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“To change your world,
change your thoughts.”
No forecasters could have predicted the most important events of
2020: COVID-19 and the reaction to the murder of George Floyd.
And no crystal ball will predict 2021. At dentsu X, we understand
success is not about predicting the unpredictable; it’s about being
ready to ride the crest of the wave.
What really changes our fortunes is in large part down to how we
perceive the shifting sands around us. What’s the opportunity at
the heart of every threat? COVID-19 is an extraordinary example of how some people and businesses succeeded in radically
transforming themselves and their fortunes. Whether it was people learning new skills, partnering up for home delivery, or running
their first marathon, the deciding factor was simply this: they asked
a question about how to do things differently.
With that, it is a pleasure to welcome you to the first edition of
ahead. Annually, we will offer you ten thoughts, ten ways of thinking to navigate transformation in the coming year. These thoughts
are drawn from our partners at The Dentsu Institute, an international collective of minds across our network. All of us, across all
segments of society, must unite in developing new ways of thinking
for the road ahead.
We hope this helps us get there. Together.
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1. THE NEXT
CRISIS
WILL NOT
WHISPER.
The warning signs were already there.
Next time, will we be prepared?
This virus was invisible, the next virus may be digital.
While biology and science came to our rescue during
the COVID-19 pandemic, how are we preparing for our
next crisis? Governments, societies, businesses, and
individuals must all have a “next crisis” mentality.
How can we build flexibility and resilience into our
thinking? How can we teach our populations and teams
to build plans from a zero basis, to plan creatively
with no assumptions? Suppose we didn’t have a retail
network? Suppose we had half the staff available?
Suppose we weren’t allowed to export? Suppose
social media were not available?
This is not about panic-thinking, this is about looking at
all the foundations of our plans and asking: “Suppose
this foundation didn’t exist. How could we creatively
adapt our plans for success?”
2021 is the year when we can valuably follow this line
of thinking with our teams, partners and citizens.
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3. GOVERNMENT AS A
PLATFORM
Digital transformation presents new possibilities for government
agencies to update their infrastructure and rapidly meet diversifying
needs. Another desired change is to open innovation in the public
sector, a process of building platforms that integrate central and local
government systems and collaborate with citizens, businesses, NGOs,
and other stakeholders in the creation of public value.
In 2021, we should not be limited in industry by considering only industry
partnerships. In product development, for example, what would be the
value delivered by a government department? Or an NGO? Or a citizen
forum?

2. THE
ETHICS
OF TECH

Technology is changing more quickly,
raising concerns that our recognition
and discussion of its ethical problems
will fall behind. Take AI, the panacea of
technologies. Cases of racial and gender
discrimination stemming from biases in
algorithms and data, once in the underbelly
of tech, are now being reported almost
daily.
It is crucial that we scrutinise new
technologies from many perspectives,
including social, ethical, and legal, and that
we foster a society-wide ability to imagine
scenarios of the future they could enable.
2021 is the year when we should roleplay
“the evil genius” and ask: if this initiative
were to be deployed for bad, what is the
possible dystopian outcome? This is the
only way to place ethics at the heart of
design.
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4. THE DIGITAL
TRIATHLETE

As athletes train, so must business leaders. The Wharton
School US states business leaders need the skills
of a “digital triathlete” to succeed in digitalising their
organisation. They present a three-part model for leaders
of cultural transformation: the “strategist” stays ahead of
emerging trends, the “innovator” disrupts the status quo
and moves the organisation toward its future vision, and
the “driver” organises people to ensure that the vision is
executed across the organisation.
In 2021, why don’t we stop thinking of “digital natives” as
the group of millennials in the cool corner of the office? Why
don’t we think of them as our personal trainers? Just like
personal training, let’s create weekly sessions with clear
goals, and get our digital fitness up to triathlete level.
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5. FROM DIVERSITY
TO INCLUSION
The time for apathy has long passed, for all of us.
There is no innocent bystander now.

