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!ost of 2020 has come and 
gone, and the world is still 
coming to terms with the 

most consequential health and eco-
nomic crisis of the past century. 

While we’re all facing per-
sonal struggles during this time, 
it’s important to acknowledge the 
frontline essential services staff who 
are helping to get us through at 
great risk to themselves.

With the help of our contribu-
tors, we’re trying to do our part to 
uncover what this pandemic means 
for the startup and innovation 
space with the ‘Lockdown’ issue

We also look to individuals like 
our cover star, Manny Pacquiao, 
who is working tirelessly to address 
the crisis in his country as a poli-
tician and philanthropist, inspiring 
countless others to step up and face 
adversity with the same fortitude. 

As always, thank you for read-
ing. Be kind, and stay strong. We’re 
in this together. –MC

Jumpstart Magazine is available in over 1,500 locations throughout 11 countries, 
including China, Singapore, Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam, and Australia.
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EDITOR’S NOTE

A LET TER FROM OUR CEO 
Relena Sei

"he challenges and obstacles brought 
about by the pandemic have 
made these a few very memorable 

months. I’m proud of how much the team 
has achieved in these tough times with 
their zeal and determination. One of our 
major accomplishments was the successful 
completion of the virtual Lifestyle Tech 
Conference, as part of InvestHK’s Start-
meupHK Festival 2020. 

We have three new initiatives that we 
are passionate about, and are excited to 
finally be able to share them with you.  
Jumpstart has teamed up with azalvo to 
create a one-of-a-kind community that 
supports startups with the space and 
resources they need to land and grow their 
business. We have also launched Jumpstart 
Academy, with classes that provide aspiring 
entrepreneurs with practical insights and 
important skills. Finally, we are launching 
Jumpstart Edge, an ecommerce platform 

that features cutting-edge products and 
services created by startups and for start-
ups. The platform will give early adopt-
ers access to groundbreaking technologies  
and services put forth by disruptors in 
Hong Kong and across Asia. 

I am proud that, in spite of these dif-
ficult times, we are continuing to push 
forward our corporate social responsibil-
ity initiatives. For three years, we hosted 
Jumpstart Kids–a summer camp that 
teaches kids about entrepreneurship, with 
proceeds going to charities and scholar-
ships for children across Hong Kong. Due 
to the third wave of COVID-19 in the 
city, we had to cancel this year’s program, 
but have taken up a new initiative in its 
place. With our partners Family Mask 
and the MXA Group, we will be hosting 
a virtual program, “Jumpstart Kids–Young 
SDG Leaders,” where children will learn 
about the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals and be able to donate 
masks to those in need. 

With the uncertainty of the pandemic 
looming over us, we are ensuring that 
we are well-prepared to  tackle whatever 
changes the next few months bring. We 
will continue to work tirelessly to help 
strengthen the global startup ecosystem 
from Hong Kong, and thank our readers 
for their ongoing support. 
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G GUEST COLUMNS

"he COVID-19 pandemic has effec-
tively shut down global econo-
mies–due in large part to changes 

in consumer behavior as a result of social 
distancing measures. It’s become a wakeup 
call for companies to do what they should 
have already done, which is to modernize 
and diversify their operations strategies.

Opportunities for Retail and 
Logistics in the COVID-19 Era
A black swan event, or much ado about nothing?

By SCOTT BIGMAN

The retail and logistics industries are 
feeling the most pressure to adapt, as it’s 
more crucial than ever for consumers to 
have the ability to buy necessities and have 
the means of receiving them. These busi-
nesses cannot merely ‘wait it out’ and rely 
on government loans, or they will risk los-
ing customers to more proactive competi-

tors. To survive, they must revitalize their 
profit strategy.

Despite the negative net effect on the 
economy, the crisis could be a valuable 
opportunity for logistics companies to 
make some significant breakthroughs and 
attract tech-savvy, quarantined custom-
ers. Global logistics leader Amazon has 
added over 100,000 new jobs to meet the 
demand surge, and its future looks stron-
ger than ever (Reuters).

 
Opportunities still exist

(n the age of COVID-19, consumers 
are turning to ecommerce more than 

ever before. According to a Morning Con-
sult study, 95% of the U.S. population is 
affected by stay-at-home orders, and 24% 
of respondents say they won’t feel com-
fortable going shopping for another six 
months, regardless of the decline of infec-
tion risk.  

To adapt to these changes in customer 
behavior, many brick-and-mortar retail-
ers, including Walmart and Target, are 
building up their ecommerce capabilities. 
Restaurants have also adapted by relying 
on food delivery. Optimizing last-mile 
delivery (the last stage of delivery to the 
customer) will be essential for maximizing 
cost-efficiency for retailers and restaurants. 

Smart, data-driven logistics startups 
such as OneRail, Locus, and Bringg offer 
retailers a way to optimize their supply 
chains, track or automate their shipments, 
and choose the right fleet and the most 
efficient delivery route–all of which can 
lower costs. 

Also, as major logistics companies 
like UPS, FedEx, and Amazon Prime are 
encumbered by high volumes of orders 
and are experiencing significant delays, 
alternative logistics solutions–such as 
crowdsourced delivery startups like Uber 
and Deliv–offer a simple means for busi-
nesses to organize orders in a timely and 
organized fashion.

 
The future of logistics 

%n a grander scale, COVID-19 could 
represent a tipping point for embrac-

ing digital and automated technologies 
over human-to-human transactions. Gov-
ernment officials, the media, and anxious 
neighbors are all advocating limited face-
to-face interactions, forcing businesses to 
adopt technological solutions for buying, 
selling, and shipping. 

But how will these social constraints 
affect last-mile delivery? Many worried 
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A B O U T  T H E  AU T H O R

customers might feel that receiving pack-
ages poses a risk for infection, so service 
providers must find a way to make deliv-
eries while abiding by social-distancing 
norms and maintaining proper hygiene. 
Some changes we may see include:

• Physically signing with a pen to con-
firm delivery or digitally ‘signing on 
glass’ may become obsolete, as both 
require sharing objects and stand-
ing within six feet of another person. 
Companies like Bringg, Uber, and 
Postmates, for example, allow users 
to select a ‘contactless delivery mode,’ 
where the courier and recipient can 
communicate in real-time and use 
photos or text for electronic proof of 
delivery (EPOD).

• Companies may do away with receipts, 
as viruses can live on paper for hours. 
Eliminating physical receipts is not 
only more hygienic and cost-effec-
tive, but it also reduces environmen-
tal impact. Digital receipts are now 
ubiquitous on online retail platforms 
like Amazon or Alibaba, but have yet 
to materialize in physical retail spaces. 
Things may soon change with com-
panies like Flux, which partners with 
retailers to send digital receipts to cus-
tomers’ banking apps. 

• Delivery lockers may also become 
more popular, as they eliminate the 
need to interact directly with a courier. 
If the locker is routinely sterilized, this 
may be a viable alternative to in-person 
delivery. In China, Alibaba’s Cainiao 
smart lockers now support facial rec-
ognition software, allowing users to 
have minimal interaction with the 
locker, thereby minimizing the spread 
of germs.

Finally, the pandemic could signal a 
window of opportunity for automated 
delivery technology, such as drone-deliv-
ery services and autonomous vehicles, to 
entirely remove human-to-human inter-
action during last-mile delivery. Amazon 
Prime Air and Google’s Wing drone-de-
livery services have been in the works for 
quite some time, and now may be the best 
time for them to begin operations. 

Pony.ai–which received US$400 mil-
lion in funding from Toyota earlier this 
year, is testing the waters in Irvine, Califor-
nia, by delivering groceries to customers’ 
doorsteps (Bloomberg, 2020). As of now, 
recipients will have to take the package 
out of the car trunk themselves. There is 
no robot courier yet, but the plan to make 
it a reality is underway. Other prominent 
autonomous vehicle companies, such as 
Google’s Waymo and AutoX, are also mak-

ing headway in this field.
With more automation, people will 

inevitably lose jobs. There will likely be a 
growth of tech startups to fill the gaps in 
both industries, creating new job opportu-
nities at the expense of traditional jobs like 
grocery cashiers and couriers. 

These are, of course, radical long-term 
changes, so I would not expect a full tran-
sition immediately. Now is the time for 
businesses to embrace digital solutions and 
tailor their logistics strategies to meet their 
customers’ needs, while simultaneously 
helping to stop the spread of the virus.
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What Academic Pursuits 
Mean During a Pandemic
A student’s experience with distance learning

By RYAN LI

'eing a journalism student at The University of Hong Kong, 
it was an excellent opportunity to step outside my comfort 
zone and learn more about different cultures by studying 

in another country. Unfortunately, I was only two months into 
my foreign exchange program when I had to pack my bags, leave 
Denmark, and return to Hong Kong. 

The five-month-long overseas study had been interrupted by 
COVID-19. In-person classes and study tours were canceled. I 
was not happy with returning home, but it was the safest option, 
so I resigned myself to it.

Lockdown and social distancing measures in Denmark pre-
vented us from holding physical classes mid-March onward. 
Instead, they were held virtually using video conferencing soft-
ware. Unlike regular classes, only the lecturer speaks on camera 
during the lecture. Even the students who are usually talkative 
or outspoken don’t say much. I’m also reluctant to unmute the 
microphone and speak. With a lower level of interaction, it doesn’t 
feel like a classroom environment.

However, online instruction has kept us connected to our 
peers and allowed us to keep up with scheduled interviews, even 
after returning home. As journalism students, we had to engage in 
many group projects. Despite the distance, video conferencing has 
offered almost the same convenience as face-to-face meetings. I 
still managed to interview various officials and politicians despite 
being in another country.

However, there are still some unique experiences that technol-
ogy can’t replace. One of the most critical aspects of reporting is to 
be at the news scene, where you can gather firsthand details, and 

Ryan is a third-year journalism student at the University of 
Hong Kong. He is passionate about following new tech trends, 

especially in computers and smartphones. Ryan also enjoys 
taking photos and filming videos to record bits and bites of life.

ryanli.pressfolios.com

A B O U T  T H E  AU T H O R

avoid relying solely on your main interviewee. Information, such 
as visual descriptions and statements made by those on the scene, 
cannot be collected virtually. 

On the academic-side, distance learning poses a challenge to 
teachers who have had to adapt to virtual instruction. They have 
to make the most of online meeting software, using group meet-
ings and screen sharing to carry out their lessons effectively. Many 
teachers have faced technical problems, which has made the les-
sons less efficient.

Despite my complaints about the limitations of technology in 
some circumstances, I do appreciate the fact that we have it at our 
disposal during these times of change. If COVID-19 had struck 
three decades earlier, the effects would be wholly different; dis-
tance learning would be hard to carry out, if not impossible.

The outbreak also makes job searching more difficult. There 
have been countless headlines of companies laying off and fur-
loughing staff, so it’s safe to say hiring freezes are common. 
Searching for internship opportunities was tough due to limited 
choices and increased competition.

To be honest, I don’t enjoy staying at home all the time and 
participating in distance learning. I would rather meet my friends 
at school and work on interesting projects together. I am grate-
ful that distance learning has kept me connected to education in 
these difficult times. However, I still hope that I can wave good-
bye to video conferencing in the near future.
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The Forefront of Change
How two businesses leaders are adapting to ‘the new normal’

By YEELING CHANG

*s the saying goes: ‘In the midst of 
every crisis, lies a great opportu-
nity.’ Since you are reading Jump-

start, then you are probably in the group of 
savvy entrepreneurs who can find oppor-
tunities in the current situation–whatever 
the extent. 

While some industries will have to 
change how they operate, those that have 
undergone some degree of digital trans-
formation are seeing the trend accelerate. 
Travel and F&B will be likely to return to 
normal in the foreseeable future, but retail 
and education are growing. 

That said, there’s no formula to get-
ting through the pandemic unscathed, so 
I spoke to two business leaders to discuss 
how they are tackling the many challenges 
it presents in their own unique ways. 

The VUCA framework

#trategic recruiter Sandy Su special-
izes in executive search for succession 

planning and business re-engineering proj-
ects. She alludes to the VUCA (volatility, 
uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity) 
framework–which is typically used in 
military warfare situations–to explain her 
approach to remaining resilient. 

• Volatility: One has to devote resources 

to preparedness. While expensive, the 
investment should match the risk. For 
example, the countries that established 
travel restrictions earlier on (e.g., New 
Zealand, Taiwan, and Hong Kong) are 
seeing fewer COVID-19 cases–but at a 
high cost to the economy. 

• Uncertainty: A lack of information or 
knowledge means investing in infor-
mation gathering, interpretation, and 
sharing would ease some of the effects.

• Complexity: With so many intercon-
nected variables, trying to understand 
them all can be overwhelming. Here, 
one would need to look at restructur-
ing, such as hiring experts to carry out 
digital transformation.

• Ambiguity: The key is to test things 
out before making any significant deci-
sions, as so much is unknown. Treat 
the situation as a pilot project, where 
lessons can be drawn. 

Adaptive strategies

I also spoke to Sheraton Hsinchu Taiwan 
CEO Cecily Liu. The hotel’s clientele is 

mainly business travelers from the semi-
conductor industry. Given that business 
travel has come to a standstill, I wanted 
to know how Cecily and her team were 
managing. 

By early February, she had already 
introduced procedures to ensure guests 
and staff safety, including but not lim-
ited to investing in personal protective 
equipment (PPE). She also reached out 
to government agencies for accurate and 
up-to-date information, and put the hotel 
in the position to receive financial support. 

Cecily took this opportunity to stream-
line operations and upskill the team. She 
also experimented with new initiatives, 
such as implementing curbside pickups for 
hotel restaurants and launching promo-
tions to attract domestic travelers. 

Tough calls still had to be made, 
including a pay cut at the executive level. 
With a flatter management structure, 
Cecily had the advantage of being able 

Strategic recruiter Sandy Su (left) and Sheraton 
Hsinchu Taiwan CEO Cecily Liu (above). Photos 
courtesy of CAREhER. 

YeeLing is Content Director at 
CAREhER, the only bilingual platform 
that takes a comprehensive approach 
to personal and professional develop-
ment for women. She is also an entre-
preneur with over 12 years of experi-

ence in the F&B industry.
careher.net
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to make decisions swiftly. Some of these 
practices include training teams to be 
multi-functional and lean. The team also 
took the opportunity for cross-learning 
with the group’s newest project, MOXY 
Taichung. 

The MOXY brand targets millenni-
als, and is set up to be a self-serve model 
as much as possible. Overheads are lower, 
and less staff is needed. These approaches 
have inspired Sheraton staff to review old 
habits and learn how to operate more 
efficiently. 

COVID-19 will be with us until there 
is a vaccine, which will likely take over a 
year. If we manage our expectations, be 
adaptable, and remain socially responsible, 
we can emerge from this pandemic more 
appreciative of what we have. 
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markets across London, Singapore and 
Hong Kong. 

winglee@wnjventures.com
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Hiring in the Post-COVID-19 Era
New ways of talent hiring will emerge out of necessity

By WING LEE

*lmost all sectors will be impacted 
as COVID-19 ushers in ‘the new 
normal.’ In particular, unemploy-

ment has been and will continue to rise as 
workers around the world–from lawyers 
and software engineers to designers and 
bartenders–lose their jobs or are forced to 
accept lower pay. 

While the current focus is rightly on 
mitigating the health risks and helping 
everyone adapt to the structural shifts in 
our socioeconomic environment, we fore-
see the next big question for workers, com-
panies, and the economy to be: How do 
we get people back to work in roles that 
best suit their skillset and needs? 

Post-pandemic hiring challenges

'usinesses are facing unprecedented 
cost and cash flow pressures, but the 

need for talent remains unchanged. Find-
ing the right talent continues to be a core 
driver for growth, and quick talent-match-
ing, at scale, is critical as businesses try to 
adapt to the present circumstances.

Traditional solutions are either not 
scalable or inefficient (according to Job-
vite, it took on average 41 days for a com-
pany with under 500 employees to hire 
one person in 2018). Networking, inter-
nal hires, and working with recruiters are 
effective under a regular business envi-
ronment, but they may not provide the 
speed that is needed to meet the challenges 
post-COVID-19. 

Multi-purpose job platforms, such 
as Indeed, offer a broad look at every-
thing with focus on a particular area, even 
though broad talent and skill filters and 
trial-and-error search terms often slow 
down the search process. 

The new hiring solution

.ooking ahead, the solution may be 
vertical human resource marketplaces, 

or job platforms that are uniquely designed 
with a specific focus. The focus can be 
in relation to industry (e.g., Incredible 
Health for the healthcare sector), job type 
(e.g., software engineers on Hired.com) or 
candidate type (e.g., local freelance talent 
on Workeroom or global freelancer pool 
on Toptal).

Having a defined focus enables a bet-
ter user experience that connects the right 
people to the right jobs with speed, scale, 
and efficiency. For example, U.S.-based 
Incredible Health can automatically gather 
licensing data on nurses to recommend 
roles and locations available for practis-
ing nurses across the country. Also, Hong 
Kong-based Workeroom provides a one-
stop solution for freelancers across over 50 
job categories with local language profi-
ciency and expertise.

With the rise of remote working, office 
productivity tools, and cloud technology, 
companies have much greater flexibility 
to leverage a global workforce. This allows 
founders to prioritize finding the right tal-
ent over geographical limitations. Startups 
possess greater flexibility in making use of 
hiring solutinos, and could be a leading 
force of the hiring transformation ahead.

%nce the immediate health crisis sub-
sides, helping millions of people get 

back to work will become a top priority 
for both job seekers and businesses. Now 
more than ever, talent will be the critical 
success factor to help businesses make a 
turnaround. There’s no time like the pres-
ent to make an impact through hiring. 
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Building a Recession-
Proof Startup
The road to growth starts with resiliency

By RICHARD LIU

$OVID-19 has been wreaking havoc on the startup ecosys-
tem for the last few months. With more than 3.85 million 
cases worldwide at the time of writing, we have seen its 

devastating effects not only on our healthcare system but also on 
economies around the world. 

As startups, we’ve seen struggles from having to let go of staff 
to having to close up shop altogether. There is a general opinion 
that recessions are bad for startups, and launching one in a time 
of uncertainty may not be the best idea. But this may not always 
be the case. 

 
Many startups were founded during the lows

(t is important to remember that during the last recession, or 
the global financial crisis of 2007 to 2009, many startups suc-

cessfully launched their products and expanded into some of the 
largest tech companies today. This group includes sharing econ-
omy platforms like Airbnb and Uber, and software and hardware 
products like Nutanix and Beats (later acquired by Apple). 

Richard is the co-founder of Yought, an AI-driven survey tool 
that helps users collect better data by designing and creating 
smarter surveys. He also runs a tech community and YouTube 

channel called TechChats, which discusses marketing and tech.  
yought.com
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These startups capitalized on the downturn, looked for mar-
ket opportunities, and built a great product, which allowed 
them to scale quickly once the market bounced back. In 2008, 
Airbnb took advantage of people’s willingness to risk renting out 
their homes–often simply because they needed money. Similarly, 
unemployed individuals or those looking for a side-hustle were 
open to becoming Uber drivers. 

 
Building resiliency 

If we’ve learned one thing from funding so many startups, it’s that they 
succeed or fail based on the qualities of the founders.–Paul Graham

Y Combinator Co-founder Paul Graham also echoes the idea 
that it’s a good time to launch a startup when the economy isn’t 
faring well because certain opportunities may not exist during an 
up-trending market. More importantly, he believes a founder’s 
resiliency is a stronger determinant of startup success than eco-
nomic conditions. It’s crucial to remember that even if a market 
crashes, it will always bounce back. Therefore, resiliency gives 
startups the chance to ride the wave out of a recession. 

 
Capitalize on opportunities 

(n its initial stages, a startup should be bootstrapping. Keep-
ing steady cash flows is one of the first steps to ensure survival 

during the down-trending markets. Beyond this consideration, 
the key is to capitalize on new opportunities.  

Firstly, there is much less competition during a recession. 
You’ll not only encounter less early-stage competition, but the 
competitors that do exist are also in a precarious situation. Con-
sequently, marketing costs would also be lower due to decreased 
demand, as everyone scrambles to reduce costs. With a lower ini-
tial cost of acquisition than usual, it’ll be easier to reach your audi-
ence and gain that initial group of customers (without unethical 
practices such as price gouging, of course). 

It’s also important to note that funding can still be obtained 
during a downturn. Although deal sizes may be smaller, it’s still 
possible to find the right investor. Angel and seed investors want 
to rally behind a mission. Although having good cash flow would 
be advantageous, ultimately, it’s the vision that sells early-stage 
startups to these investors. 

 

"here is no doubt that many startups will fall during a reces-
sion. But resiliency will put the surviving startups in a posi-

tion to thrive when the market swings up, as the business model 
would’ve proved itself despite the immense challenges. 



Fall 2020                    Jumpstart Magazine                    15

GGUEST COLUMNS



G GUEST COLUMNS

16                    Jumpstart Magazine                   Fall 2020



American 
Life During 
COVID-19
My experience and thoughts 
about how we can move 
forward 

By ALEX TSANG

%n January 21, 2020, the battle 
against COVID-19 began in the 
United States.

I was going through a pile of paper-
work on my desk when a phone notifica-
tion drew my attention: the first case of 
COVID-19 was confirmed in Washington 
state, as reported by CNN. As a Hong-
konger, this news prompted me to recall 
the memories of my home city’s fight 
against SARS in 2003. 

I was, and still am, working as a social 
services coordinator at a non-profit orga-
nization providing temporary residences 
for families in crisis in Washington, D.C., 
where many of the beneficiaries are Asian 
Americans over the age of 60. The resi-
dents were reading various news reports 
and rumors about the nature and impact 
of the pandemic, yet local health organiza-
tions shared little information at the time. 
During the Lunar New Year, lion dances 
and celebrations took place as usual. 

Providing meals is one of the core ser-
vices at my center, and participation saw a 
dramatic drop after the holiday. Collective 
anxiety was brewing. I couldn’t share the 
lessons I learned from SARS with the com-
munity because I needed to remain profes-
sional and follow governmental agencies’ 

Washington, D.C.’s central business district 
on March 13 after the Trump Administration 
declared the COVID-19 pandemic to be a 
national emergency. Photo courtesy of Alex Tsang.
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ate for Washington, D.C. He is cur-
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residential resource institute for fam-

ilies in crisis. 
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communication guidelines. 
Shortly after, I began wearing a surgi-

cal mask on my work commute or when 
I went grocery shopping. I was met with 
comments like stop overreacting or you’re 
creating panic, with some people going so 
far as to shout racially-charged abuse at 
me. They were acts of intimidation that I 
didn’t expect. 

Some of the seniors I work with shared 
similar concerns, as they were afraid of the 
consequences of wearing a mask. A few 
even spoke of their worries of physical vio-
lence, as such instances were being shared 
in their group chats on social media. 

On March 2, Washington, D.C. 
Mayor Muriel Bowser’s office sent a mem-
orandum titled ‘Coronavirus Update’ to 
all district employees. In one section, it 
stated: “People wear masks for a variety of 
reasons, including to avoid pollen and air 
pollution and for cultural and social rea-
sons. We should not judge someone for 
wearing a mask or assume they are sick.” 

While Mayor Bowser’s efforts to pre-
vent discrimination were clearly felt and 
have been applaudable throughout the 
pandemic, I couldn’t help but question 
why the issue framed in a cultural, rather 
than a scientific way. In my opinion, these 
statements only bring attention to cer-
tain cultures in a negative way during an 
already sensitive time.

Few countries in the Asia-Pacific 
region implemented effective and efficient 
policies in the battle against COVID-19 
on par to those of Taiwan, New Zealand, 
and South Korea. Even Hongkongers were 
without much support from public health 
policies initially, but they knew the value 

of surgical masks as a valid and reliable 
measure to flatten the curve. 

When we attribute practices like wear-
ing masks to certain ethnicities or commu-
nities, it incurs a social and monetary cost 
imposed on the impacted group. I under-
stand the argument that surgical masks 
should be saved for medical professionals 
and front-line workers, but more clarity 
about preventative measures may have 
prompted the pivot to handmade masks 
all the much sooner (and consequently 
brought down infection numbers). 

Of course, the masks issue is only one 
small part of the problem. It is oversimpli-
fied to say that ethnocentrism is affecting 
the U.S. government’s slow response to 
establishing various protocols to prevent 
the spread of COVID-19. But it can’t be 
denied that it has missed a crucial period 
for containing the pandemic, which 
should prompt policymakers to reflect on 
the situation and be open to learning from 
other countries.

GGUEST COLUMNS
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Social Sector 
Survival in a 
Post-Virus World
By DAVID BISHOP

!n March, the Foundation for Shared 
Impact (FSI) published ‘The Social 
Sector Needs a Lifeline: How Every-

one Can Help’ in Jumpstart. Our sugges-
tions for helping bolster the sector were 
met with sympathy and support. But 
among those responses, we also noticed 
a consistent refrain. Multiple foundation 
representatives reached out and suggested 
that, although tragic, COVID-19 will 
help eliminate inefficient and ineffective 
organizations from Hong Kong’s crowded 
social impact sector.  

This reaction surprised us, but it also 
prompted sincere thought. If the very 
organizations that fund the social impact 
space are skeptical and are actively hop-
ing for organizations to fold, how can 
social impact organizations distinguish 
themselves and ensure a long-term future 
of sustained impact? Our answer is the 
‘Shared-Impact Model.’

Broad collaboration 

"hen social impact organizations see 
fundraising as a zero-sum game, it 

frustrates funders, who only desire collabo-
ration and better resource allocation. 

Collaboration requires organizations 
to focus on the things they do well while 
relying on others to do what they do 
well. It also involves sharing information, 
resources, and knowledge, so that goals 
and operations are synchronized, resources 
are maximized, and overlap and waste are 
minimized. Being open about successes 
and failures will also allow others to learn 
from your experiences. 

An example is the openness adopted by 
development non-profit Evidence Action 
regarding its seasonal migration subsidy 
program, No Lean Season. In a June 6, 
2019 blog post, the organization explained 
its decision to discontinue the program, 
admitting its unsatisfactory performance 
based on a randomized controlled trial, 
and that one of its local contractors was 
accused of financial impropriety.  

Public admissions like this are unfortu-

nately rare, so much so that international 
media called it a ‘big deal’ and a model for 
other non-profits. The reality is that many 
organizations do not want to objectively 
measure their impact, as they’re afraid 
they may find–as Evidence Action did–
that their programs are not working. But 
as the Evidence Action team stated, orga-
nizations should “contribute to an active 
exchange of learnings among our partners 
and the broader development community 
[...] to ultimately drive better outcomes for 
the hundreds of millions of people living 
in poverty that we all seek to serve.”

Freely share knowledge 
and resources 

#ven the largest social impact organi-
zations are very small businesses by 

commercial standards, which often poses 
challenges to covering operational needs. 
In response to this problem, we share our 
subject matter experts with our portfolio 
of social impact organizations. Through 
our Community Connections Program, 
social impact organizations benefit from 
a broad network of corporate experts in 
accounting, law, design, programming, 
photography, and more. 

