CAN 
INFLUENCE
What capabilities 
are core to your 
business? How 
is it unique, or 
different, and how 
can those skills 
and differentiators 
be applied to 
what you want to 
influence in the 
world? Connell 
suggests asking: 
“What gifts do  
I have to give?"

REMIND 
YOURSELF 

WHAT YOU 
CARE ABOUT 

Purpose is 
fundamentally a 
question of what 

you genuinely 
care about and 

what you are 
in a position to 

influence. If you’re 
struggling to get 

started, make 
time to speak 

with employees, 
customers and 

suppliers, to 
understand their 
pain points and 

challenges at this 
time. Your aim is to 
compile a shortlist 
of key problems in 

your ecosystem.

interactions with our clients and 
partners, each committing with 
care and advocacy to the success 
of the other,” she adds. 

Unilever, for example, has 
guaranteed income for its entire 
ecosystem, says Connell. The 
tangible benefits of preserving 
partners with whom the business 
will power out of the downturn, 
are amplified by the goodwill 
generated as Unilever enacts  
its purpose to improve health, 
hygiene and livelihoods across  
all of its communities.

Never has purpose been more 
relevant and important. “It is often 
about impact, relevance and 
ultimately survival,” says Gavan. 
“The big questions are being 
explored right now at the highest 
levels and they are philosophical 
discussions: Impacts on our 
economy for the decade to  
come, impacts on the lives of our 
citizens and how we make this 
world a great place for our  
children to grow up in?”

PURPOSE OPENS THE DOOR 
TO NEW GROWTH
“Purpose offers a foundation to 
build new growth. Leaders who 
have a clear sense of purpose can 
more readily respond and build 
value in adversity. Our leaders are 
in a responsive state, and because 
of that we’re seeing some early 

ambitious movers towards 
opportunity,” says Gavan. And 
there are organisations with green 
shoots emerging, those who have 
made solid and regular investments 
in the clarity of their purpose. It has 
become a stabliser and a fallback 
position for their people when  
all else feels ambiguous.

RETHINKING AND 
REPURPOSING FOR 
INNOVATION
For companies low on defined 
purpose but high on motivation  
to contribute and succeed, this 
moment in time presents an 
extraordinary opportunity. Ideally, 
a clear purpose will be formulated 
through consultation with suppliers, 
consumers and employees. “It 
comes down to the fundamental 
question of what you as an 
organisation genuinely care about 
contributing to,” says Gavan. Then 
consider where your capabilities 
lie; how you can be unique or 
different? How that can be related 
to the things you want to influence 
in the world? Empathising with and 
truly listening to those in your 
ecosystem about their challenges, 
hopes and fears is crucial, says 
Connell to deciding how and  
when your business will “show up”.

Purpose provides the ‘true north’ 
for companies to confidently steer 
through uncertainty. “I have faith 
that leaders will look at the silver 
linings that emerge from COVID-19,” 
says Gavan, “and recognise they 
can influence outcomes more  
than they imagined. We are 
already seeing teams implement 
changes in only weeks that might 
normally have taken years, and  
this will open the door to more 
transformational agendas.”  
BY: NATALIE F ILATOFF

giving things to the community  
that are really needed and, at  
the same time, not being ashamed 
of doing well for themselves  
as a business,” he says.

As the trusted news and 
information source for Australians 
in times of crisis, the national 
broadcaster is known for stepping 
up. Within the first two weeks 
of isolation measures, they 
repurposed their Play School assets 
to provide positive, engaging 
education for kids around what 
was going on, says Connell.  
“Secondly, they looked ahead and 
said, ‘Term two is the time when 
parents are really going to struggle. 
They’ll be over homeschooling…'” 

Having such clear purpose is 
essential for organisations to be 
able to reinvent or reorientate  
their business models towards 
current challenges and those  
on the horizon, and to strengthen 
their market relevance.

“Throughout our work across the 
marketplace, Maximus finds that 

purpose has yet to shine through  
in a holistic way. Almost all 
organisations have a purpose 
statement but the bigger question is 
how it is lived – is it built into strategy 
and baked into the cultural 
playbook that defines the mindset 
and ways of being?" asks Gavan. 
Connell agrees, “In my experience, 
many companies have a purpose 
articulated, but very few of them 
say that purpose is central to what 
they do, defines their decision 
making and is ingrained in their 
culture and governance.”

THE CONNECTIVE TISSUE  
OF PURPOSE
Bringing purpose to the centre 
of your interactions with all 
stakeholders is a way to achieve 
lasting positive impact in your 
ecosystem. “There’s a very real 
responsibility to run business 
in a way that provides safety 
and security for our people,” 
says Gavan. Just as important is 
purpose-based engagement with 
your customers. In fact, purpose 
should be a key foundation for 
consideration across your supply 
chain. “I have been completely 
uplifted during the crisis by our 
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LEADERSHIP
FOR THE FUTURE

  PLUGGING INTO 
THE POWER OF 
INDIVIDUALS

 WHY DEMOCRATISED LEADERSHIP 
IS THE KEY TO UNLOCKING 
AGILITY, CONVICTION  
AND COMMITMENT IN THE 
COVID-19 ERA.

 

  FROM SPOTLIGHT  
TO FLOODLIGHT

 WE EXPLORE THE POWER OF 
REFLECTION IN ENABLING 
LEADERSHIP GROWTH.

  A NEW BEGINNING: 
REINVENTING 
THE EMPLOYEE 
EXPERIENCE 
SHOWING LEADERS HOW TO 
ADAPT TO THE EVER-CHANGING 
LANDSCAPE OF WORK.

CONNECTING 
WITH COURAGE 
The crisis of 2020 has been the toughest 
leadership experience of our time.  
No question. And with it, we have seen  
the emergence of risers and hiders…  
those that have stepped into the  
floodlight with courage and led 
progressively, with focus, accountability, 
and trust. While others have faced 
exposure and judgment like never before. 

For many, this has been the truest  
test of leadership in their career to date, 
with more challenges to come. 

We have spoken with organisations 
about leaders deeply understanding  
what they need to keep tight, and what 
they want to be loose on. About which 
ways still have merit and those that  
need to be left by the wayside as we  
lead progressively into the future. 

In this section we explore a new way 
forward, a new, current, leadership  
that embraces the power of innovation, 
adaptability and resilience of the 
collective. At the heart of this, lies a deep 
and authentic connection to people.
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Millions of people working from home 
accelerates democratised leadership, it’s 
time for leaders to take advantage of the 

opportunity to embrace the new way

control. “Despite our previous 
attempts, this crisis has mobilised 
our workforces beyond what  
we could have created by  
design,” says Mark Sowden,  
Director at Maximus.  

“The crisis has thrust everyone 
into sharing accountability for 
outcomes backed by autonomous 
ways of working that have forced 
us to distribute accountability  

– it’s a window on what we can 
achieve with democratisation.” 

“Leaders have had to trust their 
teams to progress projects and 
procedures in a highly volatile 
landscape. The pressure is on 
and organisations are distributing 
accountability through necessity, 
and that’s why it is working.  
People will step up to do the  
right things when we ask this of 
them,” Sowden continues.

In a new white paper for the 
2020s, Maximus details a model for 
more intentionally democratising 
leadership and accountability 

Pre-COVID-19 seems like a lifetime 
ago, with its assumptions built on 
commuting to work, catching 
flights for face-to-face meetings, 
the value of corporate events, 
the power of branding at sporting 
fixtures… Now that the spiky 
Coronavirus ball has bowled across 
the business landscape skewering 
long-held conventions in its path, 
leaders must reimagine and make 

PLUGGING
INTO THE

POWER
INDIVIDUALSOF

swift decisions on the changes  
that will best serve them in shaping 
a brighter future.

