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AGM Transitions and the Bestem network partnered 
for a series of video calls with over 20 CEOs and other 
senior executives in the UK, Italy, France, Holland, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Norway and Dubai. This 
document is one of three that comes out of that 
process. The resulting documents are handbooks 
which articulate 

• The macro challenges faced by leaders 
• The context that applies by sector and geography
• A series of practical tips for leaders 

The handbooks deal with the agenda for leaders in

• Working remotely
• Sharing experience
• Driving transformation.

Mark Pearson, Ken McKellar and Gareth Davies, 
April 2020

Introduction
Results from our facilitated video conference networking sessions



• The whole world is affected this time around, not just 
specific sectors or regions

• The solutions for the macro-economy (countries, 
governments, MLAs) and the microeconomy 
(companies, markets) are mutually dependent and 
inextricably interlinked 

• Change is long overdue in a whole range of socio-
economic areas which have been behaving 
dysfunctionally for some time

• Overarching these areas of change are themes of 
profound social importance, including: climate change, 
social equality and responsible corporate citizenship

• Technology has never been readier to play a key 
enabling role in all of the above

• Leaders are hungrier than ever before for new 
paradigms, effective tools and practical tips for 
transformational leadership 
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There is good reason to believe that transformational change is coming
Setting the scene



Structural change will occur across sectors

• Financial services  - automation of many business processes for front and back offices.
• Commodities trading – questioning the need for physical facilities in future
• Oil and gas - greater use of robotics in core safety and extraction processes
• Private equity  - deferral of investments until asset values have bottomed out, with substantial 

redundancies accompanying any new investment
• Life sciences  - the imperative to reinvent, in order to retain sought-after talent and respond quickly to 

future major events
• Retail - the need to earn back goodwill with supply chain partners, lost during initial reactions by retailers 

to Covid-19
• Professional services – a steepening of the “pyramid of leverage” as professionals use more technology-

enabled ways of working to deliver more value to clients through greater involvement of senior resources

Our discussions with senior executives in the sectors below revealed a series of emerging themes 
which could significantly restructure the workplace and its people, with major implications for the 
way we work and the nature of the social contract between employers and employees. Much of 
the structural change could be driven by the accelerated use of already available technology
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Changes at a macro level could be far-reaching too

• Government participation in the private sector  - in the UK we have already had a taste of this through 
the nationalization of Royal Bank of Scotland in 2008. This time around, nationalization could also be long-
term, requiring new ways of intervention and co-operation, together with more agile regulation to oversee 
these

• Performance measurement – new measures of corporate performance and shareholder value appropriate 
to a recovering global economy and society could emerge and be adopted by all stakeholders out of choice 
and/or necessity

• Sectoral distinctions – could blur as they are reduced by necessity to their lowest common denominators 
of skills, processes and technology and are then reconfigured into different combinations to meet customer 
demand

• Definition and measurement of employment - could change to meet emerging (lack of) demand for 
different delivery models of skills and experience

• New measures of liquidity and ways of generating it – could be developed by countries, companies and 
markets using an array of defensive financial instruments. Aggressive and speculative structures and 
products will take a back seat

• Governments and academia - governments may want to retain pools of academic talent to gain 
competitive advantage in certain sectors in the global market and assist in policy problem solving

Our discussions with senior executives also revealed a series of emerging themes at a macro level 
(below) which could significantly change the relationship between countries,  public and private 
sectors, financial market participants as well as companies and their stakeholders. Best practices 
could well be redefined in all of these relationships to reflect very different operating conditions
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Fourth industrial revolution – a useful prediction model
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The shock to the business system caused by Covid-19 has accelerated the adoption of recent (but pre-
existing) technology. These technologies include : data collection, analysis and distribution; additive 
manufacturing; tele-commuting; automation of manual-work; advances in medicine; and new 
material science. Wide spread adoption is predicted to result in changes to wealth distribution, trade-
flows and social structures. This is sometimes referred to as the Fourth Industrial Revolution.

The current business situation means 
that adoption is driven into all levels 

within and across businesses as well as 
between organisations. This will lead 

to permanent changes in what business 
does and the way that it does it.