Data-driven impact models 

!f we want funders to trust us with their 
money, we need to start proving our-

selves worthy of it, which means adopt-
ing the business world’s efficiency and 
accountability while laser focusing on 
impact. Currently, few organizations have 
a robust impact measurement system in 
place, and most can benefit greatly from 
harnessing tech to streamline routine 

workflows and automate data collection. 
For example, many organizations 

spend significant time on client intake, 
conducting interviews in person and 
recording information on paper, rendering 
relevant client data not searchable, aggre-
gatable, or sharable. Conversely, by adding 
a digital intake system (e.g., introducing 
chatbot and other automated processes), 
organizations can aggregate data to see the 
big picture, and thus focus on stopping 
problems on a systemic scale, analyzing 
trends, and isolating optimal actions.

Change of mindset

$ change of mindset involves see-
ing the bigger picture, rather than 

merely going from one grant application 
to another. Many organizations commit to 
a cause without asking fundamental ques-
tions: Is your proposed solution alleviating 
the underlying problem to drive systemic 
change? If your model is successful, will 
the problem be reduced or even elim-
inated? If not, it may be time to rethink 
your approach. 

"hile we hope that all social impact 
organizations thrive during this 

challenging time, in truth, some organiza-
tions will stand above their peers. COVID-
19 has given us all an opportunity to 
consolidate, collaborate, and focus on fix-
ing some of society’s most broken systems. 
Through the Shared-Impact Model, orga-
nizations will cease to view others only as 
competitors and be more inclined to cheer 
each other on, because success for one 
organization is a success for all. 
David is the Co-founder and Director of 
Foundation for Shared Impact.
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COVID-19 Communications: 
Lessons from a Pandemic
By EMMA BUCHET

%he situation surrounding the 
COVID-19 pandemic presents 
new challenges for everyone. Now 

more than ever, it is essential to know how 
to best communicate with your audience. 

Before diving in, it’s crucial to keep in 
mind that this health crisis is not an oppor-
tunity to get new followers or increase 
brand recognition. Instead, communica-
tions should be treated with thought, care, 
and empathy. 

Who is your audience, and 
what is your message?

&our audience is composed of people 
who follow your brand, such as cus-

tomers, stakeholders, and investors. They 
have spent time on you, so you should 
show that you’ve spent time thinking of 
them in this crisis.

What your audience wants to know 
most is whether any changes will affect 
them. Let them know if you are encoun-
tering challenges, such as difficulties deliv-

ering the product or service, and keep the 
information up-to-date. 

You can also share what you’re doing 
to help. Does your brewery now make 
hand sanitizer? Is your clothing company 
making masks? A memorable example was 
when the United Kingdom fetish com-
pany, MedFetUK, donated all of its med-
ical gear to the frontline workers. 

The tricky part is maintaining good-
will and trust for your brand without your 
messaging getting lost in all the noise. 
There are numerous YouTube compi-
lations of advertisements made during 
the crisis that all sound the same when 
stitched together. While the tone is inspi-
rational, customers can see through to 
the real message, which is to consume the 
product even when there is a crisis.

Even though you want to stay true to 
your brand, in certain circumstances, a 
change of tone is necessary. If the brand 
usually is very serious or corporate, try 
to inject some humanity into your mes-
sage. Brands that are humorous and 

light-hearted should take a more serious 
angle. MedFetUK is a good example of 
how a change of tone can help a company 
make a positive impression through its 
communications. 

Now to the science

'OVID-19? Coronavirus? SARS-
CoV2? Many terms are floating 

around that seem to represent the same 
thing, but have crucial differences. Look 
to health organizations like the Center for 
Disease Control (CDC) and the World 
Health Organization (WHO), which have 
guidelines on what each name means. 

If you are discussing anything relat-
ing to the virus itself, only use reputable 
sources such as the organizations above, 
your local government’s advice, or well-
known research institutions and univer-
sities. At the same time, there’s no need 
to go into too much detail. Nobody is 
expecting a startup that has nothing to do 
with virology to know the specifics about 
COVID-19. Most of the time, your goal is 
not to educate your audience. 

However, with every rule comes an 
exception. Frozen steak company, Steak-
umm, made waves with a series of Tweets 
about the plight of millennials, tack-
ling issues from critical thinking during 
COVID-19, to student debt, to “working 
service jobs they hate while barely making 
ends meat” (Twitter: @Steak-umm). 

How do I continue to integrate 
the lessons learned after the 

crisis has calmed down?

"hether it’s a natural disaster, eco-
nomic crash, or even controversy 

in your own company, there will always be 
some crisis that you must face. 

Scientists and science communicators 
work hard to get their message across–
through all the jargon. However, this 
doesn’t just apply to physicists, biologists, 
and chemists. Every sector has its language 
in which it operates. 

Do you know what CRM or NFC 
stands for? As much as COVID-19 vs 
coronavirus seems confusing, the language 
you use in your daily business operations 
can be just as strange for a new audience. 

%he lesson to take away is to make sure 
your communication is as robust and 

dependable as possible. Doing our best is 
all we can do, now and in the future. 
Emma is a science commmunicator who cur-
rently works at LGI. 
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A Magic Lens into Your 
Employee Experience 
Using Data
By DANIEL J. WEST

"hy do we still rely on our gut when making decisions 
about employees, our most valuable resource, when 
every other major business decision is grounded in 

data? The biggest concern that I hear from chief experience and 
resources officers is: How do we ensure our people are engaged 
and productive as we move toward remote or hybrid work 
arrangements? 

Managers tend to manage the way they were managed, but 
with a shift to ‘the new normal,’ they will need to adopt a new 
set of tools that provide objective insights to make strategic peo-
ple-related decisions. Alongside other traditional sources of people 
data, the digital collaboration data you collect across your office 
productivity tools like Office365, GSuite, Slack, and Workplace 
by Facebook (along with even project management systems like 
JIRA and Asana) is invaluable when applied effectively. 

As teams continue to be fully or partially remote for the fore-
seeable future, Organizational Network Analysis (ONA) can be 
instrumental in identifying engagement, productivity, burnout, 
and attrition risk patterns, while driving innovation and success 
for your change initiatives. 

Raising questions about how your 
network collaborates 

(ere are some starter questions that can be used to observe 
common patterns that arise and what they may imply:

• Which individuals or teams are disengaging from the 
organization? 

• Are teams collaborating enough to drive successful cross-func-
tional projects and innovation?  

• Where are the bottlenecks in information flow across your 
organization? Are silos forming? 

• Are future leaders being connected to the right people to 
ensure their success? 

• Are your newly on-boarded employees and people from diverse 
backgrounds integrating well with the rest of your company?

Along with empowering you to optimize every aspect of the 
employee experience, ONA can also help identify which individ-
uals or teams you should leverage as change agents to drive trans-
formation across the organization. 

Predicting attrition: Uber case study

!n my previous role as Head of HR International at Uber, we 
analyzed metadata from the internal communications networks 

of people who had left the company over the last six months, and 
were able to zoom in on a specific individual’s activity. 

For a particular key player, I noticed a sharp decrease in 

engagement three to four months before leaving. I interviewed 
their team and asked if they observed this disengagement; the 
team said yes, but only four to six weeks before they left. As an 
organization with this kind of data, we determined that we had 
two to three months between disengagement and when the team 
finally caught on.

Expediting success

)et’s say you observe that communication is increasing. This 
rise may be among individuals who are driving projects and 

departments forward. Another thought prompt would be to exam-
ine how people communicate during the onboarding process. 

For example, if a high performer talks to 20 people regularly 
(even if they aren’t in the same department), it’s a great indicator 
of how those 20 will be needed for a newcomer to be as effective 
in a similar or replaced role, versus the ten or so on the individu-
al’s direct team that the handbook prescribes.

!n a broad sense, ONA gives you warnings with real-time infor-
mation on how things are changing. Combined with data from 

traditional engagement surveys and managerial EQ, ONA can be 
an extremely powerful addition to your managerial and people 
analytics toolkit to engage, develop, and retain your top talent. 

While it might not show you exactly why something is occur-
ring, it can certainly provide a far more precise picture of what is 
happening, and this is just the beginning of what is possible. 
Daniel is the Founder and CEO of people analytics platform, Panalyt.
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Navigating the Chinese Social 
Media Landscape During 
COVID-19
By XAVIER SCHILLINGER

%he world changed in January 2020. 
With the outbreak of COVID-
19 in Wuhan, China, the Chinese 

government responded by implementing 
a national lockdown and strict regulations 
to mitigate the spread of the deadly virus. 
Coinciding with the pandemic was the 
world’s largest annual human migration: 
around 3 billion trips made before and 
after Chinese New Year. 

Born from this chaos is an increased 
reliance on social media and online plat-
forms as ways to adhere to the nationwide 
restrictions, while keeping in touch with 
family and friends, and accessing informa-
tion, shopping, and entertainment. 

What does this all mean in the digital 
world? Simply put: it opens up new oppor-
tunities. With no definitive end in sight 
for the pandemic, it’s now up to brands 
and agencies alike to respond accordingly. 

Which social media platforms 
in China are on the rise?

*emand for short-form video content 
has skyrocketed. Audiences flocked 

to Douyin (ByteDance’s Chinese version 
of TikTok) and Kuaishou for their social 

media fix during the week of Chinese New 
Year. These two leading short video plat-
forms reported a growth of 39% and 35% 
in daily active users, respectively, when 
compared to the same period in 2019. 

Changes in the first 
quarter of 2020

• Tencent Meeting: Tencent launched 
its new webinar platform in Decem-
ber 2019. The company has since 
been updating its features constantly 
to help enterprises deal with the evolv-
ing crisis, which has forced much of 
the country to work remotely. Since 
January 24, the platform has opened 
its business solution for free in China, 
initially allowing up to 300 attendees 
for video conferencing. As the virus 
continued to make its way around 
the world and dissolve what everyone 
knew as ‘normal,’ Tencent stepped up 
by promptly releasing an international 
version on March 20 to 100 nations 
free of charge.

• Ding Talk: As schools were closing 
down due to the growing pandemic, 

it became clear that educational insti-
tutions needed to look for new ways 
to continue lessons and finish out the 
school year. A communications solu-
tion initially intended for business 
enterprises, Alibaba Group’s Ding Talk 
pivoted to launch an ‘Attend Classes at 
Home’ project on February 20, which 
offered all schools and students free 
access to its platform. 

How and what content has 
been shared over social media 

during the pandemic?

%he overriding theme of content shared 
during this crisis has been one of opti-

mism. People’s Daily published an article 
titled ‘Light Up Wuhan’ on WeChat to 
celebrate the end of the lockdown and 
resumption of life at the original epicen-
ter of the outbreak in China. The article 
integrated interactive elements for readers 
to ‘tap and turn on’ the lights of Wuhan’s 
iconic locations and monuments, gen-
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erating more than 100,000 views upon 
being published on WeChat–a metric that 
is considered the holy grail of readership 
reach for articles on the platform. 

Another hit in the digital world during 
this pandemic was entertaining content 
with a self-deprecating tone. Ding Talk’s 
agile response to negative feedback is an 
excellent example of the pervasiveness of 
this sentiment. When it opened its solu-
tion for remote learning, students were left 
disappointed with its functionalities–as 
it was initially built as an enterprise plat-
form–leading them to leave poor reviews 
that caused its ranking to fall from 4.7 
stars to 1.3 in the App Store. 

In response, Ding Talk released a 
self-mocking song to apologize on Bilibili 
(a Chinese video-sharing platform), 
instantly gaining 180 million views and 1 
million followers. This campaign soon bet-
tered students’ impressions, and the rating 
went back up to 2.9 stars. 

User-generated content (UGC) is a 
critical part of any social media strategy, 

as it can take on a life of its own in terms 
of guiding trending content. For Douyin 
or TikTok, its UGC swung from a chal-
lenge-centered trend to popular science 
and COVID-19-related content, with 
more accounts promoting a healthy life-
style through video tutorials of at-home 
exercises. This shift is a giant leap for 
the young platform, which–up until this 
point–was primarily focused on pure 
entertainment-related content. 

Key takeaways for tackling 
social media in today’s China

'ompanies must be extra-mindful of 
their tone of voice, wordings, and 

expressions. Avoid being too sales-driven 
or pessimistic; instead, focus on sharing 
positive and optimistic content. Creating 
high-quality content is more of a deal-
breaker than ever. 

When people are relegated to staying 
at home to follow social distancing mea-
sures, where and how do they spend most 

of their time? You know the answer.
Now is the time for reverse online-to-

offline (O2O). Instead of driving custom-
ers offline, brands should invest more into 
enhancing their ecommerce features, live 
streaming content, WeChat H5 landing 
pages and campaigns, and mini-programs. 

It’s also crucial to seriously consider 
investing in online advertising. Cost-per-
click (CPC) has plummeted, as most com-
panies put their marketing plans on hold. 
However, research shows that more peo-
ple are shifting to online lifestyles, which 
means running online ads at a lower cost 
is currently one of the most cost-effective 
ways to reach your target audiences.

You don’t want to get left behind when 
this crisis is over, but more importantly, 
don’t lose too much ground during it. 
Adapt and adjust in real-time as your audi-
ences are doing the same in navigating this 
new normal. Please stay safe and be agile; 
your consumers are counting on it. 
Xavier is the Director of Operations and a 
Partner at Digital Business Lab.
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Facing Unemployment: A 
Step-by-Step Action Plan 
By CAROLINE LANGSTON

"hether you’ve recently been let go or have had to close 
down your startup, being unemployed is terrifying 
and a huge emotional challenge for you and those 

who care for you. But not all hope is lost. Having a plan in place 
can make the process of finding a new job or starting a new career 
less intimidating. Staying motivated and optimistic will lead to a 
positive place, mentally and in your career.

Stay calm and focus on what you can control

+eing calm, methodical, and focused on what you can do to 
move one step forward is essential. For some people, a career 

change–however unwelcome–can have a positive or even trans-
formative outcome. By putting your energy into what you can 
control, you’ll be able to reframe the situation into one full of pos-
sibilities and opportunities to grow. 

List all the resources you have at your disposal

,amily, savings, time, qualifications, emotional maturity, and 
even the Internet–make a list of all the things you can uti-

lize. People are always your greatest resource; networking can shed 
light on what is happening in your industry and help you discover 
new opportunities before they become available in the market. 

Make a deal with yourself: every time you speak to someone, 
you must ask them to connect you with someone else to grow 
your network organically. Most people you know will want to 
help, and you never know who’s going to help you land your next 
job. 

Your local government may also provide subsidies like unem-
ployment benefits or grants you can apply for to give you more 
time during your search. 

Use your spare time to upskill

-latforms like The Open University and Coursera offer free 
online courses and tasters if money is an issue. Many regular 

universities are doing the same for some time while your country 
is in lockdown. 

Upskilling may lead you to develop a new direction and love 
for a skill you never imagined. Some of the most in-demand skills 
are digital and video marketing, cybersecurity, and software and 
web development.    

Keep a record of your applications

!t’s essential to keep a log or spreadsheet of contacts and jobs you 
plan to or have applied for, which will ensure you never miss an 

opportunity. Add a ‘Follow-up’ column and populate it with dates 
to ensure you are regularly following up with each job or person. 

Make LinkedIn work for you

.se LinkedIn to understand the talent you’re competing 
against and what’s out there in the job market. Optimize 

your profile to ensure it contains all the keywords a recruiter or 
company’s internal talent team will need to find you. Be bold in 
showcasing your talents and injecting a bit of personality into the 
‘Summary’ section. 

When you are reaching out to people, be curious, compassion-
ate, and kind. Show a genuine interest in what they do and what 
they care about, instead of just asking about vacancies. You are 
building a relationship, and you may be helpful for each other–if 
not now, then maybe in the future. Be selective and commit to 
getting to know the person. 

Get your CV ready for action 

!t’s important to remember that your CV needs to be as close a 
match as possible for the job you are applying for, because if it 

doesn’t, then someone else’s will. If you place your CV and the job 
description next to each other, the recruiter should see a match. 
You can use tools like Jobscan to help.

,inally, keep in mind that there is no failure, only feedback. 
Treat unproductive meetings, applications, and interviews as 

learning experiences–an opportunity to determine what you can 
change next time for a better outcome. 

Be courageous and ask people around you for help when you 
need it. Every bit of effort you make brings you closer to knowing 
and obtaining what you want for your career. 
Caroline is the Founder of Successful Consultants Ltd. and the non-
profit organization, Recruiters Give Back. 



28                    Jumpstart Magazine                  Fall 2020

F FEATURES   RECESSION SURVIVAL GUIDE

How to Bring 
Your Accelerator 
Online
By ZANE BOJĀRE

'OVID-19 has been a force of digi-
tization in many industries, includ-
ing the startup accelerator world, as 

many programs have been forced to move 
online. But running programs online is 
not new; Y Combinator’s Startup School 
is an 8-week online program, and we have 
been running our digital native accelerator, 
Startup Wise Guys, since 2012. 

We’re here to share some lessons 
learned through our years of experience to 
help bring your on-site program online. 

 
Platform vs. ‘duct tape solutions’

!f you manage a large volume of startups 
and there’s lots of activity, you might 

want to look into purchasing an online 
platform solution for distance-learning 
and communication (e.g., Key2investors, 
Learnworlds, Thinkific).

However, those looking for a short-
er-term or less costly structure will proba-
bly find ‘duct tape solutions’ more fitting, 
which involves combining various tools 
that serve different purposes to move 
accelerator elements online temporarily. 
Some must-have tools include: 

• Instant communication: The popular 
choice is Slack. Discord is an alterna-

tive for those who prefer voice-based 
communication and don’t need mes-
sage threads.

• Video calls: Zoom is great for work-
shops that require interaction, such 
as one-on-one meetings with men-
tors. You can also use Zoom’s ‘Break-
out Rooms’ for smaller group work 
and ‘Webinars’ for bigger seminars. 
Another great video platform is Where-
by’s Pro subscription, which allows up 
to four parallel calls.

• Storage: Cloud solutions for pro-
gram-related material is essential. The 
obvious choice is Google Drive, but 
Notion, Airtable, or even your server 
are good options. 

• Bonus tools: There are many other 
tools that help with interaction, such 
as virtual whiteboards for sticky-note 
sessions (Miro, TeamRetro), event plat-
forms for demo days (ImpromptMe), 
and social platforms for bringing peo-
ple together (Houseparty, SpatialChat, 
Connect.Club). 

For smarter work, you want to find tools 
that have APIs and can integrate. For 
example, Zoom can be integrated with 
Calendly for booking mentor slots. 

 
Workshops and online engagement

/eeping your portfolio engaged for 
extended periods, or ‘Zoom fatigue,’ is 

one of the biggest challenges of running an 
online accelerator. Here are some tips and 
tricks to keep your community-focused:

• Check whether your coaches and 

mentors prefer pre-recording videos 
or holding a live workshop. The for-
mer can work just as well in many 
cases, but be reminded of data privacy 
requirements and make sure partici-
pants are okay with this arrangement. 

• Set some ground rules, or ‘Zoom Call 
Policies,’ for both mentors and startups 
(e.g., the camera should always be on, 
mute mic when you’re not talking, ask-
ing short questions in the chat, etc.).

• Create a ‘Mentor Kit’ for those who 
are not used to doing seminars online, 
which can include tips about setting a 
clear agenda or calling on specific par-
ticipants. It may also be necessary for 
your staff to join and help with inter-
actions for some mentors.
 

Peer-to-peer relationship

0unning accelerators online has many 
advantages, but for a program that 

functions in cohorts and fosters peer-to-
peer support, it can also pose challenges. 
How do you engage people who are, 
frankly speaking, strangers on a video call?

If going online is a short-term solution 
during travel or on-site work restrictions, 
my advice would be not to worry too 
much. However, if you plan to stay online 
long-term or use a hybrid model, helping 
people connect is vital. Here are some ini-
tiatives you can try:

• Encourage more socializing than you 
would have done on-site. For instance, 
you can encourage meeting partici-
pants to call in ten minutes early for 
casual chit-chats.

• Create some fun traditions, such as 
‘Pitch & Beer’ nights, online pub quiz-
zes, or community movie nights. 

• Matching people in smaller groups or 
pairs can help them connect deeper. 
The ‘Donut-bot’ on Slack can match 
people for you.

"hile most of this advice will fit 
more as a temporary solution for 

bringing accelerator programs online, the 
industry, like countless others, must face 
‘the new normal.’ In this case, we should 
acknowledge that the hybrid model of 
combining online workshops and on-site 
work is here to stay.
Zane is the Head of Marketing for Startup 
Wise Guys.
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Why Founders Should Manage 
Expectations Before Managing KPIs
By WILLIAM GILCHRIST and MANNI SIDHU

$ new challenge has bloomed for 
founders and managers in the 
COVID-19 era–how do they set 

key performance indicators (KPIs) for the 
years ahead? 

The start of a new quarter prompts 
common questions from senior execu-
tives across Asia: What are our revenues 
and sales targets? How do we achieve our 
intended goals?

The same decision makers are now 
being forced to answer an alternative set of 
questions: Which staff do we retain, fur-
lough, or layoff? Will our funding dry out? 
How much further will our revenues drop?

We identified three fundamental areas 
where decision makers need to direct their 
attention over the coming 12 months in 
order to set the stage for hitting KPIs and 
creating positive outcomes.

 
Staff retention

#mployees are the foundation of any 
company. A study by Radford Global 

Technology revealed that the technology 
sector has a 15% voluntary turnover rate. 
But with the impact of recent events, busi-
nesses across Asia, especially startups, have 
been forced to layoff a large number of 
staff members. 

The first KPI any company should 
focus on over the next year is to maximize 
stability by reducing turnover. In order to 
develop and execute any KPIs, a stable, 
motivated team is the be-all and end-all. 

Take this time to reassess your com-
pany mission, values, and culture, and 
secure employees who are both motivated 
and capable of helping the company 
deliver on overall business expectations.

 
Client retention 

$ report by research and policy advisory 
organization Startup Genome found 

that globally, 65% of startups have less 
than six months of runway. Most will face 
a double-dip recession, with sales dropping 
up to 80% depending on the vertical. To 
counter this trend, businesses must pivot 
and look at new opportunities while cut-
ting costs on a long-term basis and opti-
mizing their geographical presence.

In order to build KPIs for future 
growth, take this time to understand your 
clientele and the problems they face. Iden-
tify trends that may become the norm in 
years to come, then revisit your business 
model and ask yourself what changes need 
to be made to adapt to these trends. 

Whether these changes are small, 

large, or none at all, taking the time to 
understand your target audience’s future 
needs could be the difference between a 
solid foundation for future growth and 
sales-building, or a continued decline into 
inevitable failure.

 
Build KPIs from the bottom-up, 

not from the top-down

+usinesses could have anywhere from 
half a dozen to hundreds of KPIs. 

Founders should go back to basics, and 
focus on four functions: sales, marketing, 
management, and finance.

Most KPIs are not targets to be looked 
at blindly; understand the underlying pur-
pose of a KPI, and you will understand an 
overarching pain within the business. Start 
small, and divide and conquer. Focus on 
three KPIs you know you can achieve, and 
use the achievements to propel your team 
forward to take on more difficult tasks.

Not all KPIs can be hit–focus on what 
you can control. Most KPIs are aspira-
tional, so you don’t need to break your 
back trying to meet every single expecta-
tion. Find out the pains of the business 
and try to align yourself the best you can 
to hit the KPIs.

1ow is the time for founders to think 
outside the box. While we adapt to 

the new normal, digitization and work 
from home are top-of-mind for most 
firms. Take the time to establish new 
measures of performance. Ultimately, the 
innovators who identify and double down 
on new trends will prevail.
William is the Founder and CEO of Kon-
syg and Manni is Co-founder and CEO of 
Coleegs. 
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2ince the beginning of 2020, we have been at a standstill 
and left dumb-founded as the novel coronavirus pandemic 
reached every corner of the globe. 

With ecommerce markets being more connected than ever 
before, it is unsurprising to see companies struggling to communi-
cate with vendors in the red zone areas. According to a whitepaper 
by Dun and Bradstreet, 94% of Fortune 1000 companies have 
some primary components of their supply chain linked to the 
world’s biggest market for indus-
trial goods and the first country 
to be impacted by the pandemic: 
China.

Supply chain issues are pos-
ing severe challenges to survival 
for startups across all sectors. 
Thus, understanding what is 
happening in the region where 
you manufacture goods and the 
scale of successive waves of infec-
tions is crucial. 

Adapt and aid 

%he ongoing breakdown of 
the traditionally established 

supply chains has accelerated 
the need for startups to look to 
local production and sourcing. 
But more importantly, it’s now 
the most opportune moment for 
startups to step up and contrib-
ute meaningfully to supply chain 
issues in the health sector.

For example, an Italian 
3D printing company quickly 
printed valves for life-saving ventilators to meet the supply short-
age when the country was hit hard by the pandemic (The Inde-
pendent). Such efforts have led to the implementation of cheaper, 
faster, and reliable supply chains for these critical machines. 

The same situation is happening in the cosmetics and personal 
care industry; LVMH, L’Oréal, Coty,  and others have repurposed 
production facilities intended for fragrances and hair gels to pro-
duce hand sanitizers, which were distributed free of charge in 
many cases. 

Realign your operational processes

2tartups that have had their supply chains severely affected or 
entirely stalled by COVID-19 can consider finding a pan-

demic supply chain-related project for which their technology or 
production process is well-suited to piggyback on, gaining visibil-
ity and relevance within their markets. 

The notable example, which most restaurants around the 

Managing Supply Chains 
During COVID-19
By TENDAI TOMU

world have implemented, is adding food delivery to their offerings. 
Now is also the best time to wring overlooked inefficiencies 

out of the company’s operations, which means doing away with 
non-essential parts of the business, identifying new sources of rev-
enue without making new capital investments, and relying on the 
existing labor force.

Startups should also focus on equipping employees who han-
dle food, logistics, or delivery with personal protective equipment 
(PPE) to help keep workers and consumers safe. Stocking up on 
PPE early on can help mitigate the risk of a shortage, especially if 
new waves of infection lead to hoarding again.

Diversify your supply chain

%he organizations that are most likely to emerge from the cri-
sis stronger than ever have diversified their operations and 

implemented multi-sourcing strategies. 
According to the World 

Economic Forum, the supply 
disruption has left many global 
manufacturing companies 
scrambling to find secondary 
or tertiary suppliers, or moving 
some core business functions 
back to their factories. Startups 
that take steps to diversify their 
operations now can direct their 
energy toward maximizing the 
deployment of the resources still 
available.

Leverage technology

!n the longer term, startups 
can benefit from using tech 

to stimulate demand and supply 
end-to-end within and across 
the organization. Technologies 
that provide inventory visibility 
across the distribution network 
(e.g., distribution centers, shops, 
vendors, third-party providers, 
and wholesale inventory) offer 
significant benefits for flexibil-

ity and transparency, to serve customers in the best possible way 
given supply limitations.

Technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (AI), robotics, 
Internet of Things (IoT), and blockchain can be used to help link 
multiple buyers with multiple vendors reliably across a ‘mesh’ of 
supply chains. For example, companies like ClearMetal, a predic-
tive supply chain visibility company, are using AI to deliver real-
time, end-to-end inventory visibility in global transit.

Another example is Freight Trust, a blockchain startup focus-
ing on providing vertically-integrated solutions for the supply 
chain and logistics industry. It employs several cutting-edge fea-
tures, such as electronic Bills of Landing, blockchain audit trails, 
and predictive AI.