Maximus has long been talking 
about the democratisation of 
accountability. It is even more 
relevant now than it was 10 weeks 
ago when we still wore tailored 
outfits to buzzing open-plan offices. 
In fact, it has been accelerated by 
circumstances beyond corporate 

in organisations, by imbuing 
employees at every level with the 
confidence, competence and 
courage to take accountability. 
Democratising leadership is about 
transforming organisations through 
collective activism. It opens the 
channels for a diversity of ideas 
and contribution that can allow 
any organisation to respond more 
fluidly and with collective acuity  
to the change around us.

GOVERNANCE AND 
ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE 
NEW ERA OF DEMOCRATIC 
LEADERSHIP
“We’re not naive idealists,” says 
Vanessa Gavan, Founder and Joint 
Managing Director of Maximus. 
“We appreciate that there are 
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PURPOSE AND CLARITY

to our customers.’” According to 
Sowden, now those paradigms 
have been broken and many 
leaders are determined not to 
return to the pre-pandemic norm.

“We need to really capture  
this moment,” says Sowden,  
“and what that means for the 
democratising leader is courage.” 
He mentions the host of businesses 
grappling with a scarcity mindset. 
“Their risk-managing, safe-keeping  
culture is about not stuffing up, 
when what it should be about is 
how to look towards progress, 
move forward and thrive.” 

Part of demonstrating courage is 
creating an environment in which 
constructive dissent and diversity  
of approach are welcomed.

Dr Simon Longstaff, Executive 
Director of the Ethics Centre, 
spent some time in discussion with 
Maximus early this year about 
the potential of people in the 
workplace to contribute not just 
greater value to organisations in 
terms of ideas and perspectives, 

but to strengthen the ethical fabric 
of companies by tapping into their 
individual leadership capabilities.

Longstaff points out that many 
of the things that go wrong in 
organisations – such as unethical 
practices in banking and financial 
services – “are produced not by 
people who deliberately intend 
to cause harm, but by those who 
preside over a system or a structure 
where people just don’t think,” he 
says. It comes of people following 
suit, people who then wind up 
saying, when questioned as to why 
they acted a certain way, “That’s 
just the way we always did it.”

One of the best things current 
leaders can do to create a culture 
of principled disagreement and 
considered decision-making skills, 
Longstaff says, “is to invite issues 
to be debated in their presence, 
where theirs is just one voice 
among many.” Such inclusive 
discussions require listening skills 
and the capacity to reframe 
company thinking in response to 

issues raised. Such debate can 
bring substantial rewards for all 
participants, particularly in relation 
to people’s sense of confidence  
in their ability to contribute. 

“If you invite people to think 
about not just business problems, 
but the world in which they  
exist, they will very readily respond 
to that and begin to realise  
that this is the kind of people  
they are, in this workplace that 
considers issues and discusses 
them,” says Longstaff.

AGREED PURPOSE AND 
PRINCIPLES PROVIDE  
A FRAMEWORK FOR  
LEADERS AT ALL LEVELS
Issues raised by organisations’ 
accelerated proficiency in remote 
working include the potential to 
disseminate responsibilities across 
globally networked teams. How 
can companies successfully recruit 
the best overseas expertise to 
contribute to their organisations,  
or deploy their local team 

PURPOSE + CLARITY + COURAGE +  CAPABILITY = CONVICTION

very real impacts and complexities 
that must remain in the hands of 
enterprise leaders.” She cites the 
requirement for strategic decisions 
over direction, governance, 
and established accountability 
mechanisms that will continue to 
serve companies well. But, Gavan 
says, “You want to open up the 
boundaries of control to offer  
more freedom, provide employees 
with more context than you have 
ever before, engender higher 
levels of trust and transparency 
and ask for their best contribution. 
This is how you will fulfil their needs 
and capitalise on their contribution 
in the modern economy.”

Every enterprise will have to work 
through its own power dynamics, to 
arrive at a suitable fit-for-purpose 
approach to match its unique 
circumstances. “Systems that 
control accountability can only  
be loosened to the degree that  
fits each industry and the risks 
associated with this new way  
of working,” says James Aris, 
co-author of the white paper, and 
Head of Innovation, Offerings  
and Marketing at Maximus. 

LEADERS CATCH UP TO 
GUIDE THE NEW VIRTUAL 
REVOLUTION
With COVID-19, fluidity has 
become the defining characteristic 
of organisations. Individuals 
have adapted, organising their 
schedules and living rooms to 
accommodate projects and 
ongoing workflows, integrating with 
virtual teams, flexibly collaborating,  
Zooming with clients, parenting 
and taking time for wellbeing.

The potential to work 
autonomously but together, with 
freedom but accountability, and to 
create space for new influences 

and new ideas has been projected 
into the future. The need to channel 
that responsive creativity and unite  
the purpose of organisations must 
also fast forward.

One of the main points 
highlighted in the white paper is 
the importance of decoupling 
leadership from authority. In order 
to achieve democratisation that 
isn’t merely a thin film of openness 
to ideas – such as holding  
a monthly Google hangout with 
the CEO – organisations need 
to diffuse the concentration 
of leadership. In established 
businesses with a hierarchical 
structure, authority is often 
invested in just a small number 
of designated leaders. In the 
near past – this has not only 
disenfranchised some 80 per cent 
of the commercial workforce  
but resulted in bottlenecks of 
decision making and delayed 
response times to threats as well  
as opportunities.

Gavan suggests that managers 
who have not yet experienced the 
accelerated contribution ignited 
by COVID-19 to look at startup 
business cultures as instructive 
examples of how employees 
can quickly learn to assume 
elevated responsibility. People 
hired by startups often have 
less experience than you find in 
corporates, however they make 
up for this in passion, says Gavan. 
She adds, “We walk into new 
ventures and often find young, 
dynamic, quite agile workforces. In 
those environments, you have to 
rapidly grow people’s capability 

by giving them latitude, principles 
for how to think about things and 
fast exposure. Larger, institutional 
organisations need to look at 
where governance works for  
them, and where they can 
decouple control in the interests  
of speed and progress.”

CURIOSITY AS A MARK  
OF COURAGE
Cultivating curiosity is key to 
questioning the validity of existing 
structures, to understanding what 
matters to employees, and to 
maintaining equilibrium in the  
face of uncertainty. It takes 
courage to constantly engage 
with possibilities, and in this sense 
incumbent leaders can provide 
valuable role models for workforces 
transitioning from followership 
to activism on behalf of the 
organisation they’re a part of. 

“Practising and witnessing 
courage enables a virtuous cycle 
where we feel able to step in 
where courage is needed,”  
wrote Nelson H. Gould in his 2011 
article, Courage: Its Nature and 
Development. 

Sowden says he has engaged 
with leaders who may once have 
viewed virtual teams as unworkable. 
“They would have said, ‘That’s  
not possible; we have to be in the 
office together’, ‘We have to be 
face-to-face for that meeting’, or 
‘We have to personally connect 
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COURAGE

members in other geographies to 
capitalise on opportunities?

Sowden says the working 
environment created by COVID-19 
is inviting leaders to broaden their 
thinking in terms of worldwide 
markets, the sanctity of domain 
expertise and the transformative 
role that technology is playing,  
and can continue to play.

“In the past,” he explains, “we 
would have had technical experts 
who grew up through the hierarchy 
of our organisations.” Sowden gives 
the example of a finance graduate 
becoming a team leader in 
finance, then progressing to Head 
of Finance and ultimately to CFO.

The current window into 
democratisation of decision 
making, combined with the growing 
capability of machine learning to 
become the ever-evolving source 
of corporate financial practice, 
invites leaders to think of subject 
matter expertise in terms of range 
rather than depth. That is, if 
machine learning becomes the 

deep source, its 'expertise' can 
enable teams and individuals 
across the organisation.