Traditional organisations which saw 
no-need to change are now morphing 

rapidly including:  law courts 
switching to on-line sessions; 

parliament installing screens; and 
doctors performing video 

consultations. 

Adoption curves describe the type and 
number of people who use  new 
technology. We have recently 

accelerated past the “early adopter” 
phase and have reached “tipping 

point”. These technologies are now 
common place and will remain so

The World Economic Forum (Davos) has sponsored much thinking about the wider implications. Their site provides much food for thought 
in areas such as technical development, corporate responsibility, inequality of opportunity, wealth distribution, climate change and the role of 
the state. Much of this research is available free at https://www.weforum.org/focus/fourth-industrial-revolution
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Transformation:
insights by area



Transforming the supply chain
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Successful business models have evolved, to optimise complex multi-national supply chains. 
Examples include: just-in-time delivery of multiple suppliers to automotive assembly; low-cost 
high-speed fashion supplied from the sub-continent; and outsourcing of manufacture to south-east 
Asian electronics specialists. It is likely that the cost of input supply will increase, leading to 
pressure on profits and inflation of output prices

Problems
• Suppliers at the mercy of concentrated B2B demand
• Removal of support for developing world communities and tarnishing of long-term 

relationships and supplier trust
• Delays in (and impossibility of) restarting supply chains
• Disruption of operations due to minor stock-outs
• Business failures of airlines and passenger ferries increase freight costs
• Whipsaw chain-reactions arising from supply disruption



Transforming the supply chain : implications
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With rapid changes in 
demand, strategy and 

financial performance of 
upstream buyers, companies 
may fail for reasons outside 

their control Reaction to “western” 
business practices by 

developing world-suppliers 
and political leaders may 
result in refusal to supply 
(for political power) or 
insistence on different 

terms.

Ramp-up of current 
business models may be 

delayed because of 
downstream supply issues, 
and may ultimately require 
a change in business model 
if idled factories cannot be 

restarted
Manufacturers and their 

other suppliers may have all 
their businesses impacted 

because of disruption in one 
small parts supplier.

With factory and logistics running boom-bust 
cycles due to variability in end-user ordering 

patterns, inefficiencies will increase, 
inventory will increase and factory demand-

cycles will flip-flop. This could lead to 
increased cost of supply, the return of large-

scale business cycles and potential for 
financial distress.

Likely consolidation of 
players could lead to 

changes in profit allocation 
along the supply chain as 

bargaining forces and 
alternatives change.
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Transforming the supply chain : tips for leaders
Leaders can position their companies to reduce downside risk and maximise the opportunities

There will be a need for an urgent review of the supply chain to identify new suppliers who can satisfy reduced air 
freight requirements coupled with swift turnaround

Airfreight

Deploy political and diplomatic resources to engage with the asset owners and political leaders in the countries of 
supply. 

Diplomacy

Ensure that the welfare of third party factory workers is maintained even if they are not currently engaged in your 
production. Encourage others to do likewise.

Social responsibility

Look for alternative suppliers now and make sure that they receive enough business to make it worth their while 

Second source

Find ways to use automated specialist manufacturing. Find or build co-located facilities that can (at a cost) produce a 
wide range of items using techniques such as 3D printing and robotic manufacturing. The costs may be higher per part, 
but the flexibility and availability may provide valuable insurance.

Automate

Instigate strategic reviews of supply chains and identify emerging sources of bargaining power, move quickly to 
establish alternatives or raise barriers to entry to protect and enhance your position.

Power games
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Problems
• Middle management have been seen as an “at risk” category for some time as companies 

strive to do more with less to improve shareholder value
• Middle management have had something of a bad press from management theorists. The 

phrase itself has a negative association with bureaucracy and self-serving behaviour. This  
has been perpetuated by a lack of clear organisational design thinking within individual 
organisations

• There is a real problem of defining middle management which mitigates against a “one size 
fits all” solution

• The role and relative size of a middle management cadre varies enormously according to 
culture, geographical location and shape of an organisation

Transforming middle management
What is the future role of corporate middle management after the world returns to “new normal”? 
Are they the unsung heroes of Covid-19 or another layer of organisational cost to be stripped out 
by a combination of accelerated AI implementation and corporate restructuring? The definition 
and role of middle management needs to be carefully considered and our work with our network 
participants addressed these below
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Definition and reputation: until the definition of 
middle management and the reputation that goes 

with it can be addressed by individual 
organisations, the real worth of the middle 
management cadre will never be known

Organisational memory: Middle 
managers often provide continuity and a 
good knowledge of what has been done 

in the past. Wiping it out could be a 
catastrophic error which good systems 

could obviate.