*uring such a difficult time, it is essential to keep in mind that 
eventually, we will get through COVID-19. But if we don’t 

learn anything after this, then we’re in trouble. 
Tendai is a blockchain and cryptocurrency consultant. 
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Prioritizing the Planet 
The challenges of sustainability, brand loyalty, 
and growth amid a global health crisis

By SANIKA KULKARNI

+eing a heritage clothing brand like Chicks during a pan-
demic comes with a unique set of challenges. Directors 
Alicia and Jennifer Tam, the fourth-generation heirs to the 

family business, describe this journey as a “roller coaster ride.” 
For a heritage lifestyle brand such as Chicks, most sales come 

from brick-and-mortar stores. Months of pro-democracy protests, 
followed by COVID-19 restrictions, struck a critical blow. The 
company experienced a 50% drop in sales in April, recovered 
briefly in May and June, only to take another hit in July due to 
the third wave of the virus in Hong Kong. 

During these difficult times, two main trends have come to 
represent survival for retail businesses: digital transformation, and 
sustainability. Despite the tumultuous effects of COVID-19 on 
the company, Chicks has taken this time to develop its ecommerce 
presence, and retain its core focus on sustainability. 

Before the outbreak of COVID-19, the Tam sisters were 
already building an online presence for Chicks by selling its prod-
ucts on HKTVmall and building its ecommerce portal. The pan-
demic gave them the downtime needed to develop these digital 
efforts further, providing a seamless experience for its clientele. 
Chicks needed this digital infrastructure to cater to the evolving 
needs of a rapidly globalizing customer base. 

Alicia and Jennifer recall a time where Hong Kong people liv-

ing abroad were asking their friends to bring back Chicks apparel 
when they would visit. The brand’s long-standing, iconic popu-
larity motivated them to think about taking Chicks global and 
exploring the diasporic market. 

“For 67 years, people have said ‘Chicks means quality,’ so it is 
really a confidence booster,” says Jennifer. 

Another key aspect of Chicks’ efforts to modernize its brand 
is investing in sustainability. Over the years, Chicks has partnered 
with suppliers that align with its sustainable mission, leading to 
changes in many aspects of operations and the production process. 

Among other projects, Chicks has partnered with a Singa-
pore-based hygiene brand known as Bio-home, which produces 
cleaning products that use 100% plant-derived ingredients. By 
carrying Bio-home detergents in Chicks’s stores, they continue to 
support sustainable efforts in the market.  

Chicks has also partnered with the WWF (World Wide Fund 
for Nature) for the past two years. The first year was focused on 
optimizing its supplier’s manufacturing process to lower its carbon 
footprint, and in the second, Chicks trialed a blockchain-based 
supply chain solution to trace the origin of its fabric. 

While the sisters realized that the blockchain project was per-
haps too ahead of its time for the company, the efforts still had a 
tangible benefit.

“This collaboration enabled us to talk to suppliers to promote 
the sustainability point of view from the material and manufac-
turing side,” Alicia explains. 

The main challenge that Chicks still faces when it comes to 
being sustainable is the price sensitivity of its existing customers. 
Something as simple as making the plastic packaging more eco-
friendly was met with pushback from the team, not only since 
recycled materials are more expensive, but because the repacking 
process is also costly, and both together would have increased the 
retail price too much. 

Though easier said than done, Chicks needs to strike a balance 
between sustainability and meeting market demands. 

“[Sustainability] is not possible to do as one person or one 
company. It’s a whole collective effort for the planet,” says Alicia.

Chicks says that, ultimately, there needs to be a change in 
mindset surrounding sustainability, and the company is deter-
mined to be part of that change. In the coming year, the sisters 
are planning to conduct workshops to educate the younger gener-
ation on sustainability issues. By fostering greater demand for sus-
tainable products, they hope to change the market and engineer a 
paradigm shift for generations to come.
chickslifestyle.com
Sanika is Jumpstart’s Editorial Intern.

Top Left: A 1960s 
Chicks store. 
Bottom Left: 
What Chicks’s 
retail shop looks 
like today. 
Right: Chicks 
Director Jennifer 
Tam with Friends 
of the Earth (HK) 
CEO and Vice 
Chairman Simon 
Mak. Photos 
courtesy of Chicks. 
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%he Thailand startup ecosys-
tem has grown methodically 
into ASEAN’s hidden gem 
while attracting moderate 
notoriety compared to Sin-

gapore, Indonesia, and Vietnam. The 

Introduction to the Thailand Startup 
Ecosystem

What we can expect from ASEAN’s hidden gem

By STEVE CERVANTES

troika overshadows Thailand’s ecosys-
tem of around 540 startups; Singapore is 
home to 80% of Southeast Asia’s (SEA) 
10,000 startups, Indonesia has four uni-
corns, and Vietnam’s startup community is 
3,000-strong (Enpact Data Lab).

!"#$%#&'()*$&"+,+&-*
)-,+&.-")*/#0+*$-*#*

12,2%%#,3*$&*.,24$&.*)2/+*
25*678()*$&&29#-$9+*#&'*

)-3%$)"*+12//+,1+*)-#,-:;)<



Fall 2020                    Jumpstart Magazine                    33

ECOSYSTEMS   FEATURES F

Pundits and media alike fail to recog-
nize Thailand’s cyber-behavioral assets and 
cultural internalization, or when cultural 
influences serve to mold consumer behav-
ior. The country ranks in the global top ten 
in terms of social media usage and uncanny 
openness toward foreigners, and its ecom-
merce activity through business-to-busi-
ness (B2B) and business-to-consumer 
(B2C) ranks higher than other countries in 
the region (ResearchAndMarkets). 

Thailand’s inherent strengths make 
it a corollary in growing some of SEA’s 
innovative and stylish ecommerce start-
ups. Priceza, for example, is becoming 
one of SEA’s leading ecommerce search 
engines amid Alibaba and Amazon’s global 
preeminence and duopolies. In light of 
COVID-19’s impact on the economy and 
individual incomes, Priceza has become 
highly relevant for primarily focusing on 
price comparisons, and helping customers 
make more informed shopping decisions.

Priceza’s rise is instructive for other 
regional startups, as interregional localiza-
tion is often a struggle. Since its founding 
in 2010, Priceza has expanded into five 
SEA markets and accounts for roughly 
75 and 35% of Thailand and Indonesia’s 
market shares, respectively, according to 
Priceza CEO Thanawat Malabuppha.

He counterintuitively attributes suc-
cess in ASEAN to leveraging its regional 
identity: “Though ASEAN is perceived 
by many as the world’s most regionally 
mosaic [region] considering language, 
belief system, etc. However, when expand-
ing, people are more open if the service 
is proven. ASEAN nations have gradu-
ally coalesced the past 20 years, creating 

regional fraternity and transparency; thus, 
expediting expansion and mitigating local-
ization issues.”

The fast-fashion startup, Pomelo, is 
also endeavoring to achieve regional pre-
eminence, having raised US$52 million in 
its Series C round in September last year. 
Established in Thailand and Singapore in 
2013, the company plans to expand to 
Indonesia and Hong Kong and, eventually, 
the remainder of SEA. 

Pomelo’s phenomenal rise was an 
unlikely one given fierce competition from 
behemoths like Zara and Uniqlo. The 
company’s niche, nevertheless, likewise 
leverages SEA identity: Thai and Singapor-
ean millennials as early adopters, SEA’s dis-
tinct aesthetic style, and convenience.

Namkang is a banker in her early 40s 

living in Ari, one of Bangkok’s chicest 
areas. She opines Pomelo to be the 
consummate online-to-offline (O2O) 
fast-fashion retailer: “Pomelo is great 
because they have a wide and affordable 
selection, and they have many satellite fit-
ting rooms and pickup points [over 100 
at the time of writing], where I can try on 
clothing and easily get a refund if I am not 
satisfied with the clothing.”

Keenly aware that Thais spend, on 
average, “US$100 a year on online con-
sumer purchases and online shopping still 
[accounts] for less than 10% of overall 
retail sales in the region,” Pomelo made a 
game-changing tweak in providing O2O 
services (Datareportal).  

Pomelo is also cognizant of Thailand’s 
rapidly aging population. Generation X, 
given their age and relatively smaller bud-
gets, and Baby Boomers, are more inclined 
to try-before-you-buy, so Pomelo’s O2O 
platform encompasses a large swathe of  
Thai market segments.

The land of smiles as a lodestone 
for foreign startups

%hailand, as the ninth most popular 
tourist destination globally (pre-
COVID-19), attracts prospective 

foreign startup founders from the world 
abound (World Economic Forum). 

“It’s just a place you cannot see yourself 
leaving. Not only does Thailand’s warmth 
and friendliness factor into foreign found-
ers putting down roots, but a plethora 
of foreign talent that likewise thinks and 
does the same,” says Anthony Pash, the 
co-founder of Proseed, a Bangkok-based 
acceleration consultancy firm.
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human resources, interacting with global 
audiences, and expanding abroad.

Darnell says that “Thailand’s primary 
challenge is still mostly the language bar-
rier; English skills of the general populace 
are not as great as they could be.”

The Thai educational system produces 
only a small number of STEM-qualified 
talent, which stands to reason why it lacks 
Fourth Industrial Revolution startups 
and why agriculture, manufacturing, and 
tourism remain the country’s dominant 
industries. 

Despite these shortfalls, the country is 
making rapid progress, addressing struc-
tural problems, and building on its favor-
able conditions for innovation. Thai and 
foreign startups are exponentially trans-
forming the community from a hidden 
gem into one of the region’s most promis-
ing ecosystems.

“The quality and cost of living, indeed, 
are underlying factors in one of Asia’s most 
rooted and diverse-expat workforces,” he 
adds. Aside from Singapore, he says, Thai-
land is one of the most established for 
attracting foreign talent.

Parallel to most Asian markets, it 
is virtually impossible for foreign start-
ups to compete against Thai corporates. 
However, foreign startups are leveraging 
their know-how in finding niches, prod-
uct-market fit, pain points, and symbiot-
ically collaborating with Thai corporates 
and foreign subsidiaries in Thailand.

One such example is Vimi.co, a B2B 
digital agency founded by Virode Imtar-
nasan and Mike Darnell in 2010. The 
agency’s clientele includes Thai brands 
such as Siam Commercial Bank and Tops 
supermarkets. Darnell praises Thailand 
as “a prominent example of a mobile and 
social-first digital economy.” He adds that 
it has set a path that is indicative of much 
of what embodies SEA as a whole, with a 
few unique twists of its own. 

This unique identity is seen in the 
country’s use of messaging apps. Line is 
the app-of-choice and has developed a 
Line economy around the app, similar to 
that of WeChat. The platform supports a 
steadily increasing realm of activity: food 
delivery (Line Man), cloud storage (Line 
Keep), media (Line TV), digital wallet 
(Rabbit or Line Pay), and so on. 

A couple of years ago, Bangkok was 
home to the most ‘Instagrammed’ loca-
tion on the planet, exceeding that of Times 
Square, which again gives a perspective on 
how Thai people use and love mobile. 

In addition to mobile penetration, the 
government’s efforts to spur innovation 
also places founders in a favorable posi-
tion. Serial entrepreneur Yannick Zoccola 
co-founded the waste recycling startup, 
Wheig Asia, in 2017. Its solution is based 
on a network of waste treatment plants 
built as a grid of human-sized recycling 
plants around major SEA cities. Yannick 
credits the company’s success to Thailand’s 
intrinsic advantages.  

“In terms of starting up and doing 
business in Thailand, it is so dynamic and 
easier than over-regulated countries in 
the West. You can try an idea and quickly 
know, at a fraction of the cost and lower 
liabilities, if it is a winner. Then if it works 
[…], just go and grow it. If it does not, 
close shop and move on,” he says adding 
that “the Thai government incentivizes 
entrepreneurship in targeted startups and 
industries.” 

Not to be outdone by its SEA con-

temporaries, the Thai government does 
offer incentives. For instance, the Reve-
nue Department offers startups a five-year 
corporate income tax exemption for ten 
targeted industries. They are noted to be 
next-generation, ‘S-curve’ sectors, which 
include smart electronics; affluent, medi-
cal, and wellness tourism; agriculture and 
biotech; food; robotics for industry; logis-
tics and aviation; biofuels and biochemi-
cals; digital; medical services; and defense. 

+esides Singapore and Hong Kong, 
there is still a significant disparity 
between Asian educational systems 

and global startup expansion, especially 
when it comes to deeptech.

Thailand’s English education remains 
a rote, memorization-based system that 
creates a vicious cycle. Limited English 
skills inhibit startups from hiring qualified 
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%he novel coronavirus pan-
demic has quickly become 
this generation’s defining 
event. The fallout has led us 
to assign the pandemic to a 

particular tier, where it ranks among the 
likes of the World Wars and the Spanish 
Flu. As the crisis has unfolded, more and 
more governments have chosen to intro-
duce stimulus packages to boost their 
economies. For the first time in history, 
startups are the beneficiaries.

Stimulus packages provide temporary 
relief from financial pressures through 
handouts, forgivable loans, or tax cuts. 
Historically, they have been criticized for 
misdiagnosing the problem they’re trying 
to solve or the lax enforcement of their 

Unboxing Startup Stimulus 
Packages
Governments around the world are funneling money to keep 
the startup ecosystem alive

By DANEESH SHAHAR

terms and conditions. However, in the 
face of the COVID-19 pandemic, it has 
become increasingly difficult to argue 
against them.

What’s interesting about economic 
stimuli during COVID-19 is that previous 
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crisis-era governments didn’t have to con-
sider where startups fit into the plan–after 
all, Silicon Valley wasn’t a concept in the 
1920s. Should startups be prioritized for 
government aid? Are there irreversible con-
sequences of not providing them with ade-
quate assistance? These are the questions 
politicians and regulators have to contend 
with as they witness their economies fall 
apart in real-time.

National repercussions 
of startup struggles

)ike most other businesses during 
this crisis, startups are struggling. 
However, startups’ unique process 

of raising capital can make them especially 
vulnerable to exogenous shocks. When 
investor funding is contingent on hitting 
milestones, startups fall prey to excessive 
cash burn and the need to boost top-line 
revenue figures at the expense of a sustain-
able business model.

A black swan event like COVID-19 
isn’t typically accounted for in the budgets 
of young, venture-backed startups. Conse-
quently, the pandemic has forced many to 
lay off their employees as quickly as they 
hired them. 

In the early part of the U.S. lockdowns, 
electric scooter sharing startup Bird laid 
off 30% of its workforce in a single Zoom 
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ees, or 25% of annual revenue, depending 
on whichever is higher.

The U.S. has taken a different 
approach, opting to include startups 
under the umbrella of small businesses. In 
late March, the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, 
and Economic Security (CARES) Act, 
a US$2.2 trillion relief package to pro-
tect American people and businesses, was 
signed into law. Under the Paycheck Pro-
tection Program (PPP), US$349 billion 
was set aside for small businesses to pay for 
up to eight weeks of payroll costs.

This massive allocation to small busi-
nesses is expected, given they’re often 
referred to as ‘the heart of America’ for 
representing entrepreneurship, grit, and 
the best parts of American-branded capi-
talism. However, due to a regulatory twist, 
the PPP does not guarantee participation 
for venture-backed startups.

U.S. President Donald Trump (left) and U.S. 
Vice President Mike Pence (right).

call, while apparel startup Everlane fur-
loughed hundreds of employees. Even 
the giants aren’t immune; in May, Airbnb 
let go of 1,900 employees, and Uber laid 
off 3,700–around 25% and 14% of the 
companies’ workforces, respectively (Tech-
Crunch). Such cases are, understandably, 
bad news for governments attempting to 
keep unemployment figures from spiraling. 

Government responses to the crisis 
have varied drastically. France led the way 
with a €4 billion (US$4.3 billion) stimulus 
package announced in late March, with a 
twofold funding and loan offer for start-
ups. Around €86.7 million (US$94.5 mil-
lion) of the stimulus package is allocated 
to startup funding, softening the decline 
in venture capital. The bulk of the aid, €2 
billion ($2.1 billion), is a liquidity support 
scheme; through it, startups can borrow 
up to two years of payroll for its employ-
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Venture-backed startups are often part 
of a VC firm’s portfolio of companies. To 
the federal government, this relationship 
can be interpreted as an affiliation with a 
controlling entity; therefore, the employee 
count is the combined total of all the 
employees working at all the portfolio 
companies, which can easily exceed 500. 

Although venture-backed startups 
can disprove this perceived affiliation, the 
process requires time. Without adequate 
proof, banks–which must strictly adhere to 
PPP guidelines for fear of not being reim-
bursed on defaulted loans–may be unwill-
ing to submit a startup’s PPP application.

What do the differences in federal aid 
programs for startups reveal to us about 
how governments view startups? Musheer 
Ahmed, the Founder and Managing Direc-
tor of Finstep Asia and a founding board 
member of Fintech Association of Hong 
Kong, argues that differences in approach 
are partially driven by a government’s eco-
nomic assessment of startups. 

“If you look at how the responses have 
been different in major countries, it’s prob-
ably down to how the country looks at the 
startup ecosystem–whether they see [it] as 
a main vertical or a very important vertical 
of the economy,” he says. 

He adds that it’s also a matter of classi-
fication and the landscape’s maturity. For 
example, in the U.S., where the startup 
ecosystem is highly mature, legislators have 
chosen to lump venture-backed startups in 
with SMEs rather than cater to them.

France’s decision to launch a dedicated 
aid program for startups is, therefore, a 
logical and expected one. The government 
has openly expressed interest in cultivat-
ing greater digital sovereignty through 
initiatives like the US$5.5 billion AI-fo-
cused startup fund announced in 2019 
(VentureBeat).

Should venture-backed 
startups receive aid?

%he problem with classification 
extends into the discussion on who 
should and shouldn’t receive federal 

aid. An increasingly widespread sentiment 
among many academics in the U.S. is that 
venture-backed startups should not receive 
federal assistance. This notion partly stems 
from the belief that well-funded startups, 
with wealthy investors and considerable 
resources, would take money away from 
mom-and-pop businesses, especially since 
programs like PPP operate on a first-come, 
first-served basis. 

This frustration with bailing out 

wealthy investors has roots in the GFC 
stimulus, perpetuating the widely-held 
belief that it rewarded bad behavior from 
big banks while not doing enough to help 
average Americans. For example, Airbnb is 
often referred to as a startup, but it would 
be difficult to defend the company should 
it file for federal aid, considering the lever-
age it has for raising capital through equity 
or debt. 

Classifying all venture-backed startups 
ignores differences in the capital raised, 
their stage, and industry. Such factors 
affect how well or poorly each startup is 
doing during the crisis, which loses mean-
ing if having VC backing disqualifies them 
for federal aid.

Predictions for the future

3any of today’s most prominent 
startups in ride-hailing, rental 
platforms, and AI started after 

the GFC of 2008, so there is no reliable 
reference when making predictions about 
what the startup landscape will look like 
with stimulus packages propping up an 
ailing global economy. But the trends we’re 
seeing today do give us a clue of our post-
COVID-19 world. 

“Despite whatever support the govern-
ment is giving, there will be a much higher 
mortality of startups in the next three to 
six months, if not already. I know of a cou-
ple of startups that have raised a significant 
amount of money and then had to shut 
down,” says Ahmed. He further explains 
that retaining talent in the startup ecosys-
tem, and not losing them to corporates, 
will be integral to its recovery.

“The person who’s working for the 
startup, as well as the people running [it], 
have to evaluate whether they can con-
tinue burning cash and sustain their fam-
ilies, or if they have to do something else 
which helps sustain them over the next 
year or two,” he says.

Working for startups is often a high-
risk, high-reward bet. If that risk exceeds 
the reward too significantly, it could 
threaten entrepreneurship’s appeal in the 
long term. The stimulus package could be 
one answer to mitigating the effects of the 
inevitable brain drain from startups.

Still, as COVID-19 continues to 
mount pressure on our economies and 
lives, it becomes increasingly evident that 
more has to be done to protect them; and 
that some cannot be saved.
Daneesh is Journalist in Residence at JS..
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#KIDsforSDGs
Jumpstarting Asia’s next-generation leadership in 
impact and sustainability

By KENNETH KWOK and RELENA SEI

facility and personally prepare and package 
their donation to a foundation that aligns 
with their personal SDGs. 

We had the chance to interview three 
families who created a multi-generational 
legacy, to understand why they were 
involved in the Young SDG Leaders pro-
gram and what impact means to them. 

The Chungs: Teddy, Faye, 
Jessie and Jayden

,amily Mask, a homegrown Hong 
Kong impact startup, was founded 
by Jessie Chung to fulfill a simple 

mission: to end the critical shortage of 
PPE to create a safer and healthier world. 

Teddy Chung, Jessie’s father, says that 
Jessie had just returned from a trip to 
China and Japan when shortages of PPE 
were becoming dire. She approached her 
father with an “almost-wild plan”: to get a 
mask manufacturing facility up and run-
ning within a few weeks and start filling 
the demand gap. 

Family Mask was founded to cater to 
the Hong Kong demand gap initially, but 
soon extended its reach globally to address 
shortages in the most severely affected 
communities. So far, Family Mask has 
donated over 1 million face masks to com-
munities in need, with the help of partner 
organizations in the UN Global Com-
pact Community as well as members of 
the Global Shapers Community and the 
Forum of Young Global Leaders, both ini-
tiatives of the World Economic Forum.

The family’s commitment and engage-
ment with UN activities led them to all 
choose a unique SDG that reflects their 
own life experiences. Teddy, Faye, Jessie 
and Jayden chose SDGs 12 (Responsi-
ble Production and Consumption), 3 
(Good Health and Well-Being), 5 (Gen-
der Equality), and 14 (Life under Water), 
respectively. For Jessie, this decision was 
particularly personal.

“My path as an entrepreneur wasn’t 
paved with roses as a girl in a male-dom-
inated world. We must work towards end-
ing discrimination against women and 
girls everywhere,” she says.

Following the Jumpstart Kids: Young 
SDG Leaders program and all that Fam-
ily Mask has done in line with the SDGs, 
Teddy believes his children have been 
equipped with all they need to make 
impactful contributions to the world.

“I guess I’ve done my part of provid-
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0epresenting the beginning of 
the ‘Decade of Action’ and 
marking the 75th anniversary 
of the United Nations (UN), 
2020 is a significant year on 

many counts. However, due to COVID-
19, many meaningful events for children 
throughout the year have either been post-
poned or canceled. 

Although Hong Kong was experienc-
ing its third wave of the virus, Jumpstart 
was determined to find a way to run its 
annual Summer kids’ program. The team 
reached out to two other organizations 
in the city, Family Mask and the MXA 
Group, to turn the crisis into an opportu-
nity to make a difference. 

The Jumpstart Kids: Young SDG 
Leaders (Junior Edition) program went 
live on July 27, 2020. Participating stu-
dents went through a three-week program 
covering the UN’s role and the pressing 
importance of working toward its 17 Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

An essential tenet of the program was 
that age was not a barrier to achieving pur-
poseful impact in less- and least-developed 
countries. As such, the kids were empow-
ered to complete tasks that would support 
at-risk communities around the world 
with medical-grade Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE). They had the oppor-
tunity to visit a face mask manufacturing 
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ing them with quality education,” he says. 
“Now it’s their turn to use that knowledge 
to explore possibilities.”

 
The Kwans: James, Joanna, 

Lauren, and Alyssa 

4umpstart Media is a leading ecosys-
tem builder for entrepreneurship, 
with a mission to make innovation 

matter. The company operates at the inter-
section of technological and sustainable 
development, and has been an advocate 
for corporate social responsibility since its 
founding. 

Its social enterprise, Jumpstart Kids, 
has been running for three years, but the 
pandemic led the company to pivot to 
partnering with Young SDG Leaders. 
The Jumpstart Kids: Young SDG Leaders 
program educates students aged between 
6 and 13 on the 17 Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals. 

Lauren and Alyssa, daughters of Jump-
start’s Executive Chairman James Kwan, 
were also part of the Jumpstart Kids pro-
gram. The 13-year-old twins were most 
passionate about ‘SDG 8: Decent Work 
and Economic Growth’ and ‘SDG 13: 
Climate Action,’ respectively. They felt 
an immense sense of satisfaction knowing 
that they were helping a community orga-
nization that aligned with their SDG. 

As a father of three girls, James is pas-
sionate about ‘SDG 5: Gender Equality.’ 

“I want [my daughters] to have equal 
access and opportunities to their male 
counterparts, and not be treated as inferi-
ors,” he says. 

With a magazine that’s distributed 
in over 1,500 locations in 11 countries, 
Jumpstart Media hopes to leverage its 
broad reach to set a precedent for other 
organizations in the Asia-Pacific region in 
sowing the seeds of social responsibility 
in young minds. The company aspires to 
increase the program’s geographic scope 
and involve more participants in the fol-
lowing years. 

James is conscious of how a mentality 
of giving back must be ingrained in the 
global populace. 

“We are all citizens of the world, and 
helping one another should be something 
natural,” he says. “The journey to lend a 

hand never ends.”

The Wongs: Fian, Joe, 
Jace, and Jake

!nnovation is a primary pillar and pas-
sion of the MXA Group. With its 
name inspired by Newton’s second 

law of motion, which describes the rela-
tionship between an object’s mass and the 
amount of force needed to accelerate it, 
the Group’s focus is to create a force of sus-
tainability by leveraging technology, logis-
tics, and healthcare to bring about tangible 
improvements to day-to-day life. 

Its companies include Hong Kong-
based logitech service, GOLS HK, and 
Seoul-based technology platform devel-
oper, nNtuple. 

The forces behind MXA Group are 
the husband and wife duo, Fian and Joe. 
As investors and serial entrepreneurs, they 
have witnessed firsthand that a truly sus-
tainable initiative must be measurable, 
scalable, and be innovation-driven–values 

Kenneth is the Founder and CEO of Global 
Citizen Capital, and the Co-founder of 

the MXA Group and Family Mask. He is an 
advocate for sustainable development toward 
a high quality of life through ESG and impact 
investments. Kenneth received a Bachelor of 
Science and a Bachelor of Arts degree from 

The Wharton School of the University of 
Pennsylvania.

K E N N E T H  K W O K

Relena is the CEO of Jumpstart Media. She 
is experienced in several industries, including 
PR, fashion, law, and property development. 

Relena served as the Interim COO of NY 
Silent Models prior to joining Latham and 

Watkins. During her time as a capital markets 
lawyer, she focused on IPOs, debt issues, and 

cross-border M&As. Relena received her 
J.D. from Harvard Law School.

R E L E N A  S E I

they will undoubtedly imbue in their chil-
dren, Jace and Jake. 

Jace is the youngest participant of the 
Young SDG Leaders program; his chosen 
SDG is ‘SDG 5: Gender Equality.’ His 
younger one-year-old brother Jake claps 
in excitement when Jace teaches him the 
word ‘equality.’ 

“Jace is very just-minded and soft-
hearted, so he looks for a fair outcome 
in everything. The soft-heartedness, espe-
cially about gender, comes from his love 
for the influential women in his life,” says 
Joe. 

While Fian and Joe look forward to 
guiding their children and inspiring them 
to make a positive impact to “better the 
planet,” they are also mindful of giving 
them the space to explore and pursue their 
own ambitions. 

“As they grow, I hope to see how they 
each develop in their personalities and use 
their beliefs to guide them on their unique 
journeys,” says Joe. “It will hopefully allow 
them to make a positive impact.”