Language will also become 
democratised as machines develop 
the ability to translate conversations 
across cultural divides, says Sowden. 
Counterparties will be able to 
discuss and transact seamlessly  
at all levels, greatly accelerating 
the ability to grasp opportunities 
and enhance understanding across 
organisations and supply chains.

“This also blows strategic 
workforce planning apart,” says 
Sowden. “In Australia, where 
emerging companies have had  
to battle for talent in some areas  
of expertise, barriers will be 
removed.” Now, with examples 
of fluid working before us, is 
the time to consider how such 
developments will impact on the 
way we build our organisations, 
and also the effects on society 
as we adjust to operations 
running 24/7 or in relay with talent 
deployed across the globe.

TRANSPARENCY BUILDS TRUST 
AND ENABLES COMPETENCY
How leaders will unite, motivate 
and hold accountable a 
democratised workforce deployed 
not only outside the traditional 
office, but beyond national 
boundaries, will more than ever rely 
on commonly held organisational 
purpose and principles. 

Transparency in this near-future 
context will gain in importance  
– for building trust externally, with 
the public and other stakeholders, 
and also for fostering trust internally.

Employees can’t fully 
participate in creating value 
for an organisation unless they 
understand the context of the 
company’s operations; not only 
its purpose but, as much as 
possible, its performance against 
that purpose, as well as how it is 
perceived in the marketplace.

“It’s hard to take license if 
you don’t have perspective,” 
says Gavan. “If you don’t have 
perspective, you can’t integrate IL
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FUNDAMENTALLY, LEADERS NEED 
              TO GRASP HOW TO WORK 
         WITH AND WITHIN THE 
COLLECTIVE, INSTEAD OF 
              DIRECTING IT 

MAXIMUS WHITE PAPER, 
DEMOCRATISING LEADERSHIP

the big picture of what’s around 
you into decision making and 
creative thinking.” 

In today’s context, employees 
might try to meet the need 
to take agency on behalf of 
the organisation, but without 
understanding the full picture,  
their actions are unlikely to deliver 
what leaders and the employee 
had hoped for. “And if people 
don’t experience success, they’ll 
back away from participation, 
having been confirmed in the belief 
that it’s not worth trying,” she says.

The temptation in organisations 
is to mitigate risk by building 
procedure and sign-off into every 
action. But as Jeremy Heimans and 
Henry Timms describe in their 2014 
Harvard Business Review article, 
Understanding “New Power”: when 
enough people in the company 
move from delivering on directives 
to taking an active role in the 
objectives and achievements 
of a company, the value chain 
transforms from a linear structure to 
a networked platform. Operating 
within this model, say Heimans  
and Timms, the company can 
wield serious power to disrupt 
industries on a global scale.

The push to democratise 
leadership stems from the critical 
need for leaders to distribute 
agency throughout organisations 
and to enable competent, 
committed, informed decision 

making by those who are closest 
to the action, whether in product 
development, customer-service, 
communicating product benefits, 
evaluating processes…

In the Democratising Leadership 
white paper, Maximus proposes 
how to change the mindset  
under which managers are 
encouraged to use hierarchy  
to tell people what to do. “The 
COVID-19 situation has been 
tough for business, but there have 
been so many bright spots of 

collaboration, trust, problem solving 
and people taking ownership,” 
says Sowden, that it must 
encourage leaders to strengthen 
organisational scaffolding, allowing 
them to build on this demonstrated 
employee commitment.  
BY: NATALIE F ILATOFF 

 For more information on  
leading your business into  
a new way, request a copy 
of the Maximus white paper: 
Democratising Leadership: 
Transforming Organisations 
Through Collective Activism
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UNDER THE 
FLOODLIGHT  
AND BEYOND
The all-at-sea current 
and near-future context 
requires corporate 
leaders to find and 
calibrate their inner 
compass. “To truly get to 
the inner compass we 
must confront the belief 
systems that guide us. 
The ability to understand 
this and unpack and 
break down the layers  
of control we place 
around ourselves. This 
enables leaders to  
piece together a new 
guiding force with the 
confidence and 
conviction needed to 
lead,” says Sowden.

In company addresses, 
video clips, television 
appearances, and 
ultimately on the ‘graph’, 
what has so far set 
successful leaders apart 
during the COVID-19 
crisis is their ability to 
confidently identify 
what’s important; their 
humility in listening to 
others and not leading 
alone; and their ability 
to show vulnerability by 
telling the truth about 
who they are and what 
matters to them. 

As we start the long 
haul to a new normality, 
it is opportune that all 
leaders look around  
and see what leadership 
they have admired  
most in this time. 

Think then about what 
your people are seeing 
in you, as your mask has 
been unceremoniously 
lifted, and you have  
had to step into  
the floodlight.  

FROM SPOTLIGHT 
       TO FLOODLIGHT

MARK SOWDEN,  
DIRECTOR AT 

MAXIMUS

THE SELF-REFLECTION 
IMPERATIVE
COVID-19 has presented 
leaders with the ultimate 
burning platform: an 
opportunity to see in real 
time the positive impact 
of fast and meaningful 
change, while also 
highlighting the perils of 
uncertainty and the very 
real impact of failure.  
We are all in the throws 
of learning in action. 

When moving at 
immense pace, with no 
anchor to our previous 
successes to guide us; 
the most open and 
flexible leaders can 
become fearful, rigid 
and inert. And so, we are 
forced to re-examine our 
fundamental truths. How 
can we as leaders  
gain the confidence to 
step into the floodlight 
with intention, rather 
than be dragged in?

The Chinese symbol 
for ‘crisis’ incorporates 
both ‘danger’ and 
‘opportunity’. For 
leaders, one unique 
opportunity from this time 
can only be unlocked by 
creating space to reflect 
with intention. John 
Dewey, an American 
psychologist and 
philosopher, and pioneer 
of reflective thinking 
said, “We do not learn 
from experience, we 
learn from reflecting on 
experience.” It is when 

THE GREAT 
CONTEXTUAL 
EQUALISER
The world order has 
been unanimously 
upended by COVID-19. 
For the first time in 
living memory every 
individual, organisation, 
government and  
culture is experiencing 
the effects of one  
single disruptor. 

When nothing is 
certain, hope, direction 
and purpose come from 
those who demonstrate 
vulnerability and validate 
what is really important. 
“Personal value chains 
come to the fore and 
whether consciously or 
unconsciously, we are 
given a window seat  
into what leaders really 
value during times like 
this,” says Mark Sowden, 
a Director at Maximus. 
“Through the pandemic 
we are seeing the 
leadership ‘risers’ and 
the ‘hiders’ – those  
that shrink into the 
background and those 
who courageously  
step into the foreground 
to take action.”

In the time of COVID-19, 
our world leaders have  

we feel most powerless 
and uncertain, that  
key moments for  
learning emerge.

“This is the single most 
difficult and impactful 
thing that I have done  
in my professional 
career,” says Sowden.

Deep introspection 
allows leaders to consider 
an experience in isolation 
from the heightened 
emotions that surround  
it. It is through this process 
of meaning making that 
we find clarity and insight.  

Dewey indicates  
that thinking reflectively 
will lead to more  
open-mindedness, 
wholeheartedness and 
responsibility in facing 
consequences: all 
invaluable leadership 
attitudes in times of crisis. 
By examining ourselves 
through reflective 
thought we are not only 
able to learn by doing, 
but also to learn by 
being. There has never 
been a greater moment 
for reflection and 
learning, on the way we 
show up as leaders.  

been the most  
visible exemplars of  
human-centred decision 
making. There has been 
no hiding for them.