Span-breakers: Just how realistic is it for 
the C suite to manage hundreds of direct 

reports? The fact is that middle 
management is required in many large 
companies but the question about its 

quantum will depend on the complexity of 
the service being provided and the capital 

intensity of the production process 
involved.

Compliance and safety: There is much in 
both these arenas that can be systematised but 

equally there are some aspects of both that 
require judgment and experience without 

taking senior management time.

Risk management: decision by a committee 
including middle management may be a way 
to counter irrational behaviour from senior 
management and to control the myriad of 

small decisions that drive up costs

Transforming middle management: implications
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Transforming middle management: tips for leaders
The role of middle management will change, this is both an opportunity and a risk

The current design of an organisation (including any modifications necessitated by the effects of Covid-19) must be re-
assessed to determine what and who will constitute “middle management” in future as well as whether (and to what 
extent) the definition of middle management is either meaningful or replaceable instead by other functional or 
geographical roles

Review organisation

Create a repository within your organisation, using systems which will either complement or replace the memory within 
the middle management cadre’s human knowledge

Maintain institutional memory

Assess the number of direct and indirect reports into the C-Suite for effectiveness and relevance. This assessment can be 
conducted as part of the overall review of current organisational design

Span of control

Consider whether existing compliance and safety policy and related procedures remain relevant to the emerging Covid-
affected organisation. Agree the remit of the emerging compliance and safety organisation and then assess the 
competencies of the existing managers to serve this new remit

Safety and compliance

Consider whether existing policy and procedures remain relevant to the emerging Covid-affected organisation. Agree 
the remit of ERM within the organisation and then assess the competencies of the existing managers to serve this new 
remit

Enterprise risk management
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Problems
• Capacity & Scale: Companies are finding that scalability of IT systems (and behind the 

scenes fulfilment) do not always keep pace with change. These can be internal systems as 
well as those of suppliers.

• Automation of processes: The choice of which processes to automate, as well as where and 
when, is not straightforward. Too much automation requires a long project lead time, 
whereas too little cannot justify the cost to achieve short term efficiency and long-term cost 
savings. 

• Video Conferencing: Technologies such as Zoom, Splunk are easy to deploy and learn, but 
have less rich functionality and pose future security issues.

• Voice or video: Video is an intense experience and potentially creates situations of 
discomfort, whereas audio-only calls are not as impactful or intimate, but do enable people to 
move around and perform other tasks while talking.

Technology enabled transformation
The use of technology will touch every sector, organisation and individual as an enabler of 
transformation rather than an end in itself. The current business environment is switching to 
making much more use of remote working and other IT technologies. While accelerating the 
adoption of systems that were put in place before, wide scale innovation and increases in capacity 
have the potential to throw up surprises.
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Technology enabled transformation: tips for leaders
When considering the use of technology, leaders should make sure the consider these issues

Understand that on-line channels may attract more demand than you can fulfil; so make 
plans for managing demand and creating scalability in the IT platforms.

Fulfilment capacity

It will be easy to now default to always using video. This may become the equivalent of 
the meeting-culture in offices. Sometimes it’s better to just pick up the phone.

When to use Video

Are there quick ways to automate processes (using robotic process automation for 
instance) which will provide extra capacity at lower cost?

What can be automated

The rapid switch to on-line services (such as Zoom and Google Drive) creates security 
issues that are already being exploited by hostile states. While expediting needed 
solutions may be required, make sure that IT risks are managed as soon as possible. 

Information security



Driving the talent agenda
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Problems

• Traditional channels for sourcing talent other than for the most senior roles were always narrowing. 
They are all but closed now as the organisations which operate them grapple with existential issues 
accelerated by Covid-19. 