Far left: The participants of this year’s Jumpstart 
Kids: Young SDG Leaders program. Photo 
courtesy of Jumpstart Media.
Left: The Chung Family (left to right): Jeffrey, 
Teddy, Faye, Jayden, and Jessie. Photo courtesy of 
Family Mask. 
Right: Jace taking part in Jumpstart Kids: Young 
SDG Leaders. Photo courtesy of Jumpstart Media.
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Taking the AI Road
How artificial intelligence is helping the world fight 
the global pandemic and helping startups survive the 
economic downturn

By MONIKA GHOSH

!he critically acclaimed movie 
The Imitation Game famil-
iarized the world with Alan 
Turing, the renowned mathe-
matician whose efforts helped 

turn artificial intelligence (AI) from sci-
ence-fiction to reality in the 1950s with 
his research paper entitled ‘Computing 
Machinery And Intelligence.’ 

Since then, AI has left the research labs 
and firmly planted its feet in the business 
world. Though AI naysayers are aplenty, 
like Tesla CEO Elon Musk, who had sug-
gested in 2017 that an AI arms race could 
culminate in World War III, AI has quickly 
proven its worth in countless fields. And 
more recently, AI has emerged as a leading 
tool to combat COVID-19.

AI has matured considerably 
over the last two decades

"hile the pandemic has cre-
ated unprecedented hurdles 
and challenges for businesses 

worldwide, with most businesses strug-
gling in the face of declining cash reserves 
and lay-offs, it has also presented unique 
opportunities for startups, especially those 
using AI.

At the Dell Technologies World Show 

in 2018, CEO Michael Dell referred to 
“an absolute explosion for use of AI.” AI is 
essential to drawing meaningful inferences 
from the vast volume of business-gener-
ated data, he added.

AI applications have expanded into 
diverse fields and industries including 
machine learning, speech recognition, and 
computer vision. But as the technology 

matures, more ominous trends like deep-
fakes, AI Trojans, and biases in AI have 
also emerged.

The primary driver of AI adoption in 
the business world is a focus on improving 
customer experience (International Data 
Corporation). The need for automation 
has also propelled the advancement of AI 
across industries.

In fact, worldwide investments in AI 
startups reached a record high of US$26.6 
billion in 2019, while nearly 500 AI start-
ups across the globe bagged a total of $8.4 
billion in Q1 2020 (CBInsights), despite 
a decline in investment deals due to 
COVID-19. 

Asia is becoming an AI hotspot: Intel 
recently made two acquisitions over $900 
million in the region, and India surpassed 
all Asian countries in AI merger and acqui-
sition deals last year, overtaking China, 
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#alumino, a six-year-old Aus-
tralian startup, has developed 
a low-cost smart thermal 

sensor powered by computer vision. 
The technology involves various 
Internet of Things (IoT) devices, 
along with a thermal sensor to col-
lect environmental data. Calumino’s 
technology can be used in smart 
buildings, for fire detection, security, 
and monitoring. 

The startup was two weeks away 
from installing close to 180 devices 
in old-age care facilities when the 
pandemic began. Within two weeks, 
Calumino realized that its products 
could no longer safely be deployed, 
and quickly assessed the technology’s 
ability to detect body temperature.

According to Calumino’s Busi-
ness Development Manager Mat-
thew Horgan, the decision to pivot 
was taken within a week, and the 
startup began developing a face tem-

Case Study: Calumino
perature detection device that could 
be used in hospitals, schools, air-
ports, and other public buildings.

This new product needed some 
adjustments to make it work. For 
instance, the AI face detection 
needed to be optimized to identify 
an individual’s forehead (the cor-
rect region for temperature checks) 
and show an error if the forehead is 
covered. Employees’ spare bedrooms 
were even commandeered for the 
product development process. 

However, by April 20, Calu-
mino started selling its new prod-
uct, which was christened the Rapid 
Thermo Screener (RTS). 

Calumino has put its previ-
ous thermal sensor project on hold 
indefinitely, but in the bigger pic-
ture, has managed to stay afloat by 
being agile and making a tough call, 
unlike many other startups still suf-
fering financially. 

home to the world’s most valuable AI 
startup SenseTime (CBInsights). 

Armed with AI, startups join the 
battle against the pandemic

$I has taken on a new avatar in 
the age of COVID-19. Startups 
are using AI to forecast where an 

outbreak is likely to occur, monitor lock-
down compliance, speedily read CT scans 
to detect COVID-19, find the best candi-
dates for vaccine testing, limit exposure of 
frontline workers, and also deploying it in 
drones delivering medical supplies.

Curiously, not only are specialized 
healthcare AIs being used in the fight 
against COVID-19, but startups are piv-
oting and finding new use cases for their 
AI-based products to join the battle and 
survive the economic downturn. 

Top: Calumino’s 
thermal sensor. 
Right: Calumino 
BUsiness Development 
Manager Matthew 
Horgan. Photos 
courtesy of Calumino. 
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Momentum driven by more 
than just healthcare

"hile AI is being universally 
adopted to help businesses 
process data and improve 

efficiency, the biggest fields attracting 
AI adoption include automation, auton-
omous driving, and federated learning, 
which provides increased data privacy 
while still improving the AI model used 
for applications like Google’s text predic-
tion software.

Alphabet, Google’s parent company, 
will use the IoT and machine learning to 
dominate smart city contracts in 2020. AI 
for energy is also expected to be a major 
theme in 2020, with the demand created 
by tech giants, automakers, and oil and 
gas companies alike, which are all look-
ing to cut costs, improve efficiencies, and 
meet global power consumption targets 
(CBInsights).

Although COVID-19 has brought 
the importance of AI in healthcare to the 
forefront, the sector was experiencing an 
explosion of growth even before the pan-
demic. In fact, the AI healthcare market 
in the U.S. is expected to reach $6.6 bil-
lion by 2021 at a CAGR of 40% (Accen-
ture). Such growth inevitably points to 
the future dominance of AI, as businesses 
adopt it to improve processes across the 
board, and human interaction with it 
increases globally. 

As the CTO and Innovation Officer 
at Accenture Paul Daugherty once wrote, 
“The playing field is poised to become a 
lot more competitive, and businesses that 
don’t deploy AI and data to help them 
innovate in everything they do will be at a 
disadvantage.” 
Monika is a Journalist in Residence at JS. 

%angalore, India-based startup 
Turtle Shell’s sleep-monitor-
ing devices are now being 

used as contactless health monitors 
for COVID-19 patients.

Founded in 2015 and backed by 
the Bill And Melinda Gates Founda-
tion, Turtle Shell retails a sleep mon-
itoring sheet called dozee that can 
detect heartbeats and respiration. 
These devices can be paired with a 
smartphone app and placed under 
mattresses up to 18 inches thick, 
and provide data with medical-grade 
accuracy of 98.4%.

Although designed to monitor 
sleep, these devices are now being 
used in hospitals and quarantine 
centers to monitor patients remotely 
for deviations in their respiration 
and heartbeat, thereby limiting the 
exposure of frontline healthcare 
workers and reducing their chances 
of infection.

“This has proven life-saving in 

Case Study: Turtle Shell
multiple cases–we actually flagged 
early cases of pneumonia, tubercu-
losis, and heart failure, and we were 
able to do it because of the trend-
based data,” says Pritish Gupta, 
COO and CBO of Turtle Shell.

To adapt to the demands of 
COVID-19, all patient data is now 
sent to a single dashboard which 
can be monitored by nurses without 
contact with the patient. The startup 
has also integrated blood pressure 
and oxygen level monitoring and 
plans to add temperature sensing 
to better serve the needs of medical 
practitioners.

Although the startup has experi-
enced increasing consumer demand 
for dozee, fulfilling orders has been 
difficult due to countrywide lock-
downs. However, with burgeoning 
interest for dozee in hospitals and 
isolation centers, the startup has 
shifted its focus to the B2B-side of 
the business.

Top: The dozee device. 
Left: Tutle Shell 
Co-founder and CEO 
Mudit Dandwate. 
Photos courtesy of 
Turtle Shell. 
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Wellington Legal: The SME Answer 
to a Traditional Law Firm
Having a lawyer who understands your world can make all the 
difference to your business

By KOBE LAI

"ith Hong Kong entering the 
Top 25 in Startup Genome’s 
2019 Global Startup Ecosys-

tem Report, newly established compa-
nies in the Greater Bay Area have endless 
opportunities ahead of them. However, 
with opportunity comes caution, and most 
startups will someday have to seek legal 
solutions to help their business ventures.

Wellington Legal slots perfectly into 
this tapestry. Though it is a law firm, it 
was founded in 2017 as a startup itself, 
growing quickly into an SME with more 
than 10 lawyers on board. It provides a 
variety of legal services to a select but pres-
tigious client base, and specializes in deliv-
ering creative and personalized packages to 
startups and SMEs.

Joseph Chow, Founding Partner at 
Wellington Legal, believes that their 
advantage in the latter field lies chiefly 
within the company’s background as a 
startup. The firm’s motto is “We think in 
your shoes,” priding itself on employing 
lawyers with commercial sense who wel-
come innovation and want to learn about 
tech or startup trends. 

Wellington Legal works in a highly 
collaborative manner, always taking time 
to understand the nature of a client’s busi-
ness. Chow stresses that they are deal-mak-
ers, not deal-breakers. 

“When clients come to us with novel 
ideas, we are flexible and open-minded, 
and try our best to revise their business 
ideas, so that the ideas can still be incorpo-
rated legally,” he says.

Chow also emphasizes how most start-
ups never include legal costs as part of 
their budget, or grossly underestimate the 
amount they should allocate to legal fees–
what he sees as a critical early-stage mis-
take to avoid. 

“[Startups] also lack understanding in 
how to minimize their legal costs. When 
you have a limited budget, it is important 
to prioritize your legal needs,” he says. 

Chow cites the example of startups 
being unable to afford a full-scale share-

holders’ agreement to protect their share-
holders’ interests. Wellington Legal is 
willing to help them to draft a short ver-
sion or a Head of Agreement so at least 
they have something in writing to confirm 
the most foundational building blocks of 
their business. When the business starts to 
grow and can operate on a larger budget, 
Wellington Legal can then put together a 
full-scale agreement. 

Highly regarded for its responsiveness 
and quality of service, Wellington Legal 
offers services from business incorpora-
tion, commercial agreements, cross-bor-
der transactions, mergers and acquisitions, 
corporate finance, regulatory compliance, 
and intellectual property, to dispute reso-
lution and international arbitration.

Wellington Legal also serves as a min-
imalist platform for startups and SMEs. 

Members of the firm not only connect cli-
ents with each other, but spread the word 
about clients’ products or services as well.  

“I use our clients’ products and ser-
vices as much as possible and I encourage 
my staff to do the same thing,” says Chow. 
This, he adds, is also a means for the firm 
to give thanks to clients for trusting Wel-
lington Legal with their legal quandaries. 

Wellington Legal boasts of lawyers 
who operate internationally and speak 
several languages, ideal for businesses who 
want legal support to expand their opera-
tions. They are qualified in Hong Kong, 
the United States, Japan, England, New 
Zealand, the British Virgin Islands, the 
Cayman Islands, and Bermuda; they speak 
English, Cantonese, Mandarin, Japanese, 
French, German, and Spanish.

Chow envisions that Wellington 
Legal will evolve into a midsize firm with 
a global perspective within the next ten 
years. He puts emphasis on maintaining a 
manageable company size and employing 
staff who actually enjoy working in the 
firm. As for clientele, the firm’s philosophy 
is simple.

“Wellington Legal seeks clients who 
think we are their partners, not just their 
lawyers.”
Wellington Legal is looking for like-minded 
lawyers to join the firm. For more, please 
email Wellington Legal at 
[info@wellingtonlegal.com.hk].
Kobe is Jumpstart’s Editorial Intern. 

SSPONSORED CONTENT

Founding partner at Wellington Legal Joseph 
Chow. Photo courtesy of Wellington Legal. 
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Insuring Against a Global Crisis
Predicting the pandemic’s impact on an industry 

built to protect against it

By NAYANTARA BHAT

#OVID-19 has certainly been 
a wake-up call for almost 
every sector, but the insurance 
industry is in a particularly 
precarious position. There is 

little clarity on whether the pandemic will 
amount to a blessing or a curse for insur-
ers, but one thing seems certain: COVID-
19 could be the digital reckoning this 
industry has always needed.

Murkier still, however, is COVID-19’s 
effect on insurtech startups, which operate 
in very different ways from the incum-
bents. According to Harshet Lunani, 
Co-founder of Jakarta-based Qoala, the 
pandemic could wind up being a blessing 
for insurtech as traditional insurers seek to 
digitize, and may even open up niches for 
new B2B solutions providers to enter and 
disrupt the market.

A mixed bag with many variables

&n the early days of the pandemic, the 
insurance industry saw COVID-19 as 
an opportunity, Lunani says. Global 

health crises naturally spark greater interest 
in health insurance, meaning dollar signs 
for the people selling policies.

However, crises like this also mean an 
increase in claims–a phenomenon that 
global ratings agency , Fitch, was quick to 
point out when it downgraded the U.S. 
life insurance outlook from stable to neg-
ative in March as COVID-19’s mortality 
rate began to rise.

While this conclusion seems clear-
cut, albeit morbid, there are somewhat 
paradoxical predictions for other insur-
ance sectors. Auto insurance, according 
to Insurance Business Magazine, is a mixed 

bag: though there might be fewer policies 
taken out due to wide-scale unemploy-
ment, there might also be fewer claims 
made as less people are on the road.

Amid these jumbled-up predictions, 
the World Health Organization (WHO) 
then made an announcement that flipped 
the game yet again: it officially gave 
COVID-19 pandemic status.

“A lucky thing or unlucky thing, 
depending on which side of the table you 
sit on, is that COVID-19 was announced 
as a pandemic,” Lunani says. “Once it 
becomes a pandemic, usually it falls on 
governments to provide support, not 
insurers. And hence in many countries, 
actually, insurers have not been paying out 
for COVID-19.”

But health isn’t the only thing people 
are looking to insure. Event cancellations 
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and business interruptions, for example, 
are other areas that have forced insurers 
to issue massive payouts. The Wimble-
don tennis tournament had been paying 
around US$1.9 million a year for pan-
demic insurance following the outbreak of 
SARS in 2003, and this foresight paid off 
in 2020, as the organizers are entitled to a 
$142 million payout.

A few other sporting tournament orga-
nizers managed to come away relatively 
unscathed financially, but those hoping 
to invest in similar policies next year are 
in for a disappointment. Reuters reported 
in early July that pandemic insurance has 
either become completely unavailable or 
become astronomically expensive, with 
upfront premiums of up to 50% of the 
amount insured.

Meanwhile, the effect of the novel 
coronavirus on insurtech startups may be 
closely linked to the business model and 
target market. A March 29 article on Insur-
anceThoughtLeadership.com suggests that 
digital native insurtechs like Lemonade 
will be “well-positioned to thrive when 
the virus subsides” as insurers transition 
to more digital forms of operation. Almost 
prophetically, Lemonade’s early July IPO 
saw the company’s shares finish up 139% 
after the second day of trading.

Moreover, startups on the B2B side of 
insurtech may also see opportunities open-
ing up, particularly in terms of collaborat-
ing with traditional insurers.

“[Insurers] don’t believe this is a short-
term thing, where once COVID-19 goes 
away, normalcy will be resumed. They 
actually do believe that COVID-19 may 
have forever changed the way they will 
work. It’s definitely sort of the new dawn,” 
Lunani says.

The new face of the digitally-
transformed insurance sector

'ew industries have escaped the 
avalanche of content on how the 
spread of COVID-19 has made 

digital transformation the utmost priority 
for the coming years, but for insurance–
where Lunani says many processes are still 
offline–this change is particularly urgent. 
But he says that the human touch is still an 
important component in the sales process.

“Even in the most advanced market, 
from our observation and understanding, 
insurance is not going fully digital,” he 
says. “There are digital aspects to it, but it 
does feel like one of those services where 
people want human interactions as well.

To that end, Lunani’s startup Qoala 
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is a multi-channel insurer, working with 
partners to offer more complex products, 
and going directly to consumers with small 
offerings like phone screen insurance.

An Accenture paper on how insurers 
ought to operate going forward repeatedly 
emphasizes digitization and the use of AI, 
stating that processes should be optimized 
using a “Human + Machine mindset.”

Although such findings are likely to 
set the stage for how traditional insurers 
approach digital transformation, it can’t be 
denied that the cost and time involved in 
building out sophisticated data analytics, 
AI, and remote working processes are sig-
nificant. This gap may be filled by start-
ups, as they are nimbler when it comes to 
developing and launching new products, 
and using tech to modernize operations.

“Insurers are definitely becoming more 
focused on digital. COVID-19 has, in a 
way, helped that for sure. Therefore, it’s 
more of an opportunity for us to collabo-
rate with them,” Lunani says.

Branching out in Southeast Asia

$ll the messages coming out of the 
insurance sector are well and good 
for more developed insurance 

markets, but in Southeast Asia (SEA), it’s 

all about trying to seize the first-mover 
advantage.

Like other emerging markets, SEA has 
a lower appetite for financial products like 
insurance as compared to developed econ-
omies. The notable exceptions are Japan 
and South Korea, the latter of which had 
an insurance penetration rate of 11.9% 
in 2018, compared to the region’s average 
insurance penetration of 3.8% in 2018 for 

life insurance, and 2.1% for non-life prod-
ucts (EY).

Lunani says that developing products 
in the region is the difference between 
fighting for market share on an existing 
battleground, and creating something new 
that can be scaled up. SEA is currently see-
ing much more of the latter, which despite 
seeming more palatable than a price war 
for market share, comes with its own 
challenges.

“It will require more investment into 
customer awareness; it will require invest-
ment into brand building; it will require 
more investment into making the right 
kind of new products, which can give the 
experience required to make consumers 
understand insurance,” he adds.

Lunani also suggests that the pandemic 
could be a wake-up call for small busi-
nesses and tech startups in SEA, predicting 
that insurance for this sector will soon see 
a boom.

“A more planned approach will give 
you more sustainability in bad times, 
which I think is a learning for small busi-
nesses,” he says. “I believe that sector will 
now come into its own in SEA, because 
that sector has been traditionally underin-
sured and has been hit very badly by this.”

&n an industry which relies on calam-
ity to sell itself, the COVID-19 pan-
demic has been a double-edged sword. 

In the years to come, traditional insurers’ 
approach to digitization and insurtech 
startups’ approach to reaching consumers 
may re-draw the battle lines for a new gen-
eration of insurance products.
Nayantara is Jumpstart’s Digital Editor.

Harshet Lunani (right) 
co-founded Qoala with 
COO Tommy Martin 
(left) in 2018. Photo 
courtesy of Qoala. 
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PACMAN OF THE HOUR
The boxing legend shares what inspires him to reach for the 
pinnacle of the sporting, political, and business worlds

F FEATURES   COVER STORY

By MIN CHEN
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Pacquiao is not one to exceed expectations. 
He dwarfs them. 

Affectionately nicknamed ‘PacMan’ by 
his fans, Pacquiao is a boxing legend who 
ranks among the likes of LeBron James, 
Serena Williams, and Tiger Woods in that 
he has come to define his sport. Having 
made boxing history several times over 
since his 1996 debut–including becom-
ing the first and only eight-division world 
champion–he transformed the game with 
his speed, footwork, and unconventional 
attacks. Many sportswriters, including 
Todd Kauffman of Bleacher Report, believe 
that Pacquiao is the best pound-for-pound 
fighter of all time. 

Although his sporting career is still 
going strong over two decades later, Pac-
quiao is now also known as a politician in 
his native Philippines. He was elected into 
the House of Representatives in 2010 and 
the Senate in 2016–a position he will serve 
until 2022. Somehow, over the years, Pac-
quiao still found time to record an album, 
dabble in acting, and own and play in a 
semi-professional basketball team. A man 
of many interests, it comes as no surprise 
that he has added ‘investor’ to his many 
titles inside and outside the ring. 

Jumpstart’s CEO, Relena Sei, inter-
viewed Pacquiao at the 2020 Startme-
upHK Festival’s Lifestyle Tech Conference 
on July 9 to learn more about his many 
professional pursuits, revealing a proud 
husband and father whose commitment to 
his faith and the welfare of his constituents 
motivate him above all else. 

A self-made man in every sense of 
the word, Pacquiao left his hometown of 
General Santos City for Manila at age 14, 
working odd jobs and living on the streets 
before becoming a professional boxer two 
years later. He says that his humble back-

Emmanuel ‘Manny’

ground and the support he received when 
“[he] was still a poor, struggling boxer” 
pushed him to pursue civil service, “despite 
[his] great dislike for politics.” 

“Yes, hard work put me here, but I also 
know in my country, men who are just 
like me, who work just as hard as I am, or 
even harder, but are still wallowing in pov-
erty and hopelessness. They are the people 
that drive me and inspire me to work even 
harder,” says Pacquiao. 

In many ways, a political career was 
a natural next step, as he was already a 
revered figure in the Philippines for his 
dedication to social causes, independent of 
his popularity as an athlete. Since stepping 
into his role as a congressman, Pacquiao 
has focused his legislative efforts on devel-
oping the country’s most impoverished, 
agrarian regions–rallying funds to build 
schools, hospitals, and infrastructure. He 
has also become a figurehead for combat-
ing human trafficking, and is an advocate 
for sustainability and increasing the coun-
try’s minimum wage (The Diplomat). 

One major initiative is Pacquiao’s part-
nership with Alibaba Group Founder Jack 
Ma to build international ecommerce and 
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Photos courtesy of Wendell Alinea, Jhay Otamias, 
Eman Raif, Apple Greatson, and David Sisson. 

Yes, hard work put me 
here, but I also know in 
my country, men who are 
just like me, who work 
just as hard as I am, or 
even harder, but are still 
wallowing in poverty 
and hopelessness. They 
are the people that drive 
me and inspire me to 
work even harder.
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logistics hubs in the country–which will 
create tens of thousands of employment 
opportunities–and the pilot area is none 
other than his hometown (PhilStar). 

The second-highest-paid athlete in the 
world (Forbes), Pacquiao has long been 
using his vast personal wealth for phil-
anthropic endeavors, such as providing 
scholarships, donating fishing boats and 
farming equipment to underdeveloped 
areas, and building homes for families liv-
ing in poverty (The Asia Society). In an 
interview with Rappler, Pacquiao shared 
that he has given away around US$200 
million–nearly half of his fortune. 

“I have been spending my personal 
funds to help our people, and it’s been 
really good that many of my investments 
in the past are making money, which I also 
use for public service,” adds Pacquiao. 

While the majority of these invest-
ments are in the property sector, he also 
invests in hospitality, FMCGs, and tech. In 
2018, he led the Seed Round for the Phil-
ippines car rental platform, Graventure.

“I really take particular interest in what 
kind of business I should invest in,” he 
says. “I think for the future for my family, 
especially my children.” 

Pacquiao’s intent to create a legacy that 

reflects his dedication to serving under-
privileged communities led him to estab-
lish the Manny Pacquiao Foundation with 
his wife, Jinkee. In May last year, the Foun-
dation expanded its capacity and scope, 
relaunching in Los Angeles as a global 
organization providing essential resources 
to at-risk groups across the world. 

With a mission to maximize impact 
through strategic partnerships, the Foun-
dation works with other international non-
profit organizations for its projects around 
healthcare, education, housing, and disas-
ter relief. Together with Rotary Interna-
tional, its first project funded and built 
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hundreds of homes for residents of Min-
danao–an island in Southern Philippines 
that was hit by a series of earthquakes in 
October last year (Pacquiao Foundation). 

In 2020, the Foundation has been 
focusing on aiding the victims of the Taal 
Volcano eruption, which took place on 
January 12 in Batangas, Philippines. Pac-
quiao pledged to double the donations 
received by the Foundation to help the 
over 300,000 people who have been dis-
placed by the disaster (OCHA). Other 
projects in the pipeline include the build-
ing of a cutting-edge medical facility in 
General Santos City and, of course, sup-
porting vulnerable communities during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Pacquiao has been outspoken about 
ways to combat the health crisis, such as 
proposing the establishment of a 20,000-
bed COVID-19 patient facility, and has 
urged leaders to be “front-liners” as a way 
to “let people know you are with them” 
(Manila Bulletin). 

Pacquiao personally donated 700,000 
masks through the Foundation, which also 
worked with the Jack Ma Foundation to 
provide the country with 57,000 COVID-
19 testing kits. He says that he’s “really 
lucky and really fortunate to have a friend 
like Jack Ma,” who personally donated an 
additional 500,000 masks to the cause. 

Pacquiao is a firm believer in work-

I really take particular 
interest in what kind 
of business I should 
invest in. I think for the 
future for my family, 
especially my children.

Pacquiao after winning the WBA (Super) 
welterweight title against Keith Thurman on July 
20, 2019 at the MGM Grand Garden Arena in Las 
Vegas. Photo courtesy of Manny Pacquiao. 

ing alongside people who bring out the 
best in him–a philosophy that applies to 
every aspect of his career. As someone who 
“knows [his] limits,” Pacquiao says that his 
successes in boxing, politics, and business 
could only have been realized with the 
help of the dedicated and competent peo-
ple on his team. 

“I always ask experts to share their 
thoughts and recommendations in certain 
business decisions,” he adds. “But in the 
end, I ask God for guidance, and I decide 
based on what I feel is right. With God as 
your advisor, I don’t think anything can go 
wrong.”  

While speculations about his political 
ambitions continue to excite his fans and  
supporters, Pacquiao has remained tight-
lipped about what the future will hold in 
this regard. But knowing that “there will 
come a time when [he] can no longer 
fight,” his long-standing passion for bet-
tering Filipinos’ lives is sure to take center 
stage in the coming years. 

“I have come to a point in my life that 
I want to make money from my busi-
ness investments, so I can use this money 
to help my people,” he says. “I am not 
encouraging other people to do the same, 
but I would really wish that more rich 
businessmen would help us uplift the lives 
of my Filipino brothers and sisters.” –MC
Additional reporting by Kelly Yamashita. 
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From Survival to Sustainability
How COVID-19 has impacted the sustainability 
outlook for young businesses

By SHARON LEWIS

(ot long after the United 
Nations decreed COVID-
19 a global pandemic, over 
three billion people were 
restricted to the confines of 

their homes (Statista). Business activity 
slowed, and public life all but halted.

COVID-19 brought the global conver-
sation on sustainability and climate change 
back to the front pages. Daily global car-
bon emissions dropped 17% by April as 
compared to 2019, according to Nature 
Climate Change. Pollution levels also fell 
significantly in some of the world’s most 
polluted countries, such as India (Euro-
pean Space Agency) and Pakistan (Centre 
for Research on Energy and Clean Air).

Unfortunately, these developments 
are temporary, as countries work their 
way back to normalcy. Innovation is still 
needed to lead the vanguard on long-term 
climate action and sustainability, and the 
case for innovative, sustainability-driven 
startups is looking stronger than ever.

Telling numbers

&n a time of contracting venture capital, 
investor focus shows signs of aligning 
with startups driving sustainable inno-

vation. Total capital injections received by 
sustainability startups between January 
and May 2020 were up 14% from the 
same time frame in the previous year, based 
on data from Alleywatch. Further, the total 
sustainability-focused capital injections 
received in this period were more than 
double that of the five months preceding 
the first known COVID-19 case.

“We are being extra cautious in imple-
menting our investment strategy but we 
are foreseeing some attractive opportuni-
ties in the pipeline,” says Prashant Singh, 
CEO of Blue Planet Environmental Solu-
tions, a Singapore-based waste manage-
ment tech startup. The company raised 
US$25 million from Asian global invest-
ment bank Nomura in late March.