 We have watched 
and compared their 
responses in real-time, 
exposing their beliefs  
and motivations in the 
face of adversity. It  
has been the purest 
example of leadership  
in a lifetime, supported 
by reams of data that  
will be analysed for 
decades to come.

“Leading through 
disruption requires  
a recasting of the role of 
leader, balancing how 
tightly leaders hold on 
to power, control and 
ego versus leading with 
purpose, transparency 
and activism,” says 
Sowden. Our fatal flaws 
have shown themselves 
to us for us to address, 
while all eyes look 
upon us. A crisis of 
this magnitude strips 
leadership back to its 
fundamental core:  
how successfully we  
lead and protect the 
things that really matter. 
It is time to turn the 
spotlight onto ourselves. 

      THIS IS THE 
SINGLE MOST  
        DIFFICULT
AND IMPACTFUL
   THING THAT  
I HAVE DONE IN MY  
    PROFESSIONAL   
             CAREER

“Cometh the hour, cometh the man.” Winston Churchill on the eve of World  
War II. Crises like this expose leadership, the good the bad and the ugly.  

It is a once in a lifetime opportunity to reflect and grow as leaders C
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From the unprecedented 
change, uncertainty and 

devastation of recent times, 
comes the opportunity for a new 

wave of business models to be 
explored, for those leaders ready 

to show their ability to adapt 
and rise to the challenge of the 

changing work landscape

A NEW BEGINNING 
REINVENTING THE EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE

allow all workers to work from 
home indefinitely, providing each 
staff member a $1000 allowance 
for home office supplies. Shopify 
has followed suit. And it is not just 
knowledge workers who are facing 
changes to the way they work, 
“this crisis is disruptive to every 
human on the planet. It has rocked 
the way we live, interact, work, 
and provide essential services like 
education,” says Brent Duffy, Joint 
Managing Director of Maximus.

The COVID-19 crisis has provided 
a new motivator for adapting to 
ways of working beyond the office. 
At the onset a staggering 88 per 
cent of organisations in Australia 
urged, or required, their people 
to work from home, forcing our 
economy to adapt to virtual ways 
of doing business. 

At Maximus, we’ve heard the 
words “we’ve made changes in 
the last weeks and months that we 
haven’t been able to make in the 

last two years” from more  
than a few executives. The 
overwhelming sentiment from 
leaders amidst the confusion of 
COVID-19 is: we don’t want things 
to go back to the way they were.

WORK IS CHANGED, 
FOREVER…
Let’s face it, businesses will not 
and cannot revert back to the 
way they were before COVID-19. 
Twitter, for one, announced it will 
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MAXIMUS: YOU’VE BEEN ADVOCATING  
FOR PROGRESSIVE WAYS OF WORKING  
FOR A LONG TIME. CAN YOU TELL US A BIT 
ABOUT THE JOURNEY YOU’VE BEEN ON?
TROY RODERICK: It wasn’t until I joined Telstra in 
2007 that I started to see the real commercial benefits 
of being more diverse and inclusive. Flexible work is 
really the ideal context for the practice of inclusion, 

Recently Maximus spoke to clinical 
psychologist Dr Kimberley Norris, 
Associate Professor of Psychology 
at the University of Tasmania. 
Her research into confinement, 
isolation and re-entry into 
society is particularly pertinent 
as organisations begin to bring 
people back into the workplaces. 

ON THE SCALE OF CHANGE
“We would not have predicted 
the pandemic the way it was, but 
this is an incredible opportunity for 
all organisations to rethink what 

UNCHARTED 
LEADERSHIP 
TERRITORY: 
LOCKING 
IN CHANGE 
WHILE LEADING 
THE TRANSITION

The “live experiment” that is COVID-19 has  
produced more questions than answers, nudging 
leaders to rewrite their rulebook, or in some cases, 
throw it out altogether. Our call is for deliberate 
experimentation towards ways of working that fit  
your future vision of your people, culture, values  
and organisational purpose. 

“Experiments in business sometimes have the  
calling of randomness. This is not what we are  
calling for. We are asking for leaders to quickly list 
hypotheses, gather data, and then implement  
and communicate the changes you’re committing  
to over the coming months,” says Duffy. 

REPATRIATE. RETROFIT. REIMAGINE.
There has been no easing into the new age of  
remotely based, asynchronous working life. The  
context of work has changed, and we must evolve to 
meet it. We are at a fork in the road, a decision point, 
where we need to make choices about how and 
where we land with our new ways of working. 

At Maximus, we know that in re-architecting the way 
we work in organisations, we will land with different 
levels of focus across three areas. And we know that 
this will happen to you, or by you. 

REPATRIATION 
is largely about converting back to the known.

RETROFIT 
is about putting things back together; but differently.

REIMAGINATION 
is about a total reframe. 

Our re-entry must be by design rather than by 
circumstance: we must be deliberate in the choices  
we make in terms of how we will shift our business  
and to what extent. “Our biggest loss would be if we 
came out of this unchanged,” says Duffy. “We should 
only repatriate where we know this continues to be  
the best way to drive value creation through the 
people in our business.”  

We are climbing  
a steep learning curve 
that has presented the 

need to reimagine  
the construct of work 

as we know it.  
Here, we discuss three 
divergent ways to lock 

in positive change; 
find new, flexible work 
processes; and build  
a future-fit culture. 

we do, how we do and why we 
do,” says Norris, adding that the 
first thing leaders need to do is to 
fully grasp the scale of the change 
each individual in their organisation 
will have undergone. “It will have 
been a roller-coaster in terms of 
their memory, their concentration, 
their energy levels and their 
productivity,” she says. “People 
have undergone a large-scale 
life-changing event: just because 
we're going back to work doesn't 
mean the challenge is finished. It's 
just a new phase.”

Acknowledgement, Norris 
says, is critical to allow people to 
process this period of change and 
any loss and grief, personally or 
professionally, they would have felt, 
“it’s really important to validate 
and acknowledge, particularly in 
instances where teams have lost 
members,” she says.

SYSTEMIC DESENSITISATION 
AND RE-ENTRY PRINCIPLES 
Norris mentions that we have to 
particularly watch out for those 
who have had really high 
productivity rates through this  
time. “Some people have been 
throwing themselves into work  
as a distraction or coping 
mechanism,” she notes. “There will 
be some market driven imperatives 
to get straight back into it and at 
full intensity. The risks of that are 
really high. First of all, create the 
space for people to re-enter.” 

PEOPLE WILL HAVE 
INALTERABLY CHANGED: 
REWARD POSITIVE (NEW) 
BEHAVIOUR
“Some people will transition easier 
than others,” Norris continues as 
she talks to the re-entry people are 
starting to go through. “We need 
to reward and reinforce positive, 
adaptive behaviours that can 
be sustained for the health of the 
individuals and the organisation.” 
Deliberately calling out and 
rewarding the new ways your 
people work, will help them start 
to embed permanent behaviour 
shifts and that in turn will drive our 
organisations forward. 

A TIME FOR RAPID 
EXPERIMENTATION 

AND IMPLEMENTATION

MASS PERSONALISATION OF  
THE EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE
Recently Maximus spoke to Troy Roderick, Telstra’s 
previous Global Head of Diversity and Inclusion,  
who now works with CEOs and other leaders to  
create more diverse and inclusive organisations.  
He has come to realise the commercial benefits of 
flexible and personalised work arrangements through 
his leadership of the ground-breaking creation of 
“All Roles Flex”. It was through his mission to help 
organisations and more importantly leaders, understand 
how to create inclusive employment experiences  
that Roderick demonstrated the business value of 
flexible working as a tool for performance and  
as an ideal context for the practice of inclusion. 