It is clearly time to move beyond simple diversity and consider inclusion.
Inclusion requires listening, respecting, understanding and, ultimately,
embracing. This does not only refer to people from acknowledged
minority or underrepresented groups, notably women and minority ethnic
groups. This includes those people with whom many of us might violently
disagree. We need to learn to listen to “the other” with humanity and
compassion. We can disagree, of course, but we must learn to disagree
better. The past years, culminating in 2020, have revealed deep social
divisions and anger around the world. We must learn to listen to that
anger, wherever it comes from. It is usually born of fear and threat. Unless
we understand that fear, it will never be allayed and social fragmentation
will continue unabated.
A thought for 2021 is this: how can we find places to engage with “the
others,” those people with whom we disagree? Beyond the important
Diversity & Inclusion activities which many are undertaking in their
organisations, how can we hear voices which may seem unpalatable?
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6. SOCIALLY
VIRTUOUS
BUSINESS

Business has lived in a balance between profit and purpose. CSR departments and
budgets have expanded as brands have aimed to deliver value back to society.
Many of those brands have gained attention and, indeed, business value. But
the circular economy, which we will hear much more about in 2021, starts from a
different place. Why can profit not be achieved through purpose? Why must there
even be a balance between the two, as though they are naturally opposed?
A thought to guide us through 2021 is this: we are used to considering many
stakeholders in our business strategies, from competitors to consumers to
shareholders. Suppose we designed our business strategies with society also as
a stakeholder? How would our plans change? What would be the financial impact?
What new creative solutions would emerge?
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7. ALLEVIATING
ANXIETY

The COVID-19 pandemic and widespread recognition of the limits of medicine
have turned up the dial on people’s anxiety. The sources of angst are many, from
schools closing, to staying at home and business closures, to unconvincing and
poorly executed public policies, to amplification by the media, to intolerance of
other people. The sources of anxiety will not go away in 2021. We will enter
periods of global recession and high unemployment, which may lead to even
greater protectionist policies and beliefs. In business, anxiety is never the friend
of consumer spending, it always encourages conservatism and saving.
If we are to encourage and revive spending, we need also to think about how
we alleviate the anxiety consumers and societies are feeling. In 2021, what can
we do in our organisations to alleviate anxiety?

13

8. PRIORITY RESET

We have seen that v aspects of society once considered immutable can abruptly change. What does that
hold for the aspects of our lives we once saw as fundamental?
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The current crisis has shown many people that fundamental aspects of society once considered a
priority can permanently shift. It has also spawned a deep, heartfelt realisation that nothing is more
important than protecting oneself and one’s family. This desire to prioritise simple happiness will
become an engine that drives transformation of social systems previously thought unchangeable,
including ways of working, educational systems, customs and conventions.

People around the world are trying to find new ways to live. A thought to guide us in 2021 is
simply this: what systems can we create to help our consumers, citizens, and teams to find simple
happiness in their lives?
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9. NATURAL
CONTRIBUTORS

The year of crisis also saw a rise in kindness and the need
to give back. We use the term ‘natural contributor’ to refer to
people who feel no reservations about wanting to use their
skills for others and feel fulfilled when they do. A Dentsu
Institute surveyi produced heartening results showing that
more people in the 18 to 29 age group as compared to the
30-and-over age group want to use their information, skills
and time for their community or society, showing that there
are many among younger generations who want to give
back. As they enter the workforce and become holders of
power, we may see these impacts change how businesses
are run.
Must we always hold onto the ideas of “me” and “we” or can
we use the experience of the pandemic to understand that
every individual can have a collective impact?

i. Dentsu Institute 2020 survey
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10. DO WHAT
YOU CAN

Slow societal change and progress is often driven by topdown orders and uniform consensus. But speed is an essential element in the transition to a new and better society.
Saicho, a Japanese Buddhist monk who lived in the early
ninth century, said, “Shining light into a corner is itself a
national treasure.” In other words, when each member of
a society does their best, the whole is better for it. Since
we will never reach perfect consensus, all contributors in
a society today are called to realise there is power in the
multitude of small actions, and to think and act on the challenges we face.

Beyond major systemic changes, which are required, let’s
consider in 2021 what smaller acts each of us, our immediate teams, families and communities can play to “shine a
light into a corner.”
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GO FORTH

dentsu X is an integrated agency network combining best-in-class communication and media
planning services, content creation, technology, data and behavioral insights. dentsu X helps
brands create integrated and personalized marketing solutions to cut through the noise of a
saturated media market and meet rapidly changing consumer demands to deliver ‘Experience
Beyond Exposure.’ They have more than 3,500 experts in 52 markets. Key clients include Jaguar
Land Rover, LVMH, Kao Corporation and Netflix.
www.dxglobal.com
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