• Networking activities which uncover opportunities for individuals are more challenging in a virtual 
environment

• Organisations are currently focused on optimising existing talent rather than hiring in new talent
• There is an overwhelming desire for good (and poor) talent to stay put rather than venture into the 

marketplace
• Scrutiny of corporate reputations and brands from potential employees is magnified by Covid-19. 

Companies trying to survive in the current environment are observed and judged by a range of 
“corporate citizenship” criteria

• Contractual relationships between employer and employee which were already under strain will be 
further dislocated by the emergency cost saving measures undertaken by employers under Covid-19

Deployment of technology still requires the right talent to direct, enhance and complement this. 
But what could the right kind of talent look like and how can it be attracted, grown, motivated 
and retained sustainably in the radically new environment that is now emerging? 



Driving the talent agenda : implications
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Certain channels for sourcing talent 
may never re-open, particularly 

those which use traditional business 
models directed at middle to lower 

management

Networking will have to take 
place in a different way, relying 

less for example on sporadic 
informal contact and more on 
structured, regular interactions 

which nevertheless remain 
authentic and value-adding

Organisations in survival mode 
are missing out on the best talent 
available in the marketplace to 
help them solve their problems 

now, because they are financially 
fragile and/or unwilling to take a 

longer-term view

There is a limit to what can be done 
with existing talent in an 

organisation, particularly in the face 
of lower levels of activity

A “staying put/wait and see” 
approach can ultimately be 

detrimental not only to more 
talented individuals, but also to 

companies which seek to move less 
talented individuals out of the 

organisation

Corporate reputations and brands 
will now assume paramount 

importance in recruiting the best 
talent, based on an ability to 
“walk the walk” rather than 

signal good intent which is not 
followed through

Contractual relationships will be 
increasingly driven by employees 

in a buyer’s market where 
employees will choose where 

they want to (rather than have to) 
work



Driving the talent agenda : tips for leaders (1 of 2)
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Requires a win-win approach for which balances maintaining contact with appropriate and 
respectful use of each other’s time

Networking without meeting

Develop protocols to increase the confidence to conduct a hiring process from start to finish 
without physically meeting candidates

Hire without meeting

Talent acquisition plans need to address your business priorities which could be near-term in 
focus

What talent do you need?

Fresh thinking around existing talent. Combine lateral moves, management development and 
create new re-invigorating roles

Reward performance

Design of creative programmes to exit individuals whose talents are less relevant to the current 
needs of the business, whilst retaining them as valuable ambassadors and/or potential contractor 
resources

Manage the exit process



Driving the talent agenda : tips for leaders (2 of 2)
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Place greater emphasis on the beneficial effects of a good reputation and a responsible brand as 
key factors in hiring top talent

Maintain reputation

Develop new contractual models to blur the distinction between employed and self-employed 
while bringing benefits to the employee

New contract models

Well thought out approaches which replace “human vs. machine”, with “human + machine” 
thinking, as well as actions and support – AI and robotics have arrived in earnest

Combine humans and automation

Classical search solutions are replaced by online portals and network solutions when accessing 
talent

Modify the talent identification process
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Understanding and influencing decision-making
As organisations and individuals emerge from the Covid-19 environment into new ways of 
working, it is quite possible that a wide range of interactions with internal and external 
stakeholders will continue to be conducted virtually, for a whole range of reasons. As a result, 
ways of effectively understanding and influencing big decision-making are likely to change

Problems
• Physical opportunities to influence big decision making through lobbying and informal 

meetings are closed for the time being and may not open again to the same extent as before
• Virtual communication has introduced  (by necessity) a certain formality to decision-making 

with the influencing process, also reflecting this formality
• Understanding the thinking behind big decision-making is also more challenging because of 

the increased difficulty of gathering intelligence around decision inputs, particularly beyond 
the organisation

• Different stakeholders in a big decision have different approaches to the way they are 
structuring their virtual communications

• Different corporate structures which are emerging to address strategic and operational 
problems generated by Covid-19 (e.g. partnerships, joint ventures, technical alliances) are 
creating their own decision-making processes and these need to be understood by influencers, 
particularly if these structures are complex, cross-border and multi-functional