Recently, Telstra flipped the switch on remote  
working practically overnight, as they sent 20,000 
people to work from home with relatively short 
notice, enabled by their earlier work on technology 
enablement, and creating a mindset and culture  
that supports flexible ways of working.

We talked to him about what leaders and 
organisations can do to keenly pivot to the  
new requirements of the workforce...

ALL ROLES 
CAN FLEX
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AGL, one of Australia’s leading 
energy companies, saw first-hand 
how critical their culture was in 
responding to and thriving in 
the COVID-19 crisis for both their 
people and their customers. 
Maximus spoke to AGL’s Chief 
Customer Officer Christine 
Corbett about how their customer 
experience through COVID-19 
has been protected by years of 
investment into the culture.

For AGL, this live experiment has 
illustrated the difference made by 
walking the talk when it comes to 
curating a culture of flexibility and 
customer-centricity, says Corbett, 
“while a lot of companies say it, 
AGL really meant it. Because we 
had the right culture, because  
we had flexible working, because 
we actually enabled our people 
with up-to-date technology and 
said how do we rapidly support  
our staff, this meant when crisis 
really hit our customers, we could 
really support our customers”.

AGL increased the number of 
employees working remotely  
from hundreds to thousands in  
a matter of days including 100  
per cent of their customer service 
staff in Australia. Within 24 hours,  

because it talks to an individualised, highly personalised 
employment experience. Since then, a lot of my time 
has been spent helping organisations and particularly 
leaders understand how to create that inclusive 
employment experience for a diverse range of people.

MM: WHAT IS THE ORGANISATIONAL BENEFIT 
BEHIND FLEXIBLE WORK?
TR: A really practical piece for leaders to remember 
is that flexible work is actually about performance. It's 
not about having less capacity; or about losing sight of 
your people; or losing control of what's going on. This is 
fundamentally a performance-enabling tool.

MM: WE TALK ABOUT PROVIDING FREEDOM 
WITH ACCOUNTABILITY. WHAT CAN LEADERS 
DO TO MAINTAIN A DRIVE FOR OUTCOMES  
IN FLEXIBLE WORK SETTINGS?
TR: It comes down to clarity and trust: you need to 
be very clear as a leader about what's expected and 
how you're then going to trust people to deliver that 
expectation. It’s very surprising how much of a blind 
spot this can be for some leaders. If you’re very clear 
about outcomes and results, and you empower people 
to deliver those things in a way that best suits them, 
their colleagues, customers and the business, you can 
stop worrying about the how and the where.

MM: WHAT ARE SOME OF THE CHALLENGES 
YOU’RE SEEING WITH CHANGED WAYS OF 
WORKING IN THE CURRENT CONTEXT?
TR: What people are realising is that employers have 
co-opted the home as the workplace, and it’s not 
always easy. But I'm seeing very effective leaders 
showing understanding of the whole context and 
talking to their people about letting go of perfection 
which is a positive step to enabling performance in 
this environment. For leaders, it’s more to the extent to 
which they’re embracing this new environment. The 
question for leaders is how much are you prepared to 
show who you are? If leaders can role model, through 
their environment or the visibility of their own lives, that 
sense of vulnerability and humility is very powerful in 
enabling those around them to operate successfully.

MM: HOW DO YOU SEE LEADERS ADAPTING 
DURING THE CURRENT PANDEMIC? 
TR: I must admit I’ve experienced some degree of 
exasperation with how some leaders have suddenly 
discovered that, ‘Wow! All the things that diversity 
brings, and people have been advocating about 
flexible work for decades, it's actually true’, despite  

the business case being made for decades. Right  
now, we’ve got the unique capacity to embrace  
a real-life experiment, which everyone else is 
embracing at the same time. 

With this real-life kind of hothouse experience, I hope 
there are many good things that people are learning 
that they'll hold onto. Take the good pieces of what 
you've learned from this flexibility experiment and 
amplify them for the future. As well as learn from the 
things that didn't work and how you might make those 
better, as we all move into recovery and rebuild phases.

MM: YOU’VE PREVIOUSLY CALLED OUT THE 
STARK DIFFERENCES BETWEEN HOW MEN AND 
WOMEN CARRY THE BURDEN OF “THE SECOND 
SHIFT” – THE ADDITIONAL HOURS OF WORK 
THAT ARE COMPLETED IN THE HOME. CAN 
YOU TELL US A BIT MORE ABOUT HOW THAT’S 
COMING TO THE FORE NOW?
TR: Coming out of this, one major change I hope 
we see is a balance of unpaid and paid work being 
enabled for everybody. 

I've seen some great examples of this recently, with 
leaders actually communicating directly with men in 
their organisations saying, ‘You have to step up more at 
home; we're going to enable you to do that, and here's 
how we'll be more flexible to let you be able to do that.’ 

I don’t think it’s much more complicated than that 
when combined with consistent messaging from the 
top, and reinforced by the systems in an organisation 
–and the behaviours of leaders at all levels – who 
actively and intentionally interrupt bias and challenge  
ever-present gendered norms and expectations. 

MM: WHAT CHANGES DO YOU SEE AHEAD 
FOR LEADERS IN THE POST-COVID-19 ERA?
TR: You might find that organisations think about 
different ways, methods or modes for obtaining the 
capability and talent they need to succeed. The  
thing that concerns me about that of course, is the 
security of the work, and that’s even before all of the 
questions about casualisation of the workforce, which 
tends to affect women more than men, or creates 
environments of insecure work. 

While it may be good to have the sense of 
detachment from a formal job, I don't think we would 
want to create systems that actually result in people 
experiencing huge amounts of insecure work that don't 
actually give them the entitlements that they need, 
or the security of work that they need to remain well, 
personally economically viable, and also able to be 
safe and secure in the community.

As the country re-opens, executives and leaders are facing critical 
decisions. These decisions are clouded by the fear of things 
returning to the way they were before. Our response to this is why 
let them? You have the space to decide how you want to work 
and how you want your people to work as restrictions ease and 
the country reopens. We implore leaders to exchange that fear  
by swapping it for the awe of this opportunity.  

a cross-functional SWAT team 
created a COVID-19 customer- 
support program and ignited 
digitalisation capabilities to 
respond quickly to customer needs. 

This fast and impressive response 
centred around a proactive 
investment that was made in  
the company culture to be more 
agile, supportive of employees 
and focused on helping customers. 
“From a cultural perspective,  
the idea of flexible working, the idea 
of video conferencing, the idea of 
dialling in from home was just a part 
of the norm at AGL,” says Corbett.  

Resilience has not been born 
overnight. AGL has been building it 
into their culture over time through 
supporting their customers through 
previous crises. Corbett talks about 
the muscle they’ve built through 

EX = CX: 
CULTURE 
IS KEY

previous crises. “The bushfires, 
especially for the frontline staff, 
prepared us to know how to deal 
with customers when it came to 
facing a large-scale, rapid event,” 
she says. “This was a live test of  
our rapid responses to customers, 
to the government and to our 
various stakeholders and a rapid 
response to training.” 

They’ve helped their customers 
through some of the most 
devastating disasters Australia has 
seen because of their support of 
their people by recognising that, 
“you can give a good customer 
experience, if you give a good 
employee experience. If you 
support your people up front with 
the tools, the training and the 
autonomy to make decisions, then 
you can be really responsive and 
anticipate what the customers 
need and want, to support the 
customers and to support the 
community,” says Corbett.   

EMBRACING 
OPPORTUNITY 
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THE UPSIDE:  
CRISIS BRINGS 
CLARITY
Optimism, while facing down reality and 
the brutal facts... never has a sentiment 
been more important. 