Despite the increase in the ticket 
sizes, the number of startups clinching 
such deals remains small. Sustainability 

investments represented less than 20% of 
the total number of top deals since 2019, 
which was dominated by the autonomous 
and electric vehicles segment (based on 
data from Alleywatch).

Even in the wider startup environ-
ment, Startup Genome’s Global Startup 
Ecosystem Report 2020 found that four 
out of every ten startups in the world 
could be out of capital in three months or 
less, and that global venture capital activity 
dropped 20% in the first quarter of 2020.

Startups may, in fact, not be able to 
raise funds for the next 12 to 18 months, 
“given that venture capital firms, institu-
tional investors, corporate investors, fam-
ily offices and Limited Partners […] may 
find it hard to raise funds or justify capital 
calls during this period,” says Hsien Hui-
Tong, Head of Venture Investing at SGIn-
novate, a Singaporean government entity.

Sustainability-driven startups are no 
exception. Ajay Etikala, Founder of India-
based organic farming startup Organic 
Ubuntu, has decided to postpone the 
startup’s seed funding round, which he 
had planned to raise this year, to 2021.

A bootstrapped social enterprise, 
Organic Ubuntu provides end-to-end sup-
port for organic farmers over three to five 
years. With farmers facing severe contain-
ment measures under India’s ongoing lock-
downs, the company’s activities have come 
to a standstill.

“Our revenues have gone down dras-
tically, most of our new partnerships that 
were in the pipeline have pulled back due 
to uncertainty,” Etikala says. 

But he remains hopeful. For now, 
Organic Ubuntu continues to provide 
training modules through phone calls, 
SMS, and WhatsApp, as it rethinks its 
business strategy for an uncertain future.
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New investment opportunities 
in sustainability

)tikala is not alone in his search for 
a silver lining–investors and other 
ecosystem enablers have been buzz-

ing with activity.
“The handbrake that was pulled on the 

global economy has offered a sustainability 
reset button, which represents an opportu-
nity to those companies that truly believe 
in it,” Tong says.

For instance, in April, Hong Kong-
based accelerator, Brinc, partnered with 
Australian alternatives management com-
pany Artesian to launch a clean energy 

accelerator program. Further, U.S. and 
Hong Kong-based alternative protein ven-
ture capital fund Lever VC announced an 
RMB 200 million fund for alternative pro-
tein innovations in June.

Tong predicts that the post-pandemic 
investment flow will be focused on emerg-
ing technologies, such as AI and biotech. 
Additionally, he says that changes are likely 
to take place in an industry that contrib-
utes to pollution rather inconspicuously: 
the semiconductor industry.

“As AI becomes central to a compa-
ny’s business, more and more power will 
be consumed to process data and models,” 
says Tong. “The carbon footprint resulting 
from AI and cryptocurrencies–which are 
not your obvious contributors to pollu-
tion–is actually very significant.”

He adds that the scope for sustainable 
technologies has widened, particularly 
with a drop in crude oil prices temporarily 
mitigating the devastating environmental 
impact of the oil industry. With greater 
funding and innovation in electric vehicles 
and autonomous vehicles, transportation, 
too, will refocus on sustainability.

The heavily-hit supply chain segment 
will also be looking to recalibrate, which 
Tong believes will lead to sustainabili-
ty-aligned innovation in the post COVID-
19 world. Supply chain accounts for 80% 
to 90% of the total environmental costs for 
most consumer companies (McKinsey), 
making way for companies like Convoy, 
which provides digital freight networks. 

Convoy and Samsara are unicorns that 
raised nearly half a billion dollars com-
bined through funding rounds in May 
2020 (Bloomberg) and November 2019 
(Business Insider) respectively, although 
the latter had to accomodate a valuation 
cut (Bloomberg).

Homegrown startups may also find 
themselves at the forefront of driving 
innovation, as the pandemic and global 
trade tensions force world leaders to take a 

closer look at self-sufficiency.
“For investors, this represents opportu-

nities that are not to be missed, especially 
in larger markets such as China, India, 
and Indonesia. At the same time, startups 
from smaller countries with a strong R&D 
ecosystem, like Singapore, may pioneer 
technologies in these spaces, which can be 
adopted in other countries,” says Tong.

Discovering a sustainable future

*ike climate change, Environment, 
Social and Governance (ESG) 
expert Manishankar Prasad sees the 

pandemic as a more current and urgent 
‘society-as-a-whole’ problem.

“As startups focus on renewal post pan-
demic, sustainability can be a moral com-
pass in the quest for regeneration for the 
long-term,” he says.

Thinking long-term is likely to be a 
more fundamental shift in business strat-
egy as young companies brace for recov-
ery. A good first step, Prasad believes, is to 
adjust expectations and strategize for the 
needs of a post-pandemic digitized world.

“Black swans don’t invite themselves 
[...] Short-termism is dead for now,” he 
says. Prasad also foresees a shift in busi-
ness priorities, which are currently geared 
toward profitable exits at all costs. 

A true test of sustainable innovation 
startups, he believes, is to move away from 
exit culture, and commit instead to driving 
sustainable transformation in the world as 
a key differentiator. 

$s the transformation of the world’s 
ecological and systemic hierar-
chies is catalyzed by the pandemic, 

businesses have understandably become 
hyper-focused on survival. However, ful-
filling business responsibilities still needs 
to be on the agenda if they want to remain 
relevant in the post-COVID-19 era.
Sharon is a Journalist in Residence at JS.

Left: Head of Venture 
Investing at SGInnovate, 

Hsien Hui-Tong. Photo 
courtesy of SGInnovate.

Right: Blue Planet 
Environmental Solutions 

Prashant Singh. Photo 
courtesy of Blue Planet 

Environmental Solutions. 



56                    Jumpstart Magazine                   Fall 2020

SPONSORED CONTENTFS

Bridging the 
IT Skills Gap 
Intelligently
Enabling programmers to keep 
apace with the tech revolution

By SHARON LEWIS

!ailwinds in technology are propel-
ling the world headfirst into the 
age of automation, but professional 

talent is still catching up.
In a 2019 survey, 67% of organiza-

tions said they were facing a shortage of IT 
skills–an all-time high since 2008 (Harvey 
Nash-KMPG). While big data, cyberse-
curity, and artificial intelligence (AI) were 
top skills in short supply, demand for tech-
nical architects saw the most significant 
year-on-year drop of 17%.

“As an IT and AI practitioner, I always 
see the challenges of getting the right and 
talented professionals for development. 
It is always a pain for tech startups,” says 
Kami Intelligence Founder and CEO Alex 
Cheung. 

Kami is a deeptech company that spe-
cializes in natural language processing 
(NLP). Founded in Hong Kong in 2015, 
Kami is now based in the United Kingdom 
and is part of its Global Entrepreneurship 
Program. Its backers include HKX-Tech 
and Softbank-backed ARM Innovation 
Ecosystem Accelerator.

Kami’s NLP technology helps to better 
understand user intention and recall user 
information through AI-based chatbots. 
The company has also developed its own 

natural language generation (NLG) tech-
nology that combines modular knowl-
edge graphs and text-infilling algorithms 
to enable computers to perform deduc-
tive reasoning with appropriate words 
for a more engaging and personalized 
experience.

 
IT is facing a skills gap

#heung highlights a 2019 report by 
the International Labor Organiza-

tion’s Global Commission on the Future 
of Work, where it noted that “today’s skills 
will not match the jobs of tomorrow, and 
newly acquired skills may quickly become 
obsolete.”

This trend indicates a tectonic shift 
in expectations from IT practitioners. For 
instance, jobs in engineering are expected 
to rise sharply due to frontier technologies 
such as AI. However, the shine has worn 
off traditional engineering roles, with flat 
demand for engineering talent in tradi-
tional industries, such as infrastructure 
and energy (World Economic Forum).

Furthermore, the top five most 
demanded hard skills of 2020–blockchain, 
cloud computing, analytics, AI, and UX–
are all IT skills, the demand for which 
is driven by a transformation of the tech 
landscape (LinkedIn).

 
Kami AI Tutor

#heung chose to found Kami as a 
deep tech NLP company because he 

believes in AI as an empowering technol-
ogy, aligning with his vision for enhanced 
machine-human collaboration. To realize 
this mission, Kami has also developed an 
AI Tutor that addresses skill gaps for pro-

grammers, and gives them access to data-
based, personalized education. 

Kami’s AI Tutor is a next-gen smart 
education platform; it tracks individ-
ual learning progress, identifies areas of 
improvement, and suggests strategies to 
improve performance. Feedback loops 
and ongoing automated performance sup-
port further bolster the learning process. 
The technology also allows for real-time 
tracking of return on investment from the 
platform.

“Upskilling employees through AI 
Tutor is designed to improve targeted 
performance outcomes, both to inspire 
measurable positive impact and drive 
demonstrable value for the business,” says 
Cheung.

Kami has already partnered with edu-
cational and tech organizations , such 
as Carnegie Mellon University spinoff 
Proxor, to bring the platform to IT pro-
fessionals needing upskilling. When Kami 
focuses on education with AI Tutor, Proxor 
provides an unbiased assessment with its 
machine-graded examination system.

The AI Tutor enables users to learn 
better and learn faster. Speed and efficacy 
are essential to companies because their 
success depends not only on who they 
hire, but also how well-trained they are. 
According to IBM, 84% of employees in 
the best performing organizations receive 
the training they need, whereas, in the 
worst-performing ones, only 14% receive 
such training.

It is often said that companies are 
only as strong as their weakest link. 
With Kami’s revolutionary approach to 
employee retraining, companies now have 
the backing of data, automation, person-
alization, and long-term sustainability 
packed into one platform that can help 
employees level up.
kami.ai
Sharon is a staff writer at Jumpstart.

Left Kami Intelligence Founder and CEO Alex 
Cheung.
Right: The Kami Intelligence management team. 
Photos courtesy of Kami Intelligence. 
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The Ripple E�ect of Pandemic-Era 
Fundraising

Delving into the many layers of startup funding during the COVID-19 crisis

By NAYANTARA BHAT

&t’s the question that’s been on 
everyone’s minds: what happens 
to startup funding in the age of 
COVID-19 when no business can 
reliably be expected to survive?

With fewer resources, little experience 
in weathering cataclysmic market events 
like the pandemic, few profit reserves 
to fall back on, and critical plunges in 
revenue across the board, startups have 
been among the worst affected by the 
unchecked spread of the coronavirus.

As it stands now, six months in at the 
time of writing, the issue doesn’t lie in the 
availability of funds. Dry powder in the 
VC sector is practically overflowing: Pre-
qin estimated it at US$276 billion, and 
KPMG placed it at $189 billion. What-

ever the number, there seem to be plenty 
of capital commitments to go around.

However, the pandemic may force 
investors to make some unpleasant deci-
sions. For one, instead of funding the 
growth of new, potentially profitable ven-
tures, some of it will necessarily have to be 
dedicated to propping up existing port-
folio companies. Second, valuations are 
likely to experience a correction. Third, 
many VCs will need to continue signing 
term sheets, regardless of their personal 
take on the issue, in order to keep to time-
lines and keep returns on track for ongo-
ing investments.

But continued investment flows are 
no guarantee of normalcy in capital mar-
kets. The pressures of the ongoing crisis 
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Right: Monk’s Hill Venctures Partner Justin 
Nguyen. Photo courtesy of Monk’s Hill Ventures.
Below: A Swiggy driver. 

almost definitely mean more prolonged 
and intensive dealmaking processes. For 
many investors, a gut feeling about the 
transformative power of a tech solu-
tion will no longer suffice–cold, hard 
numbers will be the name of the game.

Changes in deal activity 
and sectoral growth 

!he past months have been charac-
terized by an undeniable slump in 
deal volume. An April PitchBook 

report found that deal activity was down 
by 26% in March. On the corporate ven-
ture capital (CVC) side–which is suffering 
from the same setbacks, but with exponen-
tially greater ability to withstand losses–
CBInsights found a 24% year-on-year 
decline in deals.

While KPMG found that $61 bil-
lion was raised across 4,260 venture cap-
ital deals in Q1 2020, the report also 
included an ominous statement declaring 
that the first quarter of the year would 
be the “calm before the storm.” Although 
Asian companies raised mammoth rounds 
(including GO-JEK, whose Series F con-
tinues to grow and stands at $3 billion at 
the time of writing), dealmaking across 
the Asia-Pacific region fell from 23.4% of 
the global total in 2019 to 19.4% in 2020 
(PitchBook).

“While we have observed a slight slow-
down in the overall number of startups 
that are actively seeking funding, we also 
see increased activity from companies in 

sectors that benefit from the COVID-19 
situation,” says Justin Nguyen, Partner 
at Singapore-based VC firm Monk’s Hill 
Ventures, in an email exchange.

These sectors include ecommerce, 
healthtech, remote working, and edtech, 
which have all picked up thanks to global 
lockdowns and the work-from-home 
experiment. Indian food delivery plat-
forms Swiggy and BigBasket, for instance, 
picked up back-to-back rounds on April 6 
and April 9 of $43 million and $60 mil-
lion, respectively. Chinese edtech startup 
Yuanfudao raised a $1 billion Series G 
round on March 31.

“In general, there is certainly an allure 

to a company that is able to achieve 
explosive growth by benefiting from the 
COVID-19 situation,” Nguyen says. That 
said, he adds that investors will “also eval-
uate how their solution or product will be 
received after the downturn.”

Nguyen says that a pickup in VC deal 
volume depends on investor confidence in 
the market and the effectiveness of govern-
ment containment measures.

“We have seen venture capital funding 
rally in China, the original epicenter of the 
virus, after the lockdown measures were 
lifted,” says Nguyen. He expects a similar 
uptick once other economies begin to con-
tain the virus and successfully recover from 
its effects.

Lengthier deal-making processes

$nother likely effect of restricted 
travel and ongoing lockdowns 
is that the dealmaking pro-

cess will become significantly more 
time-consuming.

Funding deals are generally months 
in the making, involving meetings and 
a lengthy due diligence process into the 
company and founders, which can take 
weeks. A great deal of trust and camarade-
rie needs to be built between founders and 
investors, and the limited partners who 
contribute to VC funds need to be assured 
of the validity of the startup’s proposition. 
This process now has to take place in an 
online medium.

“We’re seeing that recent funding 
rounds are investments into companies 
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where the founders began conversations 
with the investors well before COVID-19, 
as investors are likely uncomfortable with 
making new investments without meet-
ing the founders and teams in person,” 
Nguyen says.

He adds that founders in need of fund-
ing may have more success approaching 
existing investors with whom they have 
already developed relationships. Unable to 
meet face-to-face with prospective inves-
tors, Nguyen suggests that founders pre-
pare for longer and more numerous rounds 
of meetings in the buildup to a fundraise.

While he says that there is still dry 
powder to fund continued investment, 
Nguyen emphasizes that investors will 
want to see founders prioritize profitability 
as opposed to top-line revenue growth.

“Early-stage VCs want to fund growth 
as opposed to survivability, so a key decid-
ing factor for investors is whether the com-
pany is looking for investment to possibly 
fund bad unit-economics, or if the funds 
will be used to strengthen an already 
sound business or even capture opportu-
nistic growth during the COVID-19 situ-
ation,” he says.

The pandemic’s impact on startup 
valuations must also be considered. In an 
analysis of the effect of the dot-com crash 
versus the 2008 Global Financial Crisis 
on startup valuations, Madrona Ventures 
Principal Daniel Li suggested that histor-
ical data indicate an oncoming drop in 
valuations, particularly for later-stage start-
ups, with the recovery based on the per-
formance of public tech stocks. He writes: 
“Later stage startups are more sensitive to 
the public markets because investors use 
public companies as comparables to set 
valuations, and that’s reflected in the his-
torical data for Series C and D rounds.”

Exits, LP commitments, and 
a view to the near future

"hile the world is caught up in 
trying to make predictions for 
global markets, VC fundrais-

ing–which is generally more of a grey area 
from a capital markets perspective–seems 
to be one area where the next steps and 
probable impact of COVID-19 are clear.

Following a disastrous year for tech 
IPOs, and with the stock market now in 
dire straits, it’s evident that 2020 will not 
be a year for triumphant public listings. 
KPMG explains the situation as COVID-
19 “basically slamming the IPO market 
door shut,” suggesting that bridge rounds 
of emergency funding may be required in 
many instances.

Airbnb is one such example. The com-
pany was due to list this year, but was hit 
extremely hard by travel restrictions. It 
raised two rounds of $1 billion in debt-eq-
uity deals within two weeks in April, 
before being forced to lay off a quarter of 
its workforce a month later.

In addition, the upcoming U.S. pres-
idential election is expected to contribute 
some degree of additional volatility to 
public markets, as is always the case.

Meanwhile, on the VC side, the record 
amounts of dry powder on hand are, 
in part, just capital calls, or legal com-
mitments allowing investment firms to 
demand promised funds from limited 
partners (LPs). However, if the LPs them-
selves are experiencing liquidity crunches, 
there may not be much actual money in 
the bank to support dealmaking.

All the signs seem to point toward one 
thing: an inevitable slowdown in dealmak-
ing and fundraising. However, a slowdown 
doesn’t mean a full stop.

“At the end of the day, we continue to 
take a long-term view and will continue 
to look for great founders and companies 
that are solving big problems with solid 
unit economics,” says Justin Nguyen.

This environment means that expecta-
tions need to be managed, and the right 
steps taken to ensure startups have enough 
runway to get through the crisis. It can 
also be said that those who secure funding 
during this turbulent time are likely to be 
the most decisive founders with the smart-
est business models. 

The startup ecosystem has always been 
Darwinian, but COVID-19 has revealed 
how challenging survival can be. 
Nayantara is Jumpstart’s Digital Editor.
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Business With Direction
Good lifestyle brands need creativity, but great brands need business acumen

By JAMES KWAN
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Below: The azalvo Causeway Bay space. 
Right: An inaugural fashion event at the azalvo 
Kwun Tong space. Photos courtesy of azalvo. 

!ith our lifestyles 
becoming increas-
ingly interconnected 
with the digital world 
and focused on sus-

tainability and the circular economy, 
brands in this highly competitive indus-
try face a greater need to reflect contem-
porary consumer values and differentiate 
themselves through innovative approaches. 
Meeting this need is challenging for even 
the most established design houses, much 
less early-stage founders hoping to apply 
tech to the worlds of fashion and design. 

While fresh talents continue to rein-
vent and mould our sartorial culture sea-
son after season, many of these creatives 
would benefit from more knowledge about 
the business side of running a brand. Fill-
ing a market need, identifying the target 
audience, selecting a manufacturer, setting 
the right prices, using the right technology, 
and executing an effective marketing strat-
egy are essential skills for business success. 
Yet, they are essential to establishing and 
scaling a successful label. 

It’s becoming increasingly clear that 
a new paradigm has been created in the 
industry: one where sustainability, effec-
tive tech integrations, and business acu-
men are now as essential as creativity to 
the design process. Designers who work 
with the right partners will be equipped to 
excel in an evolving market. 

Spearheading the new 
approach to fashiontech

" co-creation platform focused on 
innovation, azalvo is leading the 
charge toward the use and appli-

cation of cutting-edge technology that 
can be applied to fashion. A professional 
lifestyle innovation ideas lab, it focuses on 
treating clients as partners, and finding 
ways for all parties to grow and resolve 
business problems together. 

Having developed a centralized plat-
form and supply chain to facilitate the 
needs of any partner, azalvo knits fashion 
together with technology to turn concepts 
into reality. For young entrepreneurs who 
are also aspiring designers, azalvo grants 
access to exclusive industry research, retail 
insights, and sales and marketing support 

to strengthen the business’ foundations. 
For mature businesses, the company offers 
in-house financial advice and access to 
state-of-the-art technology. 

The inclusion of other partners in 
these processes also sets azalvo apart, where 
the focus is to co-create a high-impact, 
vertical value chain. In other words, azalvo 
works with entrepreneurs to problem-solve 
together, on topics from development, 
to strategy, to execution. Ultimately, this 
network enables a holistic community of 
innovators that support each other to cre-
ate a lasting legacy.  

“Our intention was never to simply 
rent out a beautiful space, as we conceived 
azalvo to be a co-creation community,” 
says azalvo Founder Joanne Chow. 

azalvo’s Journey

"lthough azalvo is still in its infancy, 
it has been integral to the success 
of several local brands. One of its 

earliest partnerships was with fashion sus-
tainability NGO Redress, helping partici-
pants (where needed) to understand how 
manufacturers work. 

azalvo has also recently made its first 
investment in an Australian brand, and is 
helping the company with development, 
sampling, and scaling its business. In 
another example, azalvo is helping a com-
pany enter the China market through its 
retail and distribution pipelines. 

For designers and creatives who are 
ready for the next step, Chow and her 
team have created a clear outline of what 
they need in order to run sustainable and 
lasting businesses. azalvo is rapidly acceler-
ating toward its next stage of development, 
with the planned launch of a program to 
provide a business platform for design-
ers and fashiontech founders–whether in 



Fall 2020                    Jumpstart Magazine                    61

PPOWERED BY AZALVO + JUMPSTART

blockchain, AI, Big Data, or virtual real-
ity–to discuss business issues and prob-
lem-solve for success. 

Chow believes that prior to COVID-
19, the market wasn’t ready for a program 
like azalvo’s Ideas Lab. However, the pan-
demic has revealed new opportunities in 
ecommerce and normalizing digital behav-
iors–and not just from the younger gen-
eration. The direct-to-consumer brands 
of today are redefining consumer expec-
tations by re-creating the in-store experi-
ence with the new tools at their disposal, 
such as virtualized showrooms for lifestyle 
products and virtual try-ons for clothing 
or makeup products. 

“With COVID-19, there are opportu-
nities to turbo-charge our efforts to find 
cutting-edge companies to work with,” 
says Chow.  

She emphasizes that other regions 
may have been slow to approach their 
own iterations of an ideas lab due to the 
economics of the process: far from a cold 
business transaction in exchange for azal-
vo’s resources, the process is more akin 
to supporting a startup from Series A to 
maturity, which she says can sometimes 
take a decade. 

However, digitization became key to 
many industries in the wake of the pan-
demic, and fashion was no exception. The 
market now needs programs that will allow 

designers to mix fashion and tech, and due 
to years of exploration in this space, azalvo 
is well-placed to provide it.

Ideas Lab 

#art of Chow’s long-standing vision 
for azalvo, the azalvo x Jumpstart 
Ideas Lab will work with cut-

ting-edge companies in its community to 
combine lifestyle design, business know-
how, and innovation-guided approaches 
to turn creative ideas into successful busi-
nesses. Using IP jointly put together by 
azalvo and innovation ecosystem-builder 
Jumpstart, the program will offer partici-
pants the best that both organizations have 
to offer.   

For azalvo, it’s a process of working 
with proprietary products, new system 
changes, disruptive platforms, and look-
ing into reorganizing its supply chain 
with better smart factory integrations. For 
Jumpstart, with its extensive experience in 
building corporate innovation and acceler-
ation programs, its regional reach will be 
used to source teams and mentors for the 
program, nurturing an innovative commu-
nity that’s capable of launching impactful, 
commercially driven partnerships. 

With a mission to ‘Make Innovation 
Matter,’ Jumpstart’s methodology bridges 
innovative ideas with the real world, and 

emphasizes the importance of business 
fundamentals. Through a bespoke cur-
riculum, group classes, and one-on-one 
sessions with world-class mentors, the 
company will provide the teams with 
the support they need to compete on the 
global stage by tapping into its network of 
renowned thought leaders, venture capital-
ists, marketers, and business strategists. 

The Ideas Lab will be a collaborative 
platform that will provide participants 
with access to like-minded networks of 
people, resources, and support for busi-
ness growth. It will culminate in a 12-week 
program geared toward cutting-edge fash-
iontech teams, whose aim is to identify the 
potential of the selected companies and 
introduce the right technology, strategi-
cally guiding their growth to new heights. 

“Work with others who fully under-
stand your needs, especially during recent 
times of hardship, provides a different 
experience altogether,” says Chow.

Chow says that the defining character-
istic of the Ideas Lab is its connection with 
brands. Having worked in this industry 
for years, azalvo knows brand DNA inside 
and out. She adds that Jumpstart’s experi-
ence with innovation will be a key aspect 
of the program.

“We need to embrace this evolution 
and we all grow and learn from it,” she 
adds.
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Integrating tech into fashion

!ith regard to the evolution of 
the fashion industry, Chow 
believes that fast fashion will 

soon be forced to adapt to meet new mar-
ket demands. In addition, she says that 
there is a need for the digital evolution of 
fashion in the direction of sustainability–
in terms of sustainably-produced textiles 
and techniques. 

The changing face of the market led 
Chow to take an interest in fashiontech, 
particularly relating to the applications of 
virtual reality technology within fashion. 
The apparel industry is already experi-
menting with 3D imaging and augmented 
reality fitting rooms; experimenting with 
one use case for this technology, azalvo 
worked with a gaming company to put 
together a virtual imaging software for fab-
rics that the company can later integrate 
into the future development of the Ideas 
Lab and its community.  

However, more adventurous applica-
tions of this technology include virtual 
catwalks and simulated store environments 
(Business of Fashion). These would respec-
tively allow designers to preview access 
to their collections, and with the help of 
artificial intelligence, allow retailers to A/B 
test different store layouts.

azalvo has also been delving into big 
data, utilizing different types of informa-
tion to pinpoint the lifecycles of trends 
and make customized recommendations 
to the consumer. By understanding indus-

try-level trends while having the tools to 
cater to each customer, the company is 
able to more effectively help businesses 
remain robust during turbulent times. 

Big data offers plenty of other benefits 
to the apparel industry, including predic-
tive analyses of future demand to prevent 
inventory surpluses or shortages, and of 
course, making use of the immense num-
ber of data points on consumer behavior 
to more accurately meet demand. This 
wealth of consumer edata all serves to 
reduce waste at every stage of the manufac-
turing process, starting with design. 

The potential of wearable technology 
cannot be understated, and has been high-
lighted at blockbuster tech events such as 
CES, smart clothing or jewelry with the 
ability to measure vital signs, provide hap-
tic feedback on yoga positions, or light up 
with LED displays.

This technology briefly experienced 
a lull when Intel closed its wearable 
chip-making division, but it is due for a 
resurgence. azalvo has already seen the 
market potential in home fitness equip-
ment due to COVID-19, and successfully 
produced a smart fitness product during 
the pandemic, illustrating its swift and 
agile responsiveness to working collabora-
tively with lifestyle brands to uncover mar-
ket opportunities.

azalvo’s in-house designers also actively 
discuss the impact of current global events 
on fashiontech trends, and how such 
things may affect the brands they collab-
orate with.

Planning for the future

$espite the uncertainty surround-
ing the global economic outlook, 
Chow still believes that there is 

opportunity and promise on the horizon.
“I always think about the value of the 

current infrastructure, the business we do, 
and what it brings to the table. [Hong 
Kong] used to be the sourcing capital of 
the world and yet that’s evolved,” says 
Chow. “However, it will continue to be a 
hub for fashion and lifestyle if it succeeds 
to work closely and integrate with the tech 
of Shenzhen, Silicon Valley, and Hang-
zhou, and the like.” 