Understanding and influencing decision-making : 
implications
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Loss of influence by those 
individuals and organisations who 
are unable to act creatively around 
the process of influencing will be 

damaging and in some cases 
irretrievable

The formality around virtual 
communications demands a 
precision of oral and written 

messaging which many individuals 
and organisations can find 

unfamiliar and difficult

This formality also demands a more 
data-driven approach to influence and 

convince in a literal way, compensating 
for the nuanced arguments typically 
advanced during physical meetings 

Influencing big decisions may be less 
effective in a more virtual, fragmented 
environment where it is impossible to 

take account of all decision inputs

Significant resources may need to be 
dedicated to understand the way 

different stakeholders communicate 
virtually. The way they do this may 
be quite different from the way they 

have communicated physically in 
the past, as virtual communication 
can cause different behaviours and 
new processes for decision making 

Much greater effort may be required 
to understand not only the different 

corporate structures that are 
emerging, but also the way they take 
decisions. For many individuals and 

organisations, these structures will be 
unfamiliar



Understanding and influencing decision-making : tips 
for leaders
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Clear, concise and unambiguous messaging (orally and in writing) to influence big decision 
making in a virtual world will become a real priority for organisations and individuals. This 
messaging can be taught through a range of techniques to deliver highly effective results.

Messaging

The gathering, analysis and presentation of data to support arguments and recommendations is a 
highly effective support for clear messaging

Evidence based decision making

Market and stakeholder intelligence will be seen as a key step in thoroughly preparing to 
influence big decisions to a much greater degree than before

Study your stakeholders

Understanding  the stakeholders, modus operandi and business imperatives of  different corporate 
structures will also be a key step in preparing to engage with them. Preparation is again key here

Predict responses
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Transformation:
wild cards



Wild cards should be included in your scenario planning
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There are often 
warning signs
Wild cards rarely come 
out of nowhere – they 
often appear beforehand 
in less dramatic form in 
particular geographies, 
sectors or markets with 
a lesser global impact

Make preparations
When wild cards are 
examined in extreme 
versions of government 
or corporate scenario 
planning they are 
sometimes consigned to 
the low occurrence/high 
impact category of risk 
assessment and not 
acted upon

Don’t jeopardise 
long-run health for 
short-run business 
cases 
Budgeting for for wild-
cards precludes them 
from short- and 
medium-term plans and 
inclusion would 
sometimes be 
unfavourably received 
by stakeholders or 
shareholders seeking 
smooth, predictable 
returns.

Study exemplars
It is possible to 
reconcile the cost of 
planning for wild cards 
with very successful 
business as usual; the 
preparedness of 
Switzerland for most 
types of catastrophe 
whilst generating a high 
return for stakeholders 
in “Schweiz AG” is an 
interesting example

The companies impacted most by Covid-19 were those with highly tuned business models that 
left little flexibility to deal with unexpected externalities. Wild cards are low-probability high 
impact events (sometimes referred to as black-swans). 



Potential security related wild cards
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Security (virtual or physical) is an important aspect of business that is often overlooked. 
Companies working in traditionally volatile regions are used to factoring in conflict related 
disruption. Post Covid-19 this approach may be appropriate for more businesses. Below are a few 
wild cards to consider including in your scenarios.

Food security 
If the Covid-19 pandemic greatly impacts areas around the Levant, Sub-Saharan Africa, South America 
or East Asia there is potential for local (and transnational) food shortages to emerge as workers become 
unavailable, supply chains falter and governments refuse export permits. This may lead to starvation 
events as well as re-prioritising of national efforts.

Regional Wars 
Scared populations can be mobilised by unscrupulous politicians for personal gain. Coups-de-tat and 
local skirmishes may emerge. Large super-powers may be required to intervene in order to stabilise 
supplies of critical commodities leading to resource-destroying conflicts.

Cyber War 
To accommodate social distancing many activities will become remote controlled. Whether that is 
operating critical national infrastructure, counting the votes in an election, managing traffic flows or 
distributing food around the country. States (such as North Korea) may find it in their interests to disrupt 
normal operations.  

Terrorist Attack 
While the world’s attention has shifted towards the silent enemy of the virus, none of the existing 
terrorist threats have changed. Attacks on infrastructure, capital cities, transport hubs are possible and 
may disrupt business planning.