COVID-19 has been a blow. In so many 
ways it is damaging and threatening the 
businesses and economies on which our 
lifestyles, health, education, security  
and so much more are built. At the  
same time, it has brought gifts.

Acclaimed American writer Rebecca 
Solnit, recently penned an article in 
The Guardian, sighting, “At moments of 
immense change, we see with new  
clarity the systems – political, economic, 
social, ecological – in which we are 
immersed as they change around us. We 
see what’s strong, what’s weak, what’s 
corrupt, what matters and what doesn’t.”

At Maximus we see the crisis as an 
opportunity for clarity. Clarity that has 
and will reveal the stagnant and the stale. 
We have the tools – technological and 
cognitive – required to climb out of a hole 
and continue to explore new heights.

In this section we explore how shifting 
mindset, processes and structure will boost 
the abilities of organisations and those 
leading them, to identify opportunity and 
act on it. In an environment in which we are 
bombarded with negative news, we draw 
out the positives, because it’s not all bad. 

In fact, levels of future success could well 
directly relate to an organisation’s ability 
to see the good and not be blinded by the 
bad. What does that look like, in a practical 
sense? It looks like optimism.

  REINVENTION: 
THE POWER AND 
NECESSITY OF 
AN ABUNDANCE 
MINDSET

 HOW TO POSITIVELY REIMAGINE 
YOUR ORGANISATION.

 

  RETOOLING FOR 
OPPORTUNITY

 HOW TO BUILD AN ENVIRONMENT 
OF OPPORTUNITY.

  THE NECESSARY 
RESET – A CASE FOR 
OPTIMISM

 SHEDDING LIGHT ON THE MANY 
POSITIVE ATTRIBUTES OF HUMANITY.FOR THE FUTURE

OPTIMISM
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THE  
POWER  

AND  
NECESSITY  

OF AN 
ABUNDANCE 

MINDSET

REINVENTION:

three or four months later. We knew exactly 
what kind of leadership work we needed to 
take to market and that made us very relevant 
in that environment. As a result, our business 
doubled each year for the next three years.”

If a leader’s eyes are down as they and  
their team batten the hatches, cues are 
missed and opportunities go unrecognised. 
When they give themselves permission to  
look up and take a read of what’s going 
on around them, it’s possible to develop an 
abundance mindset rather than one that is 
reactive and driven by fear. 

During tough times, 
effective leaders make 

a quick and essential 
transition from crisis 

response to a positive 
reimagination of the 

organisation

The COVID-19 situation isn’t the first crisis 
Maximus Founder and Joint Managing Director 
Vanessa Gavan has faced as a business 
leader, and it likely won’t be her last. In fact, 
the original launch date for Maximus, following 
several months of strategic preparation with 
her new team, was planned for early to  
mid-September, 2011.

“It’s important for a leader to pay attention 
to the cues around them,” Gavan says. “After 
September 11, we went away and re-built our 
IP and did more stargazing on our strategic 
work. We launched with a very clear remit, 

The great power of an abundance mindset 
is its contagious nature within an organisation. 
Particularly with technology that allows scaling 
at pace, when an entire business is recognising 
and appreciating opportunities as others are 
hunkered down and preparing for the worst, 
the positive momentum can result in  
an enormously increased market share in  
a volatile economic environment.

“The biggest things that get in the way for 
leaders are the limitations on their own ways 
of thinking about opportunities, progress and 
potential,” Gavan says. “It might seem too 
difficult, too expensive or too much to bite 
off. Often we focus on the challenges rather 
than saying, ‘I’m going to drive this through 
and make it happen’. Abundance mindset is 
about that commitment to a bigger, brighter, 
transformational agenda.”

Gavan is currently hearing from some CEOs 
who have already switched gears. “They’re 
telling me they’re achieving things in two or 
three weeks that the organisation has been 
talking about for three or four years,” she says. 

“How is that possible? It is partly because 
they had become enamoured with their own 
business models. They had built them and 
engaged with them for so long that they 
provided security. But a business interruption 
like this challenges those business models in  
a fundamental way. It removes the excuses 
not to seek transformational change. As leaders 
begin to accept the new normal, if they can 
achieve an abundance mindset as they switch 
out of crisis mode it can result in a powerful 
period of reinvention and reimagination.”

FINDING THE ORGANISATIONAL  
SHAPE OF SUCCESS
Futurist, entrepreneur and speaker Tiago 
Mattos is a guest professor at the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem and founder of  
Aerolito, a laboratory that explores future 
scenarios. He has been in great demand 
since the COVID-19 virus altered the world’s 
perspective of the future, and he agrees  
that leaders can find it difficult to identify 
positives during such a challenge.

This, Mattos says, is less to do with leadership 
and more to do with being human. However, 
the very nature of their positions means it is 
more important for leaders to drag their focus 
away from the negatives and design a way out. 
“Our brains are designed to focus on bad  P
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news instead of good news,” Mattos says. “We 
have a tiny part in our grey matter called the 
amygdala… once we are faced with more 
information than the brain can process, our 
amygdala is in charge of curating what is 
important and what isn’t for our survival as 
human beings. It’s like an algorithm; it chooses 
what is important to us and what is not.”

The COVID-19 problem means we are faced 
with negatives, dangers and risks on a daily 
basis. This makes it difficult for us to access any 
good news, or to recognise opportunities. 
However, a conscious understanding of  
this subconscious process can disrupt the 
amygdala’s protective mechanism, Mattos says.

Once an abundance mindset has been 
achieved, success is a matter of ensuring  
the organisation is in the right shape to thrive  
in a radically re-shaped market.

“I’ve always recommended leaders to 
understand Charles Handy’s The Second 
Curve theory. Basically, he says that you have 
to have your main organisation – I call it the 
‘mother organisation’ – being responsible for 
today’s income. Innovation will grow at an 
incremental rate here,” Mattos says.

“But you must have a second curve – I call 
it the ‘baby organisation’ – responsible for 
tomorrow’s income. And here you will see 
innovation at a disruptive pace. This is kind of 
intuitive for most good leaders. The problem 
is that you have to arrange your internal 
assets, including the absorption of emerging 
technologies, in both organisations. And  
[that’s where] you see leaders getting it wrong.”

Most leaders, Mattos says, are facing 
enormous pressure to run the mother 
organisation for growth and long-term 
sustainability. “They must make this 
organisation last forever,” he says. This is why 
they regularly fail in implementing more 
disruptive technologies and other assets in 
the mother organisation. “In large, traditional 
organisations… teams will postpone adopting 
it as long as they can.” 

A common misunderstanding in the  
new economy is that the priorities must be 

long-term sustainability and growth. While 
these are important, Mattos says, the real 
priority must be reinvention.

WHERE DO LEADERS LOOK FOR CUES?
Maximus has long promoted the value of 
curiosity, of leaning in and listening deeply  
to all stakeholders. 

“While you might have a clear, long-range 
perspective of where the business wants to  
be, what’s changing minute-to-minute in  
a crisis situation, is how people feel about their 
future, about your brand, and what they're 
focusing on,” Gavan says.

“For you to be relevant in the present and  
in the long term – and every business needs  
to be relevant – you have to be watching  
and reading those cues from stakeholders.  
This is something that entrepreneurs learn to  
do from a very early stage.”

This is absolutely a mindset choice, Gavan 
says. Leaders have a decision to make  
around whether they focus on the mass of 
negative news or whether they practice 
abundance thinking by focussing on  
what can be improved and on opportunities, 
including opportunities to be a positive 
member of their community.