Chow believes that the industry is at 
a crossroads in terms of developing from 
a sourcing-dominated market to one that 
focuses on technology and innovation. She 
sees a need to diversify her businesses to 
transition from design and manufacturing 
to a consumer-based approach in fashion, 
adding that “multi-suppliers and high 
costs need to change” for current entrepre-
neurs to succeed in the fashion and life-
style industries.

Chow sees this period of downtime as 
a key window to focus on the architecture 
of azalvo’s future. In unprecedented times, 
she says, it is now even more crucial that 
azalvo engages in partnerships that cre-
ate opportunities for the design industry, 
and be prepared to make a transformative 
impact on the innovation space as a whole. 
Interested in learning more? Contact 
azalvo at [info@azalvo.com].
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The entrance to azalvo’s 
co-creation community 

in Causeway Bay. Photo 
courtesy of azalvo. 
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Cybersecurity in Crisis: 
Risky Business for Young 
Companies
Startups and SMEs are facing a wave of cybercrime during 
the COVID-19 pandemic

By SHARON LEWIS

%n the non-fiction classic In Cold 
Blood, Truman Capote documents 
a 1959 crime that shook the state 
of Kansas. One glaring detail about 
the crime stood out from the rest: 

the criminals walked into the house they 
were robbing through an unlocked door.

An unlocked door is manna for thieves, 
and for the cybercriminals targeting young 
businesses across the world, the COVID-
19 pandemic is a backdoor swinging wide 
open. With workforces shifting to remote 
work and poor security hygiene making 
networks vulnerable, the pandemic has 
laid bare several weak security links within 
business networks.

Co-founder and CEO of Singa-
pore-based cybersecurity firm Horangi, 
Paul Hadjy believes that the security 
attacks that have taken place since the 
onset of COVID-19 are expected. The 
pandemic has given attackers a new guise 
to take advantage of weak cybersecurity 
practices by using tried-and-trusted tricks 
from the playbook.

“The old mindset around security is 
that you’re building a wall around your 
network. With people working from dif-
ferent networks, there’s just more surface 
area to cover from a security perspective,” 
says Hadjy.

Most startups and small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) are ill-equipped to 
take on sophisticated security threats. 
By underestimating the need for strong 
cybersecurity practices, they increase 
their susceptibility to unknown, zero-day 
vulnerabilities.

“Most SMEs and small startups strug-
gle with getting the basics in place. And 
really, that’s just culture,” Hadjy says.

Crisis Mode: A field 
day for cybercrime

&erizon’s 2020 Data Breach Inves-
tigations Report (DBIR) found 
that small businesses were targets 

for over a quarter of all cyberattacks. The 
good news is the trend is moving down-

ward; its 2018 report found the number 
to be as high as 58%. At the same time, 
these attacks can force up to 60% of SMEs 
to shut shop within just six months of a 
breach (Switchfast).

Hadjy notes that while businesses reg-
ulated by authorities, such as the Mone-
tary Authority of Singapore or the Hong 
Kong Monetary Authority, pay attention 
to cybersecurity measures, unregulated 
businesses do not take it as seriously as 
they should.

The pandemic has become a smoke-
screen for targeted attacks. Spear-phishing 
(a type of email attack to steal sensitive 
information) related to COVID-19 has 
seen a meteoric spike of 667% since the 
end of February alone, according to Cynet 
global threat telemetry data. 

For context, research reveals that a tril-
lion fraud emails are sent out every year, 
half of which comprise phishing attacks 
(Valimail). The attacks aimed at busi-
nesses, which led to unauthorized funds 
transfer, generated losses of $1.7 billion 
worldwide last year alone, a Federal Bureau 
of Investigation report revealed.

Employees have become a lucrative 
attack vector due to chaos in the current 
enterprise ecosystem. Over 60% of work-
ers in the Asia Pacific region are using 
personal devices for work, and a majority 
feel they have not been adequately trained 
on cybersecurity for working from home 
(2020 CrowdStrike Work Security Index).

“Wherever a data breach has hap-
pened [in recent years], it’s due to the 
mismanagement of a human link such as 
an employee who made a mistake,” says 
Nandakishore Harikumar, co-founder and 
CEO of India-based cybersecurity firm 
Technisanct.
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Unsecured networks are exposed to 
links that dupe users into downloading 
malware, like the fake Johns Hopkins 
University coronavirus map. Attacks on 
remote access points and tools have spiked, 
with a 23% surge in brute-force attacks 
(trying password combinations until the 
correct one is found) on servers in April 
2020 (Kaspersky), and 500,000 hacked 
Zoom accounts were put up for sale on the 
dark web the same month.

Further, the shift to remote working 
has catalyzed cloud deployment in busi-
nesses. “The world has moved to cloud 
servers lately. It’s the human element that 
makes it insecure. To some extent, we can 
mitigate the impact of human error by 
taking up proper security practices,” says 
Technisanct Co-Founder and CTO Din-
son David Kurian.

Cloud infrastructure flags the need 
for stronger cybersecurity practices within 
organizations. Since public and private 
cloud service providers have different secu-
rity protocols, and these can be updated 
often, companies migrating to cloud need 

to be sure about who has access to their 
data, and how.

The challenge with SMEs and startups, 
Harikumar says, is that they may simply 
not understand the technical aspects and 
pressing risks of cybersecurity, and that is 
the foremost obstruction to awareness and 
decision-making within the company.

Crucial first steps

" complete cybersecurity cover 
entails security policies and pro-
tocols, cybersecurity audits, and 

solutions to fortify a company’s networks 
and data. Startups and SMEs, however, are 
often cash-strapped even under non-pan-
demic conditions. Where budgeting for 
cybersecurity was once a struggle, it’s now 
completely out of the question. 

Even if there was a panacea for the 
crisis, it is unlikely that young businesses 
will be able to afford it. And they do not 
need to, because immediate measures that 
can help protect their networks and data 
require more time and effort than money.

“If you have the right policies and 
requirements in place, it can save you a 
lot of money and reduce your risk signifi-
cantly,” Hadjy explains.

The most basic but potent course of 
action for young businesses is to attend to 
the cybersecurity culture within the orga-
nization. Employees need to be brought 
up to speed on the relevance and applica-
tion of appropriate security practices, such 
as being wary of potential email scams, 
installing antivirus on their operating 
systems, and taking steps to secure their 
home networks.

“One underlining statement for the 
cybersecurity crisis across the world is 
that unless we create massive awareness, 
cybersecurity issues cannot be solved. 
Cybersecurity has to be brought into the 
organization as a culture,” Harikumar says.

Multi-factor authentication (MFA), 
as Kurian and Hadjy both point out, is 
another important security tool. MFA 
relies on authenticating the user through 
access codes as well as passwords, provid-
ing layered protection to business informa-
tion and networks.

Businesses can also encourage their 
developers to adopt a zero-trust model. 
“It’s zero trust because just like the name 
implies, every system must be authenti-
cated before they exchange data. It will 
ensure that even if one of the systems is 
compromised, it will not affect the remain-
ing systems as easily,” Kurian explains.

The new normal will be digital

'oung businesses have realized the 
implications of going digital, and 
how it can serve their organiza-

tional needs more effectively. The digital 
transformation precipitated by the pan-
demic is expected to continue even after 
workers return to a level of normalcy.

“This situation has brought interest-
ing opportunities for companies to make 
that digital transformation. It will help 
protect them if future situations like this 
arise. And of course, it’s helping them save 
money in most cases,” Hadjy notes.

For young businesses keen to cut costs, 
automation and cloud solutions show a 
clear pathway to staying lean. 

The ‘new normal’ will give the oppor-
tunity for young businesses and corpo-
rations alike to find flexible and digital 
ways to work. When they do, it is in their 
interest to address cybersecurity as a cul-
ture within the organization, and keep the 
digital doors locked.
Sharon is a Staff  Writer at Jumpstart.

Clockwise from top left: 
Horangi Co-founder 
and CEO Paul Hadjy, 
Technisanct Co-Founder 
and CEO Nandakishore 
Harikumar, and 
Technisanct Co-Founder 
and CTO Dinson 
David Kurian. Photos 
courtesy of Horangi and 
Technisanct, respectively. 
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Livestreaming’s Next 
Battleground
Reworking ecommerce into a social shopping experience

By MONIKA GHOSH

(imilar to late-night infomercials 
or the Home Shopping Net-
work, livestreaming in ecom-
merce offers more engaging and 
interactive content for a per-

sonalized and social shopping experience. 
Influencers or retailers display and try out 
different products, and customers can ask 
questions about the product in real-time.

For example, Li Jiaqi–also known as 
Austin Li–is one of the most recognizable 
faces in China. Thanks to his 40 million 
followers on Douyin, TikTok’s Chinese 
version, and his unique approach to sales, 
he was once able to sell 15,000 lipsticks in 
five minutes through a livestream video. 

The power of livestreaming in today’s 
retail environment has eclipsed almost 
every other ecommerce trend. The model 
had already proved lucrative for early 
success stories like Park Seo Yeon–whose 
‘Mukbang’ videos (when hosts film them-

selves eating copious amounts of food 
while interacting with viewers) raked in 
over US$9,000 per month. But with bona-
fide ecommerce platforms getting into the 
game, brands are now seeing real potential 
in this model.

Livestreaming in retail first emerged in 
China in 2014, when ecommerce platform 
Mogujie released a feature that combined 
live video with another burgeoning trend: 
influencer marketing. Alibaba’s Taobao 
followed suit soon after. Initially leveraged 
primarily by key opinion leaders (KOLs) 
and celebrities, small retailers have jumped 
on the bandwagon since.

The trend took off in 2018 and 
2019; while customers looked for engag-
ing, entertaining, and social shopping 
experiences, retailers were looking for 
new ways to interact with customers and 
enhance their platform. Now, in the age of 
COVID-19, providing that social element 

is crucial to keeping a brand afloat.
The success of livestreaming as a sales 

strategy has pushed players outside China 
like Shopee to join in. As ecommerce 
giants strive to launch livestreaming plat-
forms, retailers are seizing the opportunity 
to monetize another source of revenue.

Taking a walk on the retailer’s side

)or most ecommerce platforms, 
the cost of developing the lives-
tream feature has more than paid 

for itself. In 2018, Taobao generated over 
$15.1 billion in gross merchandise value 
(GMV) through its livestreaming sessions, 
recording an increase of almost 400% 
year-on-year, according to Alibaba Group’s 
news hub Alizia. 

“The popularity of livestreaming, pre-
COVID-19, is a testament to how inter-
activity has become a critical component 
of the modern-day shopper’s experience, as 
it continues to bring people closer to their 
favorite sellers and brands,” says Junjie 
Zhou, Chief Commercial Officer of ecom-
merce facilitator Shopee.

Shopee launched its livestreaming fea-
ture in March last year, and saw an average 
of 10,000 hours of content streamed each 
day. Almost 1 million messages were also 
recorded every hour on Shopee Live Chat 
across Taiwan and SEA. Special campaigns 
such as ‘Shopee 9.9 Super Shopping Day’ 
and ‘Shopee 11.11 Big Sale’ recorded over 
50 million and 65 million views on Shopee 
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Shopee Chief Commercial Officer Junjie Zhou. 
Photo courtesy of Shopee. 
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Live, respectively, Zhou says. 
Livestreaming in ecommerce has 

picked up momentum since the outbreak 
of the global pandemic, which forced 
millions of retailers to shut shops for 
months amid social-distancing regulations. 
According to China’s Ministry of Com-
merce, there were more than 4 million 
livestreams in China in Q1 2020.

According to Zhou, the number of 
Shopee Live streams from brands and sell-
ers in Singapore increased 40 times, and 
an average of over 200,000 messages were 
sent daily since the start of the pandemic, 
as retailers looked to connect and deepen 
engagement with consumers virtually.

“Online technologies such as 
live-streaming have proven to be an essen-
tial lifeline for many businesses during 
this [pandemic],” he says. “It provides an 
opportunity for [retailers] not only to sus-
tain their business but to thrive, paving the 
way for brick-and-mortar retailers to adapt 
to the digital economy and diversify reve-
nue streams.”

The compelling power 
of the livestream

Photo courtesy of Shopee / Lian Huat Seafood.
*ivestreaming in ecommerce estab-

lishes a direct connection between 
buyers and sellers, helping retailers 

build meaningful relationships with cus-
tomers and provide a more personalized 
and engaging online shopping experience. 
In an increasingly digitized world, lives-
treaming aims to replicate the social aspect 
of traditional offline shopping. 

Live video also makes it much easier to 
trust a brand, which is a large part of what 
makes it so powerful. It puts a face to the 
name of a retailer who would otherwise be 
a faceless entity and allows consumers to 
see a product being trialed in real-time.

“Authenticity and intimacy are what 
make the livestreaming experience so pop-
ular. It adds a human element to market-
ing, which can help retailers build trust 
and stronger relationships with their cus-
tomers,” says Zhou.

He adds that livestreaming is a pow-
erful tool for businesses to widen their 
reach, stay connected with highly social 
customers, and build a loyal customer 
base. Moreover, as a sales strategy, it offers 
smaller retailers an additional platform to 
grab customers’ attention, especially in the 
pandemic context.

For example, popular Singaporean 
Facebook livestream salesperson Max Kee 
of Lian Huat Seafood (pictured above), 
who joined Shopee in March this year, 
conducted regular livestreams on the plat-

Photo courtesy of Shopee / Virvici.

form and saw a drastic increase in orders 
from around 50 to over 400 per stream.

However, with platforms like Alib-
aba, Tencent, TikTok, Kwai, Shopee, and 
Twitch competing fiercely for customers’ 
time and money, smaller retailers are strug-
gling to find new and innovative ways to 
make their livestreams stand out. Repeti-
tive content is a big no-no and leads to a 
loss of customer interest. 

Owing to this caveat, Zhou believes 
that livestreaming should not only be 
seen exclusively as an avenue for sales, but 
should also be used to build brand loyalty 
and increase consumer engagement, which 
will serve brands well in the long term.

“With a growing demand amongst 
online shoppers for captivating online 
video content, it is crucial that livestream-
ers are producing content that interests 
and encourages interactivity with their 
viewers,” he says. “Livestreaming is also a 
tool with a range of capabilities, including 
stimulation of sales, influencing purchas-
ing habits and behaviors, and engagement 
through entertainment.”

!hile livestreaming in retail orig-
inated in China, it has spread 
rapidly through Asia in the last 

two years and has been further accelerated 
by the pandemic. In Thailand, for exam-
ple, the number of Shopee Live streams 
from brands and sellers has increased five 
times since the start of the COVID-19 
outbreak, says Zhou.

According to Zhou, livestreaming is on 
the path to continue growing considerably, 
especially in SEA. Now, more than 50% 
of people discover new products on social 
media, according to a survey by Facebook 
and Bain & Company. The need for enter-
tainment and social engagement in ecom-
merce has never been more compelling, as 
shoppers increasingly place a higher value 
on shareable experiences, he adds.

Globally, ecommerce platforms are 
increasingly investing in developing lives-
treaming platforms further, deploying new 
strategies like live chats and in-app games 
to increase the interactivity of their offer-
ings. Shopee’s in-app games were played 
over 1 billion times in 2019, indicating the 
strategy’s growing popularity. 

“As users in Southeast Asia continue 
to crave a more engaging and social 
experience, Shopee will continue to roll 
out initiatives which seek to capture 
the hearts and minds of shoppers in our 
region through deep and sustained user 
engagement,” says Zhou.
Monika is Journalist in Residence at JS.
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Reinventing a 
Lifestyle
Butler is building the future of 
our home experiences

By ALVIN MAK

%n Hong Kong, it is abnormal to put 
leisure above work. The city’s cutthroat 
work culture dominates the lives of 

many. Hong Kong’s employed thus often 
find themselves out of time to maintain 
a comfortable home. Instead of being a 
haven for tranquil relaxation, to many, a 
home is merely a place to spend the night.

That’s exactly how three former invest-
ment and private equity bankers–Angues 
Chan, Jonathan Lam, and Jeffrey Ma–felt 
in 2018. A quality lifestyle and wellness 
were neglected, and replaced instead by 
unfulfilling socializing and brief periods of 
rest. It was this realization that led to the 
inception of Butler.

Taking the concept of domestic help 
to entirely unexplored heights, Butler’s 
offering is called ‘home concierge’ service, 
and can take care of anything one may 
need for a home–from basic housekeeping 
and meal preparation, to hosting a dinner 
party or fixing a washing machine. The 
service is the startup’s signature offering, 
geared toward providing an absolutely fric-
tionless living experience.

“[Butler is] a one-stop shop home ser-
vice partner for anything home related,” 
Lam says. The startup’s butler staff, trained 

in-house, can take care of housekeeping, 
food preparation, grocery shopping , laun-
dry, and much more.

Butler is looking to disrupt the 
domestic helper market of Hong Kong–
an industry that is valued, according to 
the co-founders, at over HK$90 billion 
(around US$11.6 billion).

That said, the company offers a ser-
vice that is distinct from that of tradi-
tional domestic helpers. Butler offers a 
well-rounded and all-inclusive product 
and experience; its employees are equipped 
with connections in all corners of Hong 
Kong’s service industry.

“We can provide recommendations on 
more specialized requests given our vast 
network of local trusted vendors, from 
finding the best quality flower delivery, to 
the best handyman, to the best  catering or 
interior design companies,” says Ma.

Aside from Butler’s home concierges, 
who manage scheduling and address client 
requests, the actual butlers are profession-
ally trained by the International Butler 
Academy to fulfill demands and carry out 
all the requests. With unparalleled integ-
rity and attention to detail, their services 
are also available to consumers at a few 
clicks through Butler’s app—much like 
Jarvis from Iron Man.

Moreover, Butler’s service has broad 
implications for the general standard of 
living in Hong Kong, with the flexibility 
of a monthly subscription model. Chan 
adds that the company not only focuses 
on the traditional big family demographic, 
but also services Hong Kong’s expats and 
young couples.

“Butler is serving [expats] with our 
deep knowledge of the Hong Kong home 
market,” he explains. “Our value-add is 
also extremely complementary to young 
couples, who prefer to spend more quality 
time at home.”

Thanks to Butler’s accessibility through 
its website and its app, finding quality or 
premium household help is easier than 
ever before. Through tech, the company 
has provided Hong Kong with a more 
accessible, comfortable, and premium life-
style experience.

With the aid of Butler’s business 
adviser, James Riley—Group Chief Exec-
utive of Mandarin Oriental, who advises 
Butler in a personal capacity—the start-
up’s service quality will undoubtedly be 
boosted to even higher standards. 

Butler is aiming high; the founders 
are dedicated to taking the lion’s share of 
the home service market. Beyond that, 
the company has regional ambitions, with 
plans to expand to other Asian major met-
ropolitan cities over the next few years.

“We want to revolutionize the way 
people live and redefine the importance of 
home so you can return home as a high-
light of your day, a comfortable place 
where you can find a peace of mind—
something rather scarce these days, partic-
ularly in metropolitan cities,” says Chan.

Ultimately, Butler sees immense 
amounts of unmet potential in the cur-
rent lifestyles of Hong Kongers, and in the 
current concept of home. There is room 
for change, and Butler could be the right 
approach to work-life balance, better men-
tal health, and healthier relationships.
butlerasia.com
Alvin is Jumpstart’s Editorial Intern.

Left to right: Jeffrey Ma, Angues Chan, and 
Jonatham Lam. Photo courtesy of Butler. 

Through a partnership 
with Landmark Mandarin 

Oriental, Butler Home 
Concierge can now help 
Butler Club Members 

arrange luxurious wellness 
and accommodation 

experiences–with exclusive 
offers such as extra 

complimentary treatment 
time at The Oriental 

Spa. This is only one of 
the many exclusive perks 

of the Butler Club.
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Is the Jig Up 
for the Gig 
Economy? 
How COVID-19 is exposing the 
gig economy’s vulnerabilities 
and pushing legislators to 
take action

By SIMON KLEFFNER 

+he gig economy, with its 
app-enabled services and 
glossy tech ‘Unicorns,’ had 
the great fortune of grow-
ing alongside the post-global 

financial crisis period of the 2010s. While 
Uber, Lyft, and Airbnb were becoming 
Silicon Valley’s most valuable companies, 
more domestic migrant workers were sign-
ing up to service jobs than factory jobs in 
China in 2018 (The Economist). 

But at the turn of the decade, cracks 
were beginning to show in what was 
dubbed as a revolutionary free-market sys-
tem; strikes, new legislation, and the lack 
of a path toward profitability put the gig 
economy’s future in an uncertain light. 

Then COVID-19 hit. Originating in 
Wuhan, China, and sweeping the globe 
with zero discretion, the pandemic left 
despair in its path. The gig economy, built 
on capital abundance and regulatory arbi-
trage, was severely impacted. At the same 
time, the most popular gig economy ser-
vices, such as food or grocery delivery, 
were deemed essential, heightening the 
attention paid to these platforms and their 
workers. Here is where the story diverges. 

The pandemic’s impact and govern-
ment responses varied, affecting gig work-
ers differently. Logistics-related services 
saw their demand skyrocket, with most 
people choosing to or being forced to stay 
home. In March, U.S.-based grocery deliv-
ery platform Instacart announced it would 
hire 300,000 workers, increasing that 
number to an additional 250,000 in April. 
Later that month, the company posted its 
first-ever profit (The Information). 

A similar story was unfolding in China. 
Food delivery drivers, an occupational 
group very much essential to the Chinese 
public, saw their demand surge. 

Local delivery platform, Postmates, 
pressed pause on its referral program due 
to the influx of new applicants for its food 
delivery service. It was reported in July that 
Uber would acquire the public company, 
further consolidating the food delivery 
market in an effort to alleviate cash-bleed. 

On the other end of the spectrum, 
ride-hailing demand plummeted, and a 
wave of layoffs swept the back offices, 
with Uber and Lyft letting 14% and 17% 
of their staff go, respectively, in early May 
(CNBC). Even when willing to put them-
selves at risk and transport passengers, 
their drivers in the U.S. were struggling. 

In a survey conducted by the popular 
blog, The Rideshare Guy, over 80% of 
respondents reported a drop in demand. 
This decline in passengers exposes the 
most glaring obstacle for gig workers: no 
work means no pay. The most fundamen-

tal draw of the gig economy–the ‘be your 
own boss’ and ‘earn anytime, anywhere’ 
mantra–falls short when there’s no busi-
ness to be had. Even well into June, Uber’s 
ride-hailing business was still down 70% 
year-on-year (NPR).

Under pressure from the public and 
their workers, companies began creating 
benefits packages for those affected. Sev-
eral leading ride-hailing platforms–includ-
ing Uber, Lyft, and Didi Chuxing–pledged 
to support drivers who had tested positive 
or were forced to self-quarantine because 
they had been exposed to the virus. 

On the food delivery front, India’s 
Swiggy and Zomato, as well as Postmates 
and Doordash in the U.S., announced 
plans to support drivers financially. The 
hastily-constructed benefits programs were 
intended to provide sick pay for around 14 
days, often depending on the workers’ pre-
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vious average earnings.
Despite such efforts, workers have 

reported that receiving the money has been 
far from easy. In countries where testing 
and contact-tracing resources are lacking, 
proving exposure to the virus is anything 
but straightforward. At the same time, 
the public has been showering them and 
other essential workers with support and 
appreciation on social media, calling them 
‘heroes.’ Unfortunately, being a hero in the 
public eye does not make one immune to 
the virus or pay the bills. 

Most platforms also took measures to 
help protect service providers who contin-
ued to work, such as providing them with 
masks and hand sanitizer, and pivoting to 
contactless fulfillment wherever possible. 
Uber also introduced new tools to ensure 
safety for drivers and passengers, requiring 
the former to take a selfie while wearing 
a mask before each ride, while the latter 
must sit in the backseat.

The public sector has stepped in as 
well; the Trump Administration signed the 
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 
Security Act (CARES) in March to allevi-
ate the economic fallout of COVID-19 on 
the country’s workforce, extending unem-
ployment insurance benefits to gig workers 
and other self-employed people. 

These provisions are coming at a time 
when the tension over the classification 
of gig workers as independent contrac-

tors is at an all-time high, culminating in 
the passing of California’s Assembly Bill 
5. The bill would force many platforms 
to reclassify their workers as employees. 
Already not profitable, Uber and the like 
would be facing increased costs in the 
form of workers’ compensation, additional 
taxes, and mandatory benefits, such as 
health insurance. 

In a joint effort, collecting over 1 
million signatures, a group of platforms–
including Uber, Doordash, and Lyft–
forced a public vote to exclude them from 
the bill, which is to be held in November. 
Legal scholars across the spectrum are now 
arguing that providing relief makes plat-
forms like Uber or Instacart employers 

already. As such, supporting these workers 
during the pandemic, who would other-
wise go without any protection, could very 
well force the gig economy into an existen-
tial crisis it’s unlikely to ever recover from.

This change is already a reality in other 
parts of the globe. In France, the highest 
national court ruled that Uber drivers are 
classified as employees who are entitled to 
benefits, such as sick pay. The ruling came 
in early March, just before Europe got 
swept up with COVID-19, but the need 
for change was already well-established in 
the public consciousness. 

The next blow came in late July when 
the state of Massachusetts announced that 
it will be bringing a suit against Uber and 
Lyft over the classification of their drivers. 
In this case, officials directly cited the pan-
demic as a reason (New York Times).

The outlook for the gig economy 
and the millions of workers around the 
world who keep it running is filled with 
uncertainty. On one hand, COVID-19 
highlighted real questions about its sus-
tainability and exposed weaknesses regard-
ing worker protection. Regulators are 
ready to act, and the momentum for new 
legislation is already underway. 

On the other hand, over 30 million 
people have applied for unemployment 
in the U.S. alone at the time of writing. 
These people will need jobs when the 
government stimulus runs out; the gig 
economy, with instant background checks 
and non-existent switching cost (the cost 
for customers to switch between compet-
ing services), is then an attractive form of 
employment, even if temporary. 

If the gig economy is here to stay, plat-
forms will have to show how they are going 
to take care of their workers, whether or 
not they are classified as employees. The 
extent to which they are held accountable 
will come down to how legislators recon-
cile worker protection and ensure that the 
economy is on the path to recovery. 

With some countries’ daily COVID-
19 case numbers still climbing, and the 
U.S. heading straight into a massive sec-
ond wave of cases, that next crisis may 
already be underway, while government- 
and platform-provided relief is drying up. 
It’s certain that time is no longer on the 
side of these platforms, as pressure mounts 
for them to bring about real change.

When even the founder of a gig 
economy pioneer, Taskrabbit, states that 
contractor status “simply doesn’t offer 
appropriate protection for these types of 
workers (Fast Company),” it’s safe to say 
that change is on the horizon.
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A Clean Bill of Innovation
How Raze is reinventing the sanitation space during 
the COVID-19 era

By ANAGHA SUBHASH NAIR

)or months now, the world 
has been eyeing the great 
unknown of COVID-19 with 
fear and apprehension from 
behind closed doors. Steriliz-

ing homes, offices, and every other place 
that facilitates human interaction has 
become a top priority on a local and inter-
national level. One serial entrepreneur’s 
passion for commercializing scientific 
innovation is helping the Hong Kong gov-
ernment and individuals in the collective 
war against COVID-19. 

Vincent Fong has always held the belief 
that to succeed in a city like Hong Kong, 
his idea and execution had to be “number 
one from day one.” He looked to deeptech 
when he embarked on his entrepreneurial 
journey, as he felt that bridging scientific 
breakthroughs with consumer applications 
held immense potential to better lives. 