Potential political and economic wild cards
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Political policy and the economic environment create the rules and playing field for business. The 
Covid-19 experience may change attitudes and disrupt economic fundamentals in ways that mean 
your business model will need to respond rapidly. Below are some ideas to include in your 
strategic thinking.

Nationalism and protectionism
Differences in approach to treating the pandemic may result in barriers to the movement of goods and 
people between countries. A scramble for key equipment and manufacturing capacity for emerging 
treatments may result in jealousy, feeling of insult and retaliatory actions.

House price crash
Scenarios including raised interest rates, mass unemployment, increased number of vacant properties 
and reduction in net immigration could lead to domestic credit crunches and consumer debt default.

Economic and political change
Corporate debt overhang will need to be erased before growth emerges – that may be through default, 
forgiveness or increased inflation. The availability, cost and impact of capital may be unlike anything 
experienced by today’s finance professionals. Long term mass-unemployment may result from the 
disruption to our daily lives and lead to political pressure to change the order of beneficiaries from the 
production of wealth from the application of capital.

War for truth
There are already competing narratives and emerging conspiracy theories. The spread of mis-
information and the role of partisan media may result in mass delusion (and consequential wrong 
conclusions and actions) or the imposition of mandated “truth” from official sources.
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I believe that to prosper in the post Covid-19 world we will all have to innovate. Driven by digitalisation, emerging technologies, climate 
change, health crises and political upheaval the world is quickly changing. Competitors threaten your territory, customers demand more 
and your workforce expect better. Companies must coordinate an accelerated response. Business as usual will not be enough and
innovative approaches to products, markets and organisation are required.

Leaders know they must have an agenda, and they do. The daily barrage of challenges, however, leaves no time to personally oversee 
action. Delegation leads to lack of visible progress, to lots of talk and to many started initiatives - but little measurable outcome. 
Successful innovations are, unfortunately, often only one-off events and are not repeated.

I have created an acceleration system that, when implemented, generates a environment fertile for managing innovation. I teach your team 
to execute a series of defined steps. Each time they are executed a culture forms as the organisation gets quicker and better at
commercialising innovation while remaining focussed on your agenda. This process means leaders see progress data and tracks outcomes.

I founded the Bestem Network in 2014, having had over 30 years experience commercialising 
innovations. I have lived and worked in European, Soviet, Asian and Arabic cultures. I am an 
electronics engineer with an MBA from London Business School. I have worked for 
Schlumberger, Deloitte and BG Group and been independent for more than 10 years.

Unlike an expensive army of management consultants, I teach and coach your team to deliver an 
innovation system that you will run. I start by establishing your agenda then assess current ways 
of working. I take an engineer’s approach to designing interventions to install the system with 
minimal reorganisation.

To discuss this or any other matter, please do not hesitate to call or email me.

Gareth Davies
gdavies@bestem.co.uk

+44 7584 634404 
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AGM Transitions provide career advice to senior executives in transition and in role. 

Working with senior executives, we plan and implement career strategies and we build lasting business solutions in role.
 
What makes us so distinctive? 
 
• We build long-term relationships with our clients as their transition requirements evolve
• We are truly international in our reach and mindset
• We mobilise a wide range of international, sectoral and functional networks for our clients.

For an initial discussion, contact one of our partners:

Jo Cochrane
jcochrane@agmtransitions.com

+44 7909 546067

Mark Pearson
mpearson@agmtransitions.com

+44 7747 482424

Ken McKellar
kmckellar@agmtransitions.com

+44 7746 554345
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Bestem Limited and AGM Transitions (AUTHORS) have prepared this document using an appropriate level of care and judgement. The 
findings and recommendations represent the best judgement of the author(s) regarding the situations described and are offered in good 
faith. Responsibility for any decisions taken based on this information rest entirely with the reader, who should independently satisfy 

themselves of the validity of the data, interpretation and recommendations. AUTHORS make no representations regarding this information 
and does not warrant its accuracy.

AUTHORS do not, under any circumstance, accept any liability for the accuracy of this information, its use or the consequences of 
its use.

By using information presented here the reader indemnifies the members and officers of AUTHORS against associated consequences or 
liability to the maximum extent permissible under the Laws of England and Wales.