“Businesses that lean into this and that  
think about themselves as being equally for 
purpose, for profit and for the good of people 
are going to be the businesses that walk  
out on the other side with masses of loyalty,” 
Gavan concludes. “Staff, customers, clients 
and other stakeholders are making choices 
right now. They are watching and observing 
and making significant decisions around 
which businesses they want a relationship with. 
Organisations that do a good job of this, that 
make it about more than just profit, will enjoy 
enduring commitment from their stakeholders 
as they grow through the recovery effort and 
into their reimagined states.”  
BY: CHRIS SHEEDY

 IT'S LIKE AN 
ALGORITHM; IT 
 [OUR AMYGDALA]
 CHOOSES WHAT
   IS IMPORTANT 
  TO US AND
            WHAT IS NOT  

T IAGO MATTOS,  
FUTURIST,  ENTREPRENEUR  

AND SPEAKER
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RETOOLING FOR 
        OPPORTUNITY

Success in a post-COVID-19 
business environment is 

absolutely possible. In fact, 
the tools already exist, they 

just need to be applied

Consider the way a business 
identifies and prepares for risk.  
That function, also known as 
‘scenario planning’, is responsible 
for seeing the invisible, for 
identifying what could happen 
rather than what is happening.

Now imagine that function 
repurposed for a new and 
uncharted business environment. 

Rather than solely identifying and 
mitigating risk, it works to also 
detect opportunity. It’s the same 
tool used in the same way, but for 
a slightly different purpose. 

James Keeler a Director at 
Maximus, believes organisations 
already have the instruments they 
require to adapt and succeed 
as we move forward. “Many 

M A X I M U S  M A G A Z I N E    S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N

OPTIMISM  FOR THE FUTURE



businesses already house a risk 
committee, but imagine a group 
of people who meet to discuss 
possibility? Who debate the 
problems which need solving?  
Who ignite the 10 per cent of  
a firm’s effort which should be  
spent on experimentation and 
research? Who extend and 
interpret an organisation’s reasons 
for success? When re-purposed,” 
Keeler says, “the tools from within 
will prove powerful.”

Dr Angus Hervey, co-founder of 
science and technology think tank 
Future Crunch, agrees that solutions 
to the current crisis already exist 
and that the sharp reframing 
we’ve recently experienced will 
make their new purpose clear.

Solutions to a crisis never “pop 
out of nowhere,” Hervey says.  
They already exist, and typically 
have done for years. But it often 
takes an upheaval to reveal  
their true purpose.

This is as true for ideas that fuel 
strategy as it is for business functions. 
For example, over the last several 
decades, Hervey says, the drivers 
of business have been productivity 
and efficiency. They have been the 
focus. Everything else – such as lean 
manufacturing and the digital 
revolution – has been developed 
around them in silos and startups.

“The very definition of opportunity has changed. 
It’s no longer purely about revenue, cost cutting, 
profit or efficiency. Fundamentally, opportunity 
in a post-COVID-19 world is about creation of 
value for the business and for who it serves. The 
business that creates more value than it captures 
will discover success in the new environment.

Businesses that create more than just value 
for their customers, businesses that create value 
for society, will take a much larger slice of the 
pie. Think of healthcare and hospitals. Think of 
housing companies that are building housing 
that is going to be multi-generational. Think of 

agriculture. If you farm a piece of land and 
at the end of 30 years you leave it in better 
shape than what you found it in, and you have 
produced 10,000 tons of food during that  
time, then you have created more value  
than you have captured.

The argument for a reimagining of risk, 
opportunity and value, and the practical 
implementation of functions that result from 
that reimagination, is similar to the argument 
for diversity within workforces, that diversity 
must now be reframed – value creation and 
adaptability – that is where opportunity lies.”

James Keeler 
a Director at 

Maximus, shares 
his thoughts on 

carving out new 
opportunities...

THE HORIZONTAL 
CONNECTIVE TISSUE  
OF PURPOSE
Clarity of purpose 
enables connection 
between areas of  
the business that 
typically wouldn’t  
exist. It aligns and 
generates conversation 
around vision, value 
generation and what  
is mission critical. 

RESOURCING LATERALLY
The idea of the SWAT 
team is not new to 
business: groups of 
people with a specific 
set of complementary 
skills to work on  
a problem or a need. 
With the turbulence  
of the crisis there is  
a significant opportunity 
for organisations to 
assemble and tap 
into groups of people 
with complementary 
‘opportunity-oriented’ 
skills and mindsets to 
find, explore and  
unlock opportunities. 

THE EXPERIENCE 
PARADOX
Those with experience 
and accountability will 
have noticed themselves 
in delivery mode and  
a disproportionate  
call for their time.  
But experience isn't 
imperative for everything: 
consider the benefits of 
bringing those with less 
or different experience 
on board. Not only will 
you uncover unlikely 
solutions but it will 
increase accountability, 
connection and 
engagement through  
this time. 

“What is interesting is that 
efficiency turned out not to be our 
friend,” he says. “By distributing 
global supply chains into different 
places, by having just-in-time 
manufacturing, by having 
businesses that put the bottom  
line ahead of everything else,  
those places that were the  
most efficient were not the places 
that were the best prepared  
for this global crisis.”

In fact, the constant drive 
toward ever-greater efficiency 
and productivity has long been 
questioned. Its unsustainable 
nature, stifling of creativity and 
innovation, and increasingly  
short-term focus was always 
unlikely, some argued, to produce 
positive, long-term results. The 
COVID-19 pandemic just confirmed 
what many already knew.

“With this realisation, what we’re 
now seeing globally is a huge 
shift in business from efficiency to 
adaptability,” Hervey says. “An 
adaptable system doesn’t spurn 
growth, it simply adjusts. When 
there’s room to expand, it grows. 
When it has to cut back, it does. 
When it needs to consume lots of 
resources, it does. But then it’s also 
able to regenerate resources when 
it needs to. I’m excited about 
businesses putting adaptability at 
their core, rather than efficiency.”

The recent pandemic gave  
this long-considered idea 
social licence. But while having 
permission to make the change 
is one thing, Keeler says, making 
it a business reality rather than 

lapsing back to old ways is another 
altogether. Hervey shares that 
concern, saying if the discussion 
remains around high-minded 
concepts such as de-growth, 
which will never be implemented, 
then it’s doomed. But if we’re 
able to enable the more practical 
and achievable concept of 
adaptability over efficiency and 
productivity, the future is bright.

How, then, do leaders take their 
people and organisations on  
a new journey of discovery into 
an unknown future? How do they 
build around adaptability, and 
reimagine mindsets and toolsets 
around the balance between  
risk and opportunity?

BUILDING ENVIRONMENTS  
OF OPPORTUNITY 
Tools to identify opportunity are 
irrelevant if we can’t get our 
mindset away from protection and 
self-preservation and towards the 
potential upside, Keeler believes. 
“Even though the risks we’re 
planning for may have changed 
somewhat over the course of 
human evolution, risk mitigation is 
still hard-wired into our brains,” he 
says. “Our default position is to plan 
against what could go wrong so 
we can safeguard appropriately.” 

The answer to this? To consciously 
put effort into forecasting for 
opportunity. “Firstly, we need to 
ensure we have an environment 
that encourages planning for 

UNLOCKING THE WAY FORWARD 

CREATING A NEW SENSE OF VALUE
Dr Angus Hervey on redefining opportunity…

opportunity,” Keeler continues. 
“Secondly, we need the right 
mindset. The third ingredient  
is simply giving people the 
opportunity to be creative, to 
consciously think about the  
good opportunities.” The modelling 
of such behaviour begins with  
the executive team.

Leadership teams must create 
an environment in which the 
identification of opportunity is 
actively encouraged and 
rewarded. “At Maximus we  
talk about the ‘loose-tight’ 
structure, making sure that as an 
executive you’re tight around the 
things you want to protect but 
loose around the things that are 
going to ignite creativity,” says 
Keeler. “There’s an important link 
here around how leadership must 
change to enable identification  
of opportunity. They must learn to 
stress the system and utilise the 
creativity of their workforce, to  
not only identify and mitigate risk 
but also to figure out where the 
opportunities lie.”