In 2016, he founded Acoustic Meta-
material Groups (AMG), which made its 
mark by creating the world’s most efficient 
sound-absorbing material. AMG won the 
Gold Medal at the International Exhibi-
tion of Inventions in Geneva in 2017, and 
is now providing custom sound solutions 
to companies including Hayer and Airbus. 

Fong soon came across another inno-
vation that would spark his interest: 
nano-photocatalyst technology. It is a 
process where nano-particles release elec-
trons when activated by any form of light 
to form reactive oxygen, which then bind 
to and decompose pathogens by turning 
them into water and carbon dioxide mole-
cules. The technology was first made com-
mercially viable in the 1970s and has been 
used in pollution removal and water disin-
fection for decades. 

He quickly identified that the non-
toxic, environmentally-friendly coating 
had the potential to disrupt the cleaning 
products market, and set out to optimize 
it for mass consumer adoption. After a 
decade of research, the company developed 
a photocatalyst structure that is activated 
by regular light, forms a durable coat-
ing on any surface, and kills bacteria and 
viruses, such as E. coli and H1N1, within 
four minutes. In 2018, Fong co-founded 
Raze with Dr. Shuyu Chen and its con-
sumer product line launched last year.

Today, the company is the biggest 
player in the transportation space in Hong 
Kong, as its products are used in 4,300 
Kowloon Motor Bus buses, 18,000 taxis, 
and Star Ferry and New World First Ferry. 

Left: The ‘Raze Original’ spray. 
Below: Fong (third from left) and the Raze Team. 
Photos courtesy of Raze. 
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From conceptualizing the product to 
translating the founders’ vision into reality 
and adapting to the current health crisis, 
Raze is certainly a story of our times. 

From poultry to properties 

!hen Fong first came across 
nano-photocatalyst technol-
ogy, he noted its long-term 

effectiveness as a distinguishing feature. As 
regular sanitizers are alcohol-based, they 
evaporate quickly and must be reapplied 
to the surface about every two hours. Reg-
ular disinfection is especially essential if 
the surfaces are in densely packed or pub-
lic places, which are hubs for bacterial or 
viral growth. 

While he knew the applications were 
expansive, the company initially piloted 
the product in the agricultural sector–spe-
cifically as a disinfectant spray for pigs and 
poultry. The spray was found to be over 
ten times more effective in maintaining a 
safe environment over a long period than 
traditional disinfectants. 

In 2019, Fong teamed up with Hen-
derson Land Development Co-Chairman 
Dr. Peter Lee Ka-Kit, who suggested that 
the company expand the product’s reach 
to the real estate sector. It wasn’t long after 
that Raze began receiving inquiries from 

individuals, prompting it to introduce a 
business-to-consumer (B2C) product, and 
as Fong says, “the rest was history.”

Material science is a relatively unex-
plored avenue in the startup world, pos-
ing unique challenges to founders when 
scaling their companies. With Raze being 
Fong’s second venture in the deeptech 
space, the path to bridging science and the 
real world was more straightforward. 

“I’m definitely young in the material 

science space, and doing it the first time 
taught me to be a lot more realistic,” says 
Fong. “The way I see it, the science is 
there, the breakthrough is there. I have to 
figure out how to use this breakthrough, 
turn the research into the product, find a 
product market and then scale it. For me, 
it’s less about finding solutions, but more 
about adapting technology to solve these 
challenges.” 

The pandemic that paved the way

,aze’s story has, in many ways, been 
serendipitous. When Fong set the 
wheels of product development 

into motion before the onset of COVID-
19, he was unaware of the immense 
impact the product would have. In fact, he 
weighed the option of staying in the agri-
cultural sector instead of expanding into 
the B2C space, as he was acutely aware of 
the costs involved in developing a consum-
er-facing product.

“Stepping out of the comfort zone [of 
the agricultural sector] was a huge chal-
lenge to me,” says Fong. 

The pandemic, which has devastated 
the global economy–and especially the 
startup ecosystem–had the opposite effect 
on Raze. The spike in demand for hygiene 
products has, understandably, acceler-
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ated awareness around cleaning products. 
Fong and his team, however, are not tak-
ing a passive approach to growth, and are 
educating both businesses and consumers 
alike on the product’s unique properties. 
The company is making sure that its brand 
is top-of-mind for consumers by fixing 
a ‘Raze Inside’ sticker in places where its 
products are used, such as malls and taxis. 

“Everyday, I have one or two text mes-
sages like, I was in a taxi, I saw the Raze 
sticker. That’s amazing for us,” says Fong. 

While many companies in the san-

itation space have strugged to meet the 
increased demand for their products, Raze 
is not facing supply chain issues. As the 
company’s product was initially developed 
for the agricultural sector, Fong “made sure 
that [they] checked all the boxes so that 
production [could] scale to a really high 
degree instead of a scientist creating in his 
lab.” Fong also describes the COVID-19 
as a “miracle” in terms of recruiting. 

“We’re the only company that’s aggres-
sively hiring right now, so operation-wise, 

[the pandemic] is not that big of an issue,” 
he adds. 

)ong says that there is immense 
potential for Hong Kong’s material 
science field, owing to its wealth of 

talent. Aspiring entrepreneurs are able to 
work alongside world-renowned scientists 
and researchers to develop cutting-edge 
products. Fong adds that the city’s proxim-
ity to China provides significant support 
for manufacturing activities. 

By Fong’s account, Hong Kong is well-
equipped to become an innovation hub, 
especially within the deeptech space. How-
ever, he cautions founders against the mis-
take of adapting their production cycles or 
developing products based on the relatively 
short-term effects of the COVID-19. 

“Yes, the world will change [...] mil-
lions of people will not be wearing face 
masks, even though there are millions 
of facemasks being sold,” says Fong. He 
advises aspiring entrepreneurs to “look for 
the macro trends in terms of permanent 
behavior changes,” so that they can make 
decisions that are profitable and sustain-
able in the long-run.  

Since launch, Raze has introduced 
additional product lines, including Raze 
Home, Raze Inside (for industrial use), 
and Raze+. The latter integrates the tech-
nology into materials like plastic, metal, 
and wall paint, allowing them to be 
self-cleaning during their lifecycle. Such 
products reflect Fong’s ambitions for the 
company and the material science space as 
a whole. 

“I want to get really, really good at this, 
so that down the road, I can just take any 
breakthrough in the deep tech field and 
then benefit mankind.” 
Anagha is Jumpstart’s Editorial Intern. 

Right: The Raze pop-up shop in Hong Kong’s 
Causeway Bay district. 
Below: Raze’s products can be used on virutally 
any surface. Photos courtesy of Raze. 
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Future-Proofing Students for 
Success in the 21st Century 
How the Kelly Yang Project is helping shape young minds to 
understand the world better

By SANIKA KULKARNI

%n today’s digitized world, we are con-
stantly overstimulated by vast amounts 
of information available right at our 

fingertips. In such a landscape, educators 
need to equip students with the skills to 
approach such information with a critical 
mindset. 

The Kelly Yang Project (KYP), a Hong 
Kong-based learning center founded in 
2005, offers courses for students to develop 
their communication, thinking, and writ-
ing skills. Founder Kelly Yang’s belief that 
“the world belongs to creators–writers, art-
ists, innovators” sets the foundation of the 
creative learning process that the organi-
zation fosters, preparing students for both 
higher education and the workforce.

“The world is changing, and a ques-
tion I ask myself is: How do we future-
proof our students? How do we prepare 
them for a dynamic and changing world?” 
says Kelly Yang Project CEO John Chew. 

Through various courses during the 
school and Summer–in both classroom 

and one-on-one settings–KYP emphasizes 
the need for students to be able to prob-
lem-solve–as those who can do so tend to 
perform better in analytical jobs and stan-
dardized tests. 

To ensure critical engagement from 
students, the learning center imbues a Five 
Point Methodology: Global Knowledge, 
Dynamic Delivery, Disciplined Work, 
Emotional Intelligence, and Engaged 
Community.

“We absolutely believe that students 
that understand and live these values will 
navigate the world more successfully,” adds 
Chew. 

The classes are highly discussion-based, 
where students and teachers collaborate to 
dissect the multi-faceted reality of global 
matters. KYP offers a signature Global 
Thinking Program that invites students to 
hone three critical skills: critical writing, 
debate, and public speaking. Chew says 
that “having the ability to critically assess 
issues, take a position, and communicate 
this in a well developed and well-reasoned 
essay is a critical skill.” 

Such skills are put to the test as stu-
dents participate in international debate 

competitions, such as Model United 
Nations (MUN). Debate allows students 
to develop skills of logic and argumenta-
tion, data analysis and using research to 
propose solutions to pressing world issues. 

This application-based learning also 
emphasizes the importance of a global 
mindset. Through KYP, students have 
taken part in competitions across Shang-
hai, Beijing, Shenzhen, Taipei, Seoul, 
Osaka, and Singapore. 

“Although the world is changing, we 
still believe a global mindset and per-
spective is important. Our students and 
instructors reflect the diversity of the 
world,” says Chew.  

With many of KYP’s students hail-
ing from international schools and 
English-medium local schools, the teach-
ers focus on creating a dynamic classroom 
environment by facilitating discourse 
among students from all backgrounds, 
creating a richer environment as a whole. 
Chew says that the organization reinvents 
the idea that education centers are only 
places to develop ‘skills.’   

“[KYP] seeks to do more than that. 
There’s a global character and mindset that 
we are trying to build,” he adds.  

KYP also offers scholarships to students 
from local schools to provide them with 
global learning and exposure. Going even 
further, the organization offers publication 
services that have helped teenage students 
publish novels, novellas, and poetry. One 
of the organization’s core missions is to 
empower students by encouraging such 
achievements, assisting young people in 
sharing their work with the world. 

With the increasing demand for 
e-learning and the evolution of education 
to come, KYP looks forward to exploring 
technology and its possibilities in the field. 
The organization hopes to offer programs 
for students outside Hong Kong and con-
tinue to shape young minds through a 
global lens. 
kellyyang.edu.hk 
Sanika is Jumpstart’s Editorial Intern. 

Right: Kelly Yang Project CEO John Chew. 
Below: KYP has three locations throughout Hong 
Kong–Causeway Bay, Sheung Wan, and Kowloon. 
Photos courtesy of KYP. 
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A Covert Killer
Why immunity against the ‘infodemic’ can only happen 
with structural change 

By MIN CHEN

%t’s often said that there are always 
three stories: his, her’s, and the 
truth. While this nugget of wisdom 
applies to just about every recount 
or anecdote, the truth becomes the 

only story that should be told when the 
matter is of life or death. 

Facing the COVID-19 crisis has been 
an isolating experience the world over. 
Through our anguish comes another type 
of pandemic that is proving deadly in 
itself: the viral spread of false information.

First coined by WHO Director-Gen-

eral Tedros Adhanom in mid-February, 
the ‘infodemic’ involves the dissemina-
tion of misinformation (unintentionally 
shared) and disinformation (intentionally 
shared) about COVID-19–be it its epide-
miology, response efforts, or narratives of 
the human experience during an unprece-
dented moment in history. 

Although an enabler, the Internet 
remains our most powerful tool in con-
trolling the spread of false information. 
But the nature of the virus–and the times 
in which it exists–has allowed the info-

demic to become so dangerous that the 
stability of nations are at stake. 

 Jumpstart speaks with three academics 
who have highlighted the structural issues 
that must be overcome to combat the info-
demic, proposing fundamental changes in 
how we communicate as a global society.

A promising start

+he infodemic infected our Face-
book timelines with conspiracy 
theory-level intensity in a matter of 

days of the virus becoming known around 
the world. It was created in a laboratory 
as a biological weapon; it spreads through 
5G; its vaccine will help Bill Gates implant 
microchips in billions of people–these are 
but a selection of the more outrageously 
unfounded theories that have popped up 
in the past several months. 

Of such statements, the most devas-
tating are those relating to COVID-19 
prevention or cures, where fear and uncer-
tainty are pushing people to go to extreme 
lengths in search of immunity. According 
to the Associated Press, Iranian media has 
reported around 300 deaths from metha-
nol poisoning, as claims about the chem-
ical’s preventative abilities were pervasive 
on the country’s social media platforms. 

It’s difficult to overstate our suscepti-
bility to believe false information, as our 
willingness to trust friends often super-
sedes better judgment. A 2017 study by 
Media Insight Project found that respon-
dents are more likely to believe infor-
mation shared by a trusted sharer than a 
reputable media source. And our inclina-
tion to partake in this exchange is innate 
and easier than ever. 

“Social media doesn’t do anything 
more than what gossip did prior to social 
media. But now, it’s the exponential abil-
ity to share information. You can repost 
on social media sites; it’s that kind of 
functionality that makes it very, very dan-
gerous,” says Dr. Nilanjan Raghunath, an 
Assistant Sociology Professor at the Singa-
pore University of Technology and Design. 

Fanning the flame is the irrevocable 
link between false information and mal-
ice. From fake information websites that 
serve as digital traps to obtain user data to 
spear-phishing attacks (a highly targeted 
form of phishing), bad actors have shown 
little restraint in taking advantage of the 
public’s vulnerability during this time (The 
New York Times). Worse still, the indirect 
consequences of sharing false information 
are much more difficult to address. 

Dr. Rajib Shaw, a professor at Keio 
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University’s Graduate School of Media and 
Governance, says that “fake news often 
creates tension, mistrust in the commu-
nity, and hampers the response efforts by 
the authorities.” Although the perils of 
fake news are widely acknowledged, espe-
cially following the 2016 U.S. presidential 
election and ‘Brexit’ referendum, it’s the 
health-related repercussions of the info-
demic that have prompted Big Tech to 
finally step up. 

On February 13, WHO representa-
tives met with Amazon, Dropbox, Alpha-
bet, Twitter, YouTube, and Facebook, 
among others, on the latter’s Menlo Park 
campus to discuss ways to share accurate 
information with users (CNBC). Manager 
of digital solutions at the WHO, Andrew 
Pattison, attended the meeting and said in 

an interview with the New York Times that 
“the tone is changing” in Silicon Valley.

Where previous calls for these plat-
forms to police content were met with 
lukewarm efforts, such as downgrading its 
position in a user’s feed, platforms are now 
flagging or removing harmful content, 
prohibiting the advertising of COVID-
19-related products, and providing free 
ad space to non-profit organizations. 
WhatsApp is limiting the number of times 
a message can be forwarded, and Youtube 
is demonetizing COVID-19-related vid-
eos that fail to meet its strict compliance 
requirements for “factuality and sensitiv-
ity” (World Economic Forum). 

Some actions have been more targeted; 
the Infowars app was banned on Google 
after its founder, Alex Jones, questioned 

Clockwise from top: 
University of Münster 

researcher Isabelle 
Freiling, Singapore 

University of Technology 
and Design Assistant 

Professor Nilanjan 
Raghunath, and Keio 

University Professor 
Rajib Shaw. Photos 

courtesty of Freiling, 
Raghunath, and Shaw, 

respectively. 

the efficacy of quarantining on his alt-
right radio show (Wired). 

Far from the finish line

"lthough the public and private 
sectors’ efforts to combat the info-
demic are as unprecedented as the 

crisis itself, academics have been quick 
to point out the many obstacles that still 
stand in the way. 

In an April Issues in Science and Tech-
nology paper, Isabelle Freiling, a scholar 
who studies ‘Trust and Communication 
in a Digitized World’ at the University of 
Münster, highlights significant communi-
cation challenges that politicians, journal-
ists, scientists, and other communicators 
must overcome. She and her three co-au-
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thors argue that in a continually evolving 
situation, “efforts to counter misinforma-
tion by narrowly focusing on ‘accuracy’ 
and ‘the facts’ are likely to backfire.” 

“Communicating uncertainty requires 
[you] to show that the issue at hand is still 
uncertain, which may be less convincing 
than clearer and simpler statements,” adds 
Freiling. “This dilemma gave room to 
those spreading misinformation and even 
conspiracy theories, especially when those 
claims were phrased clearly.”

This problem is made exponentially 
worse when the communicator is a polit-
ical leader, where the pressure to instill 
collective calm is high–as is the poten-
tial for damage. According to an Oxford 
University study from April, politicians, 
celebrities, and public figures were the 
source of around 20% of false information 

about COVID-19, but generated 69% of 
engagement. 

In late March, Brazil President Jair 
Bolsonaro stated that hydroxychloroquine 
was a “cure” and “working everywhere”–a 
statement immediately refuted by the 
medical community and removed by Face-
book. Beginning in March, U.S. President 
Donald Trump also made several state-
ments about the efficacy of the anti-ma-
larial drug and claimed at one point to be 
taking it himself. 

Thus far, there have been over 100 
deaths in the U.S. relating to chloroquine 
overdoses (Newsweek). Doctors in the 
U.S. were also reported to have hoarded 
the drug, possibly at the expense of those 
who needed it for the stated use, such as 
lupus and rheumatoid arthritis treatment 
(The New York Times).

F FEATURES   CULTURE AND SOCIETY

The politicization of the pandemic 
doesn’t stop with state leaders. The Issues 
paper notes that the partisan discursive 
environment further muddies the water 
of truth and can delegitimize the already 
meager number of trusted sources. 

Freiling uses perceptions about the 
WHO in the U.S. as an example. She 
first cites a Kaiser Family Foundation 
study from March, which found that 
70% of respondents trusted the organi-
zation. But a Pew Research Center Poll 
from June would paint a different picture; 
only 28% of Republicans or right-leaning 
Independents think that the organization 
has “done at least a good job in handling 
the pandemic,” compared to the 62% of 
Democrats or left-leaning Independents 
who feel the same. 

“And this could affect their trust in the 
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organization, as trust is built slowly but 
destroyed easily,” she adds.  

Freiling also warns the public of get-
ting too comfortable with Big Tech’s effort 
to supervise content, suggesting that such 
measures only offer a reprieve. Concerns 
about censorship accusations and the effect 
of removing content on traffic and ad rev-
enue, she says, are considerations that Big 
Tech needs to grapple with every new crisis 
and piece of information. 

“Platforms are deleting posts they 
declared as false on COVID-19, [but that] 
does not mean that they will do the same 
from now on for misinformation on every 
topic, nor that they should get to decide 
what is true and what is false,” she adds. 

A structural deficiency 

+he academic community has acted 
quickly to propose remedies for 
the spread of false information. 

Along with Jinling Hua, Shaw published 
one of the first papers that looked at the 
issue through a data analysis lens. The 
study assesses actions taken by the public 
and governing bodies through newspapers, 
social media, and data from other digital 
platforms, finding that early corrective 
measures were crucial to containing the 
infodemic in China.

The paper states that “at an early stage, 
data management was an issue, but once 
the virus was confirmed and declared by 
the government, strict data management 
measures were put into place.” Shaw and 
Hua note that Tencent’s ‘rumors exposed’ 
website also played a role in bringing the 
problem of false information to the pub-
lic’s attention. 

Additionally, they stress the impor-
tance of local response efforts; for instance, 
village-level volunteers who helped to 
implement mitigation measures during 
the early days of the pandemic were vital 
in helping to share “the right information” 
before the infodemic reached them.  

For countries facing a more conten-
tious discursive environment around 
COVID-19, Freiling and her co-authors 

believe that non-partisan, highly trust-
worthy actors, such as scientists, should 
become key communicators as a way for-
ward. They argue that, since many ques-
tions about COVID-19 still do not have 
a straightforward answer, scientists must 
change their communication strategy. 

“One way to balance accuracy against 
uncertainty is to separate questions that 
can be answered with the available scien-
tific knowledge from those that science 
cannot answer yet,” she says. During a 
time when ideologically divergent groups 
contentiously debate even the most basic 
findings, such as the effectiveness of wear-
ing face coverings as a preventative mea-
sure, a nuanced approach that “[considers] 
values and emotions, but at the same time 
without getting partisan” is needed.  

From a systemic perspective, Raghu-
nath believes a long-term solution to the 
infodemic and crises of the kind is to 
reframe the problem altogether. She urges 
the public and communicators to look at 
it through an ethical lens because “every 
human being has a right to information.” 

She alludes to an extensively-studied 
idea in Sociology, which says that informa-
tion is equal to power because one’s access 
to information directly corresponds to 
one’s access to capital. Therefore, a proper 
response to the infodemic would mean 
broadening access to resources that allow 
individuals to discern correct information 

from incorrect information. 
“There’s a problem because at different 

levels of education and different access to 
resources affect the way we perceive infor-
mation. There’s also the digital divide; we 
might think that the digital divide has dis-
appeared, but actually, it exists,” she adds. 

(ince the start of the outbreak, poli-
ticians, pundits, and the like have 
been playing what can only be 

described as ‘the blame game,’ deliber-
ating who should be responsible for the 
virus, its spread, and the economic fallout. 
Such exchanges do little to alleviate the 
condition of those who have been most 
impacted by the pandemic. 

Big Tech and health organizations’ 
efforts to contain the infodemic have been 
promising, but partisanship will continue 
to create divides and weaken international 
response efforts. A lack of cohesion in 
approach and ideology has already caused 
avoidable setbacks, especially for socially 
and economically disadvantaged groups.

The unwelcome tradeoffs of the pan-
demic have presented a quagmire, as pol-
icymakers weigh the risks of loosening 
social distancing and travel restrictions 
to keep their economies afloat. But as 
the infodemic has shown, no concessions 
should be made when it comes to the 
truth, however hard it is to find. 
Min is Jumpstart’s Editor in Chief. 
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Bean Me Up
Kopi Kenangan is growing at an unprecedented rate, but 
can it become a global challenger? 

By ALVIN MAK

!hen the first Star-
bucks store opened its 
doors in 1971 Seat-
tle, few thought that 
it would become the 

US$44.5 billion international coffee con-
glomerate it is today. By conducting over 
90 million transactions a week through its 
global arsenal of 30,000 stores, Starbucks 
as a franchise has continued to fuel the 
world’s ever-growing infatuation with cof-
fee (DGajsek). 

It blazed the trail for the second wave 
of coffee, making your average cuppa more 
sophisticated and palatable for the average 
consumer. The group has been the Goli-
ath that coffee startups like Luckin Coffee, 
Coffee Box, and Pacific Coffee have been 
aiming to compete with ever since. 

Another ambitious challenger, Indone-
sian coffee company Kopi Kenangan pro-
pelled its grab-and-go business model to a 
staggering $109 million Series B funding 
last month (The Jakarta Post). Its found-
ers–James Prananto, Lewis and Carroll Tea 
founder Edward Tirtanata, and furniture 
startup Fabelio founder Christian Sutardi–
are servicing every Indonesian’s love for 
Ngopi Ngopi, a term for coffee hangouts 
with friends and family (Forbes). 

Aided by the rise of Southeast Asia’s  
(SEA) superapps, Indonesia has seen a 
plethora of food and beverage providers 
launch in the past few years, Kopi Kenan-
gan among them. With the new funding, 
the company is putting even more ambi-
tious plans into action to cement its status 
as a dominant regional player.

New kid on the block

-opi Kenangan Senior Vice Presi-
dent ,ahmat Budiarjo says that 
the company doesn’t just want to 

be a reliable and affordable coffee provider. 
“We want to become the number one 

choice for the mindful consumer in South-
east Asia,” he adds.

Kopi Kenangan is defined by its 
proud embrace of local Indonesian culture 
(TechCrunch). Its signature beverage, Es 

Kopi Kenangan Mantan, which translates 
to “the memories of an ex-lover,” is an 
example of how the company juxtaposes 
Western coffee culture with Indonesian 
colloquialism, creating a brand identity 
like no other (Forbes). Its commitment 
to sourcing local ingredients sparks famil-
iarity for Indonesians, seamlessly aligning 
with their tastes (Alpha JWC). Budiarjo 
says that this identity was essential to 
growing Kopi Kenangan’s loyal following. 

“When you take a look at our initial 
branding or marketing strategy, with all of 
the cheesy slogans [...] people just liked it, 
and then it [became] one of the things that 
are copied by competitors,” he says.

The company currently has 342 stores 

across the archipelago (The Jakarta Post). 
After securing its recent round of funding, 
Kopi Kenangan aims to expand to 500 
domestic stores and begin looking to enter 
neighboring markets (Forbes)–with the 
objective of becoming the biggest coffee 
chain in SEA (Kopi Kenangan). But Budi-
arjo says that achieving this ambition could 
take some work on the branding front, 
given Kopi Kenangan’s Indonesia-specific 
approach. 

“In the Philippines or Thailand, [the 
name Kopi Kenangan] doesn’t resem-
ble anything,” he says. “For other chains 
who do not have the mission or vision to 
expand to 500 stores [and are only] oper-
ating one or two stores, that’s fine. But 
for us, who want to expand our footprint, 
rebranding is a part of the strategy that we 
need to think about.”

A majority of Kopi Kenangan’s custom-
ers order its coffee through GO-FOOD, 
the food-delivery arm of Indonesia’s lead-
ing superapp, GO-JEK (The Jakarta Post). 
The widespread popularity of GO-JEK’s 
ridesharing and delivery capabilities has 
opened the door for high-volume data 
collection and sharing with its vendors–a 
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service which Kopi Kenangan is keen on 
‘deep-linking’ with to facilitate its expan-
sion. Budiarjo says that deep-linking sig-
nals a collaboration with GO-FOOD on 
two fronts. 

“Number one is analytics–basically 
analyzing our customer base and devising 
a strategy […] for how we can target each 
customer segment,” he says. “Second is a 
heat map. We can see the sales of our com-
petitors on a map level, and ideally, open 
stores closer to the customer compared to 
our competitors.” 

Déjà brew

-opi Kenangan’s mind-boggling 
growth inevitably resulted in 
Forbes drawing comparisons to 

Luckin Coffee (Alpha JWC). The Chi-
nese coffee franchise, which once boasted 
a $12.7 billion valuation, having opened 
2,000 to 3,000 stores a year, saw that 
number drop to $731.5 million upon 
allegations of fraud and revenue inflation 
(Nasdaq). The company has since been 
delisted from NASDAQ (TechCrunch). 

One cannot help but note that Kopi 

Kenangan’s growth (of almost 200 stores 
in 2019 alone) is reminiscent of Luckin’s 
former glory (Insider Retail). Budiarjo 
says that Kopi Kenangan’s delivery model 
fundamentally sets the company apart 
from Luckin; choosing to partner with 
GO-FOOD, instead of developing a 
native delivery platform (as Luckin did), 
has allowed the company to keep costs at 
sustainable levels. 

Budiarjo adds that Kopi Kenangan’s 
customer acquisition costs are considerably 
lower. Minimal marketing dollars were 
spent after Kopi Kenangan’s first loca-
tion launched in the Standard Chartered 
building in South Jakarta (AlphaJWC). 
Thanks to its unique local brand identity, 
Kopi Kenangan was able to grow through 
word-of-mouth. 

“The cost of customer acquisition for 
Luckin is one of the highest in the mar-
ket […] Right now, we are about one fifth, 
one-sixth of that. We constantly try to find 
a way to minimize this,” says Budiarjo. 

Moreover, Budiarjo adds that the 
majority of Kopi Kenangan’s transactions 
are processed through food aggregators, 
diminishing the risk of anyone inflating 
app purchase revenues. With any poten-
tial investor fears thus allayed, the com-
pany is prepared to move steadily along its 
planned trajectory for the next few years.