To achieve this, organisations 
need to dial up the connective 
thinking by exposing the business  
to new and different ideas, 
unlocking a new world of 
opportunity by planning with the 
resources they already have.  
BY: CHRIS SHEEDY P
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 In California, 
Tesla engineers 
repurposed 
car parts and 
production lines to 
deliver hundreds of 
ventilators for free 
to hospitals across 
the country.

 Taxi drivers 
put the needs 
of others above 
their own, driving 
those infected 
with COVID-19 
to hospitals to 
receive medical 
treatment, without 
remuneration.

 –  A CASE FOR OPTIMISM
Maximus explores the ability of humans to imagine a future of good

THE NECESSARY RESET

RUSSIA
 A 97-year-old, Russian World 

War Two veteran recited war 
stories on YouTube to raise money 
for bereaved families of doctors 
who had died after working on 
the COVID-19 frontlines.

CANADA
 Members of city 

communities kickstarted the 
#caremongering movement. 
Starting in Toronto but 
quickly spreading across 
the nation, driven by social 
media, this hashtag helped 
willing individuals assist the 
vulnerable populations 
amongst them. 

UNITED KINGDOM
ITALY

USA

SPAIN

 Members of the 
community were 
able to adopt 
a grandparent, 
to help foster 
connection and 
companionship 
with older residents 
living in nursing 
homes.

 Famously, 
operatic scenes 
erupted from 
balconies above 
the streets of major 
cities, such as 
Rome and Milan, 
as neighbours 
projected feelings 
of unity and 
support.

 In Massachusetts, 
New Balance made 
cloth face masks for 
doctors, nurses and 
hospital staff.

 Members of 
premier football 
teams, such as 
Lionel Messi’s 
FC Barcelona, 
volunteered to 
take significant 
pay cuts during 
their sport’s 
shutdown to 
ensure their clubs’ 
employees didn’t 
lose their jobs.

 In London, 
homeless men  
and women slept 
in rooms of the 
InterContinental 
Hotels Group  
after the city’s 
mayor negotiated 
for them to  
shelter there.

 War veteran Tom 
Moore raised over 
GBP£30m for the 
NHS, leading up to 
his 100th birthday 
by walking lengths 
of his own back 
garden. He has 
been nominated 
to be knighted by 
the Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson.

 Residents in 
Venice report 
seeing fish in the 
city’s canals for 
the first time in 
decades. Similarly, 
in the port city of 
Cagliari, dolphins 
have returned 
for the first time 
in several years, 
as have swans in 
Milan’s small lakes 
and ponds.

FRANCE
 In Paris, a LVMH 

owned Christian 
Dior factory 
repurposed 
machines that 
once filled ornate 
vials with luxury 
fragrances to 
instead fill plastic 
bottles with hand 
sanitiser destined 
for public hospitals.

BELGIUM
 A Michelin-starred 

chef cooked for the 
homeless in a soup 
kitchen in the same 
way they would 
for those paying 
for a fine-dining 
experience.

AUSTRALIA
 Chalk became a binding force holding 

communities together, as Melbourne 
residents wrote trivia questions and 
uplifting quotes on street pavements to 
make the world a little brighter.

INDIA
 NASA satellite 

data revealed 
aerosol pollution 
levels in India 
dropped 
dramatically, to  
a 20-year low, just 
a few weeks after 
the government 
imposed the 
world's largest 
lockdown on its  
1.4 billion people.

CHINA
 Marshall Burke from Stanford University 

says the number of lives saved in China 
due to pollution reductions is around 20 
times the number of lives lost to the virus.

NEW ZEALAND
 When members of the public heard the 

animals at Orana Wildlife Park could go 
hungry, with the weekly NZ$70,000 food 
bills crippling the business’s owners, they 
passed around a virtual hat and raised 
NZ$230,000 in four days.
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Research indicates that 
through challenging 
times, most of us are 
hardwired to be more 
optimistic than not. It is 
this optimism that fuels 
progress – scientific, 
economic and social. 
We see opportunities to 
move towards a better 
reality and we take risks 
to achieve that reality.  

In his 2006 bestseller 
The Audacity of Hope, 
President Barack Obama 
defined this attitude as, 
“Hope in the face of 
difficulty. Hope in the 
face of uncertainty.  
The audacity of hope!  
A belief in things not 
seen. A belief that there 
are better days ahead.”

Disaster tends to shed 
light on this fundamental 
facet of humanity. 

Much like the disasters 
of the past, COVID-19 
has exposed us in our 
truest form. We are 
witnessing not only  
the strength of human 
hope, but also that 
human nature is in fact 
grounded in compassion, 
empathy, and a deep 
need for connection. 

Throughout the 
COVID-19 crisis we have 
witnessed countless 
examples of ordinary 
people going above and 
beyond, utilising their 
resources and talents to 
impact the lives of those 
less fortunate. 

We are witnessing an 
outpouring of community 
spirit in other ways, too. 
This year has also seen 
worldwide protests in 
relation to equality  
under the Black Lives 
Matter movement, with 
people around the 
globe coming together 
to express their solidarity.

When reflecting on 
the compassion and C
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VANESSA GAVAN, 
FOUNDER AND 

JOINT MANAGING 
DIRECTOR OF 

MAXIMUS

   MAY THIS 
MAGAZINE 
 SERVE AS
  A CALL TO 
ACTION FOR 
OPTIMISM AND 
A MINDSET OF
    ABUNDANCE. 
  TOGETHER WE
CAN HARNESS 
THE BEST
    FROM THIS
  SITUATION 
AND CREATE 
NEW SYSTEMS, 
  THAT DON’T
         LOOK LIKE  
 OLD SYSTEMS. 
THAT CREATE
       VALUE AT 
   EVERY STEP. 
 I CAN’T WAIT 
     TO SEE WHAT
                WE DO 

connection that is 
prevailing amidst the 
darkness of COVID-19 – 
and more recently the 
global unrest and hurt 
which has seen violence 
escalate in some areas 
– we can see there is 
still a sense of hope. 
Our capacity to show 
kindness to one another 
is one of humanity’s 
greatest strengths, 
one that might go 
unappreciated outside 
the context of crisis. 

Looking to the future, it 
is clear we must maintain 
the current momentum 
for connection and 
community as it is this 
that will ultimately 
enable our survival in  
the new normal.

Other arguments  
for optimism include  
a study published in the 
International Journal of 
Management on the 
impact of optimistic 
leadership. This study 
found optimism helps in 
developing trust among 
leader and follower, that 
optimistic leaders are less 
affected and troubled in 
uncertain situations, and 
that optimism helps to 
create a cooperative 
climate in organisations. 

Though optimism is 
in part driven by our 
predisposition, it can 
more often than not be 
shifted through changes 
in perspective. Learned 
Optimism, a book and 
core tenet of Positive 
Psychology as coined  
by its founding father 
Martin Seligman, argues 
that we can cultivate  
a positive perspective. 

In the context of  
crisis, we see humanity’s 
most positive attributes 
amplified, presenting a 
potent case for optimism 
in a time of darkness.   
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The real. The curious.
The resolute.

Industry makers.
Independent thinkers.

True believers.

These are the leaders with whom we partner.

They ’re committed to leading with purpose and  

authenticity. Brave enough to bring about change.  

And we are privileged to work with them.

We are for leaders with progressive agendas.

We exist to move minds, transform businesses and leave  

a legacy of proven value. We turn beliefs into a movement,

transforming organisations, and the leaders within.
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