The sky’s the limit

.aving secured big-name invest-
ments from AlphaJWC Ventures, 
Sequoia Capital India, tennis 

superstar Serena Williams, and rapper Jay 
Z in its Series B funding, Kopi Kenangan 
has cemented itself as a company at the 
forefront of the F&B space. Looking for-

ward, Budiarjo predicts the digital future 
of F&B will take place via personalized 
cloud kitchens: consolidated networks of 
restaurants geared toward delivery (Forbes; 
The Food Corridor). 

“I think [the market] will grow in the 
direction of cloud kitchens. You localize 
your capacity to build drinks, snacks… 
and then deliver to [customers] at once,” 
he says. 

The company is also unaffected by 
Luckin’s fall from grace. Budiarjo says 
that Luckin Coffee’s troubles are related to 
governance and auditor issues; one coffee 
company committing fraud doesn’t indi-
cate a similar situation under the hood of 
other coffee brands. The remains steadfast 
in its ambitions for an IPO, remaining 
mindful of maintaining smart and cost-ef-
fective day-to-day operations.

“We want to go IPO as well, prob-
ably in the next two or three years,” says 
Budiarjo, “But we’re not looking into any 
further funding in the short term pre-IPO 
[…] because then, raising takes capacity 
[away] from running operations.”

Kopi Kenangan’s success is a man-
ifestation of the value of a unique brand 
identity. Its pursuits in data analytics and 
personalization also shed light on how 
F&B is embracing digitization. If the cof-
fee chain continues down this path, it may 
very well become a globally recognized 
place for our daily dose of caffeine. 
Alvin is Jumpstart’s Editorial Intern. 
Additional reporting by Nayantara Bhat. 

Left: Kopi Kenangan’s best-selling beverage: Es 
Kopi Kenangan Mantan. 
Below: The coffee chain’s interpretation of the 
classic boba milk tea. Photos courtesy of Kopi 
Kenangan.



80                    Jumpstart Magazine                    Fall 2020

F FEATURES   COLLISION 2020



Fall 2020                    Jumpstart Magazine                   81

COLLISION 2020   FEATURES F

An Electrifying Approach to 
Healthtech
Cala Health has developed a product to treat a massive 
unmet need in medicine

By NAYANTARA BHAT

!n the United States, it’s estimated that 
2.2% of the population suffers from 
essential tremor (ET). This condition, 

much like Parkinson’s Disease, causes 
involuntary shaking, particularly in the 
hands, but ET is much more widespread. 
It affects around 7 million people, where 
Parkinson’s affects an estimated 0.5 to 1 
million (NCBI). 

Until recently, there were only two 
ways to treat ET: a beta blocker pill or 
deep brain stimulation, which requires 
a surgical implant. But California-based 
Cala Health is introducing a new treat-
ment method with its electrotherapy-based 
nerve stimulating wristband, the Cala Trio.

Cala Health Founder and Chief Scien-
tific Officer Kate Rosenbluth shared the 
story of how the company was conceived 
during Jumpstart’s conversation with her 
during the 2020 Collision conference in 
late June.

As a Biodesign Innovation Fellow at 
Stanford University, she was expected to 
shadow doctors and nurses and observe 

patients’ needs. When she came across 
patients with ET, she was immediately 
struck by how desperate many of the 
patients were for therapy, and how few 
options were available to them.

“I remember one gentleman in partic-
ular who [...] had just learned that he was 
not a candidate for brainstem stimulation 
because of some other medical conditions 
that he had,” says Rosenbluth. 

After hearing the man’s experience–
he was desperate because no other thera-
pies were working and the condition was 
severely affecting his quality of life–she 
realized that treatment for ET is vastly 
underprovided considering how wide-
spread the condition is.

Using her background in neurosur-
gery, doctorate degree in bioengineering, 
and her biodesign fellowship, Rosenbluth 
conceptualized a new way of treating ET. 
It would use a wearable device and the 
natural circuitry of the nervous system to 
electrically stimulate the specific part of 
the brain that causes tremors.

“While having a physician-managed 
prescription therapy, we are able to give the 
patient an experience that’s actually much 
more like receiving a Fitbit or receiving an 
Apple Watch,” she explains.

Over six years, Rosenbluth’s team 
underwent a rigorous product develop-
ment process. After mapping the body’s 
neural circuitry and developing its ther-
apeutic approach, the company ran two 
clinical trials before receiving special FDA 
clearance through a backdoor for novel 
therapies called the De Novo classification. 
The end product, the Cala Trio, is now 
available commercially in the U.S. with a 
prescription, and the company wrapped 
one of the largest studies ever run on ET 
in September 2019.

Cala is unique in that it sits at the inter-
section of multiple industries, integrating 
medicine, pharmaceutics, wearables, and 
even AI. Having just run a study of 263 
patients at 26 sites, the company has accu-
mulated valuable datasets to better serve 
patients. The company’s appeal is also 
reflected in its investors, which include 
Novartis, Johnson & Johnson Develop-
ment Corp, Google, and Qualcomm.

“I just think that sort of speaks to the 
sectors that we’re having to bring together 
in that sort of business model, and in that 
journey to deliver novel medical devices 
with a business model that actually feels 
a lot more like a pharmaceutical or tech 
wearables model,” she says.

While Cala Health is also working on 
developing therapies for other conditions, 
it continues fine-tune Trio, preparing for 
more clinical studies, and working to make 
it eligible for insurance coverage. Rosen-
bluth says the company has seen more pre-
scriptions come in from May to June 2020 
than in the history of the company, part of 
what she says is a meteoric acceleration in 
the healthtech space.

“Uniquely, I’d say healthcare has 
advanced 10 years in the past few months 
[...] Some of the shining stars have been 
things like telemedicine,” she says. “It has 
actually moved tremendously fast, and 
that genie’s not going back in the bottle.”

Using needs-driven innovation, Cala 
Health is trying to make its therapy as 
accessible and functional as possible 
through its direct-to-consumer model and 
fresh approach to treating ET. It’s a hope-
ful indication that slowly but surely, other 
novel therapies will make strides into the 
mainstream, and be distributed to the peo-
ple who need them.
Nayantara is Jumpstart’s Digital Editor. 
Photo courtesy of Cala Health.
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Dribbble’s Triple-Double
How agile teams, sustainable growth, and a community-focus 
made Dribbble a leader in the design industry

By MIN CHEN

"EO at Dribbble, cool dad, 
guitar noodler. This is Zack 
Onisko, in his own words, as 
stated on his Dribbble profile. 

Founded in 2009 by Dan 
Cederholm and Rich Thornett, Dribbble 
is a leading online community for cre-
atives to showcase their portfolios, discover 
design inspiration, and seek work opportu-
nities. Since its founding, the company has 
gone from strength to strength, becoming 
the go-to platform for the world’s most 
design-forward companies to find talent 
(Apple and Google). 

The name ‘Dribbble’ reflects the 
brand’s overarching basketball theme; a 
user’s customizable portfolio is called a 
‘playbook,’ images are called ‘shots,’ and a 
collection of shots is called a ‘bucket.’ Rep-
resenting a new generation of digital solu-
tions that cater to creatives, Dribbble is 
known for its high-quality, invitation-only 
community and curated products that cen-
ter around one objective: to help designers 
succeed. 

“The way we look at it, there are a lot 
of parallels to LinkedIn being a profes-

sional network,” says Onisko, who joined 
Dribbble as CEO in 2017. “We look at 
Dribbble as a visual network–a profes-
sional portfolio network.” 

Unlike its most notable competitor, 
Adobe-owned Behance, Dribbble more 
actively connects designers with compa-
nies through its job board. It also func-
tions much like a social platform, where 
engagement among designers is encour-
aged; for example, the ‘rebound’ function 
allows users to respond to shots with their 
own shots, and they can also join ‘Play-
offs,’ which are shots with rebounds from 
multiple users.

During a health and economic crisis 
that has left companies struggling to stay 
afloat, Dribbble has remained resilient in 
more ways than one. Contract work has 
been on the rise over the last several years, 
where it now makes up around 35% of the 
U.S. workforce, according to a 2019 study 
by Upwork and the Freelancers Union. 
The study also projects the majority of the 
workforce to be self-employed by as early 
2027–a trend that is likely to accelerate 
due to the impact of COVID-19 on lay-

offs and furloughs. 
Dribbble is also at an advantage for 

having been remote-first from day one. 
Onisko says that when he spoke about 
this arrangement at conferences a year ago, 
attendees would be shocked by what was 
perceived as a “contrarian” approach to 
managing a large team. With companies 
like Facebook and Twitter announcing 
plans to move toward permanent work-
from-home arrangements even after the 
pandemic is over, more and more compa-
nies are acknowledging the benefits that 
have been known to Dribbble for years. 

“One of the things that I discov-
ered when I took over Dribbble was that 
an engineer on the team was three to 
five times more efficient at getting stuff 
released than an engineer sitting at the 
30,000 square-foot open office with his 
Bose noise-canceling headphones on,” says 
Onisko. 

Even more unique is the company’s 
approach to fundraising–in that it hasn’t. 
Onisko credits Dribbble’s profitability 
to its monetization and growth strategy. 
“We’ve done a good job at finding lines of 
business for our different user types. We 
have a subscription for designers, a sub-
scription for hiring managers, and for all 
the people coming to the site for inspira-

Left: Dribbble Founder 
Zack Onisko. 

Right: The Dribbble 
platform. Photos courtesy 

of Dribbble. 
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tion we have an advertising business.”  
When it comes to growth, Onisko 

believes that the “Silicon Valley wisdom,” 
where founders believe that fundrais-
ing is the ultimate goal, is changing. The 
introduction of sophisticated web and 
app frameworks and challenging market 
conditions are paving the way for savvy 
entrepreneurs to bootstrap and build 
recession-proof businesses. 

“Fifteen years ago, you needed capital 
because you had to go and buy $200,000 
servers, and you had to recruit Java engi-
neers from Stanford. It was very niche,” 
says Onisko. “Today, there’s Ruby on 
Rails; there’s AWS [Amazon Web Services]; 
there’s Stripe, Shopify–all these tools are at 
an entrepreneur’s disposal to build a busi-
ness and compete globally.”

For Dribbble, expansion means meet-
ing the needs of the design community. 
In April, the company announced that it 
acquired Creative Market, a marketplace 

for design assets, such as typefaces, graphic 
elements, and WordPress themes–bring-
ing the combined user base of the two 
platforms to 12 million (Techcrunch). 
Interestingly, Onisko is the former Chief 
Growth Officer of Creative Market, so the 
acquisition is even more meaningful for 
the two companies.

“We saw that there was a ton of 
organic search traffic coming to Dribbble’s 
design assets, and we didn’t have a product 
at the time,” he says. “Just being close to 
the Creative Market team over the years, 
we’ve always talked about how we can 
partner and build a funnel to provide value 
to those people who are coming to Dribb-
ble for those specific purposes.”  

Dribbble’s product diversification and 
rollout of new features in the coming years 
will also reflect industry shifts. Predom-
inantly a platform showcasing graphic 
design, illustration, and UX/UI design, the 
company is observing a significant trend 

toward 3D and other innovative mediums, 
such as augmented reality. Its 2019 Global 
Design Survey also found that 42% of 
designers are self-taught, informing Onis-
ko’s plans to explore “future lines of busi-
ness in the education sector.”

The business value of design is more 
recognized today than ever before. A 2018 
McKinsey study, which used data from 
300 publicly listed companies of all indus-
tries over five years, found “a strong cor-
relation between high McKinsey Design 
Index scores [a rating system for a compa-
ny’s design abilities] and superior business 
performance.” 

Platforms like Dribbble, which bridge 
the gap between the creative and commer-
cial side of the design industry, will further 
elevate awareness around the need to drive 
design performance with the same dedica-
tion as other business facets. 

This trajectory has set Dribbble on an 
ambitious path, as Onisko says the com-
pany has “hit an inflection point” and is 
scaling rapidly. 

“LinkedIn has done a great job making 
the LinkedIn profiles synonymous with 
the resume,” he says. “Our ambition is to 
make the Dribbble profile synonymous 
with the portfolio.”
Min is Jumpstart’s Editor in Chief.
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Silicon Valley: Endgame
Alexandre Lazarow discusses the rise of global startup hubs 
and the evolution of the startup gospel

By ALVIN MAK

(ilicon Valley has been the gold stan-
dard for innovation for decades, fos-
tering the world’s most successful 

startups. The Big Six–Apple, Alphabet, 
Facebook, Visa, Wells Fargo, and Chev-
ron–all hail from this sacred tech haven 
in California (Investopedia). However, its 
once-unquestioned global dominance is 
starting to show signs of waning, especially 
as the world faces an economic crisis due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Cathay Innovation Investment Direc-
tor Alexandre Lazarow put the spotlight 
on this topic during his Collision 2020 
panel, ‘Time to ditch the Silicon Valley 
way?’ Lazarow draws from his experience 
as an adjunct professor at the Middlebury 
Institute for International Studies and as 
a former principal at the philanthropic 
investment firm, Omidyar Network.

He recently published Out-Innovate 
with his alma mater, Harvard Business 
School, which sets out to reshape the 
startup narrative. Jumpstart speaks with 
Lazarow to learn more about the book’s 
thesis and the lessons learned from global 
startup ecosystems beyond the Valley–or 
what he calls the ‘frontier.’

Its inception came from speaking with 
his international students at Middlebury, 
where many hope to return to their home 
countries to build their startups. 

“Every time I wanted to share best 
practices or readings with them, I invari-
ably always felt like I had to contextualize 
it […] for ecosystems with less capital, less 
depth of trained startup human capital, 
and fewer resources,” he adds. 

The book places an important distinc-
tion between ‘creating’ and ‘disrupting.’ 
He notes that the Silicon Valley wisdom 
of disrupting industries by developing a 
smarter, faster solution has fallen out of 
style. Instead, entrepreneurs in frontier cit-
ies, such as Sao Paulo and Nairobi, directly 
tackle structural shortcomings through 
needs-based solutions in industries like 
transportation and fintech. 

“[Creators] target the mass market, 
not just the top of the pyramid and off the 
shoulders of giants,” says Lazarow. He uses 
the Indonesian superapp, GO-JEK, as an 

example, as it introduced products that 
provide the unbanked and small businesses 
with tools for financial inclusion, among 
other needs-based solutions.

Critical to the success of creation is 
‘cross-pollination,’ which is the intersec-
tion of diverse perspectives, whether in 
terms of gender, ethnicity, or culture. Such 
an environment encourages a deep appre-
ciation of the problems faced by a com-
munity or society. Lazarow believes that 
Silicon Valley can do better in this regard. 

“I am hopeful that we will continue to 
make progress on this, I think the ques-
tions of diversity, particularly on gender 
and cultural diversity, are now rising to 
the agendas in many startup communities 
around the world,” he adds.

Another stark difference of the frontier 
is entrepreneurs’ mindsets when it comes 
to scaling their startups. They don’t oper-
ate on zero-sum principles, where expan-
sion should come at all costs. Lazarow says 
that these companies are instead taking 
measured, rational risks, placing value on 
sustainable growth. He calls them ‘camels.’ 

“The camel approach [...] essentially 
builds sustainability and resilience in 
your business model from day one,” says 
Lazarow. He adds that eschewing Silicon 
Valley’s growth-at-all-costs practices, such 
as subsidizing user acquisition, will allow 

startups to survive macroeconomic shocks. 
In the book, Lazarow cites GrubHub 

as a company that went against the Silicon 
Valley gospel. Founded in 2004, GrubHub 
reported nearly 23 million diners in 2019 
(Statista). When Lazarow asked founder 
Mike Evans why he took a decade to IPO, 
Evans said:” ‘Look, I could have done it in 
fewer years, but I would have done it with 
a tremendously greater risk.’” 

Looking ahead, Lazarow warns that the 
Valley may lose its influence in the coming 
decade, drawing upon Detroit’s example 
as the world’s once-leading vehicle manu-
facturing and innovation hub before being 
overpowered by foreign competition. Sil-
icon Valley risks sharing the same fate 
“unless it continues to learn and reinvent 
itself and stay ahead.”

Still, he is optimistic and believes the 
current health crisis will lay bare the more 
basic needs of our society, paving the way 
for innovative entrepreneurs to step up.

“I’m hopeful that out of COVID, we’ll 
all be creators. We’re going to be looking 
at some of these incredible, but intractable 
challenges […] to build really meaningful, 
impactful, successful businesses.”

Lazarow has much to look forward to 
on the personal front as well, as Out-In-
novate has been published to exceedingly 
positive reviews, and he recently embarked 
on an exciting new chapter. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever had a job that 
I’ve been so unqualified and unprepared 
for, being a father to my daughter, Artemis 
Eve,” he says. “I’m excited about growing 
into that and building a relationship with 
her and building our family.”
Alvin is Jumpstart’s Editorial Intern. 
Additional reporting by Min Chen. 
Photo courtesy of Alexandre Lazarow. 
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A Paragon of Human-Machine 
Collaboration
How Rainforest Connection is a ‘Guardian’ of the world’s rainforests

By SHARON LEWIS

In the throes of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, as lockdown measures forced 
people across the world to retreat to 

their homes en masse, there were whispers 
of the drop in human activity turning to 
ecological advantage.

Illegal logging has increased consid-
erably in South Asia and South America 
(Mongabay), and deforestation has more 
than doubled during the global lockdown 
(Deutsche Welle). This trend could even 
increase the likelihood of future pandem-
ics, as researchers have drawn a connection 
between deforestation and zoonotic (ani-
mal to human) transmission of diseases 
(Stanford University).

“The fastest, cheapest ways for us to 
fight climate change is going to be in the 
protection of forests, and illegal logging is 
the gateway activity to wholesale destruc-
tion of forests,” says Topher White. 

White (pictured) is the founder of San 
Francisco-based Rainforest Connection 
(RFCx), a non-profit startup putting tech-
nology at the forefront of rainforest pres-
ervation and protection. He first learned 
about illegal logging activities on the out-
skirts of a Gibbon reserve in the Indone-
sian region of Kalimantan and developed 
a small device using an old Huawei phone 

to help locals track illegal logging on the 
reserve. The device took over a year to pro-
totype, and barely worked.

However, the results were promising 
enough for him to leave his job at a French 
fusion laboratory and start RFCx in 2013. 
Today, RFCx is looking to take on as 
many as 20 new projects over the next 18 
months, many of which are located at the 
company’s genesis point: Southeast Asia.

The making of a Guardian

)hat White built was the prototype 
of the Guardian, RFCx’s propri-

etary acoustic monitoring system. Using 
cloud technology and AI, these provide 
real-time audio data from forests to help 
local communities detect threats of illegal 
logging and poaching. RFCx’s AI processes 
the auditory information and sends alerts 
to local partners if it detects the sounds of 
trucks or chainsaws.

Eventually, the startup realized that it 
was sitting on an enormous mine of bio-
acoustics data from the forest–an entirely 
new kind of natural resource. 

“We’re really doubling down right now, 
putting a lot of our time and resources 
into how to really allow scientists, enthu-

siasts, and people who care about the for-
est to […] study and explore these massive 
soundscapes that we’ve stored,” says White.

The startup will be launching its new 
platform this August to make its field eco-
data from around the world accessible to 
all, which could help its local partners ben-
efit from the monetization of the data.

When sapiens and AI intertwine

)hile RFCx provides the tech, it is 
the local communities that must 

respond to logging activity threats, which 
is the stage most fraught with danger.

“It’s hard to go in there with expecta-
tions that these ‘unparamilitarized’ groups 
who care about the forest are going to 
actually take on militarized logging cartels, 
in some cases, at great risk to themselves,” 
White explains. 

Responding rapidly to RFCx alerts is 
the most effective way to deal with this, 
he adds. It’s easier to stop an empty log-
ging truck entering the reserve than to 
intervene when the truck is on its way out, 
which could lead to violence.

These communities care deeply about 
the forests, but often face inter-tribe dis-
agreements about how to best use the land 
or pressure to clear out of forest areas for 
building mines, requiring RFCx to find 
common ground in order to meet environ-
mental goals.

“At the end of the day, we’re able to 
show that the reason that we’re working 
with them is because we care about their 
ability to protect the environment,” White 
says. “It’s the support of people on the 
ground that ultimately makes the biggest 
difference.”

*espite restrictions on travel across the 
world, RFCx continues to collaborate 

with local communities through its tech-
nology. More significantly, COVID-19 has 
revealed that economies are not immune 
to global natural disasters and that envi-
ronmental issues are as urgent as ever.

“In many ways, the health of the eco-
system is going to be a reflection of the 
health of the overall economy. Even in 
the short term, it seems more likely that 
the environment itself will pay the price,” 
White cautions.

The pandemic joins a list of other viral 
and natural disasters signaling that it’s time 
for transformative change. The message is 
loud, clear, and urgent for anyone who can 
hear it over the sound of chainsaws.
Sharon is a Journalist in Residence at JS. 
Photo courtesy of Rainforest Connection.
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Attaining Virtual Perfection
How we can enhance everyone’s experience of conducting 
events online in the COVID-19 era

By ANAGHA SUBHASH NAIR

+alf a year into the pan-
demic, the world has seen 
a surge in the popularity of 
virtual conferences, meet-
ings, and events. Platforms 

like Zoom, BlueJeans and Cisco Webex are 
among those that have benefited; Zoom’s 
users alone increased by 100 million 
between April 1 and April 23 this year.

Following this sharp upswing in the 
number of online events and webinars 
available to the public, some, like SaaS-
tock, have found that the model appeals 
to them, and say that their online itera-
tions are here to stay. Going forward, event 
organizers will need to learn new profes-
sional standards for every kind of setup, 
whether it’s a simple shoot with a mobile 
device, or a professional studio shoot for a 
high-production-value conference.

In our last article featuring Melody 
Kwan (‘A Turn of Events,’ Jumpstart Issue 
29: Back to Basics), we explored the crucial 
role of event specialists and emcees in the 
era of COVID-19. Having worked with 
big names such as Google, HBO Asia, Ali-
baba Group, Manchester United, Cartier, 
and the Hong Kong Government in her 
career as a host and an event curator, Kwan 
spoke about the multifaceted demands 
that event organizers are expected to meet, 
and delineated what she and her team did 
to set themselves a class apart.

At the outset of the era of online 
events, companies shuddered at the pros-
pect of conducting large scale events with 
participants scattered all over the city, 
country, or even the world. Over time, 
they acclimatized to the new landscape, 
and have begun to use these platforms on 
a regular basis. A common concern, how-
ever, is the disparity between the quality of 
events conducted on online platforms ver-
sus real-life events.

Despite rising above their qualms 
regarding this new trend in event organiz-
ing, the online aspect lures many into a 
false sense of confidence, lulling them into 
accepting lower standards than normal. 
Thus, a large number of these events fail to 
meet professional standards.

“Many clients still believe all they 
need is to talk at their online audiences, 
by doing something no different than a 
‘mobile phone video call’ with professional 
content,” Kwan explains. “Ultimately, they 
find the resulting video is underwhelming, 
unprofessional and far from engaging.”

There are multiple problems that com-
panies and speakers face while conducting 

SPONSORED CONTENTFS

Kwan was the host and event choreographer of 
the Lifestyle Tech Conference at InvestHK’s 2020 
StartmeupHK Festival on July 9, 2020. Photos 
courtesy of Melody Kwan. 



Fall 2020                    Jumpstart Magazine                    87

events and sessions online. Using presen-
tations and videos in meetings held via 
video conference platforms may not be 
as engaging as when they are used in the 
conventional way, as video conferences are 
two-dimensional in nature, regardless of 
their content.

“We now have to do much more to 
achieve the same results as we would in 
physical offline engagement, with new 
reach but also new limitations,” she adds.

Even though there are multiple plat-
forms that companies could opt for, they 
are often unaware of the nuances and dis-
tinguishing features of these platforms. 
This leads to poor decision making in 
terms of matching a particular event with 
the best platform for its effective execution.

Talking to a camera rarely, if ever, 
engages the audience. Conveying simple 
messages online necessitates extremely 
effective communication skills, which 
very few managers or company members 
may be endowed with. This, Kwan says, 
is understandable, since few people were 
equipped with these skills before the ubiq-
uity of online video sessions.

The concept of ‘work-from-home’ 
is still relatively new to most individu-
als, which makes it difficult for them to 
strike a balance between lounging on their 
couch in sweatpants, and bringing out 
their professional side. With many leaning 
towards the former persona, online events 
may turn out to be sloppy and lacking in 
professionalism.

Kwan, however, has designed an online 
course to help both beginners and sea-
soned offline speakers explore the various 
possible ways in which to conduct meet-
ings, conferences, and other online video 
engagements. Her sessions range from 
simple one-on-one zoom meetings they 
can set up themselves, to working with a 
setup in the office boardroom with col-
leagues, to shooting high quality content 
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with a crew at a professional studio. 
“The day came when I received no less 

than 20 enquiries a day, from seasoned 
offline speakers, presenters, and beginners 
crying out for help,” says Kwan, explain-
ing the rationale behind this new offering. 
“I decided to do something to help them 
rather than let them flush their hard-
earned work and professional image down 
the drain by doing a sub-par job via online 
video sessions.”

Speakers and presenters need better 
direction as to how to channel their energy 
and resources toward hosting good-qual-
ity online video sessions and events, even 
drastically changing their processes if need 
be. Kwan’s course helps speakers and orga-
nizers acquire the necessary knowledge to 
do exactly that, by answering a number of 
crucial questions:

• What are the commonalities between 
face-to-face and online sessions, and 
what is new?

• How do people behave when online, 
and what are the norms and etiquettes 
observed on these platforms?

• How can we better engage with an 
online audience we cannot even see 
sometimes in order to achieve their 
professional goals?

• What gear is needed to ‘survive’ on this 
platform? How do we select a suitable 
software?

• How can we plan our activities to 
tackle the increased technical elements, 
increased participants, and higher mar-
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gin of error of online events?

• How can the speaker manage all their 
roles and tasks simultaneously? And 
what to do when it’s simply too much?

During an online session when represent-
ing a client, the requirement to conduct 
a professional session of high quality (i.e., 
upholding the client’s professional reputa-
tion) increases dramatically.

Using her experiences as an emcee, DJ, 
voiceover artist, horse racing commen-
tator, TV host, event choreographer and 
manager, as well as an online and offline 
public speaking coach, Kwan hopes to cre-
ate a roadmap to conducting professional 
online sessions anywhere, from conference 
rooms to living rooms.

The aftereffects of the havoc that 
COVID-19 has wreaked on workplace cul-
ture will remain even after the pandemic 
has abated. Even if the current trend of 
conducting events online is replaced by its 
predecessor, the conventional meeting, the 
knowledge that company members have 
gained from conducting online events 
will forever be integrated into the future 
workflow of companies. Or, as Kwan calls 
them, “hybrid” events combining the best 
of both worlds.

This reiterates the necessity of con-
ducting online events in the best manner 
possible, to ensure that individuals are able 
to make the best out of the current situa-
tion, and apply the knowledge they have 
gained from the present in the future in 
an effective manner to further boost their 
professional image. 
Anagha is Jumpstart’s Editorial Intern
emceemelody.com
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,ir travel has halted, as people around the globe are told 
to stay home. Educators are wrestling with the issue of 
how to keep school children safe. These stories and more 

are found in Coronavirus: Fact vs. Fiction, a weekday podcast by 
CNN. Hosted by CNN Chief Medical Correspondent Dr. San-
jay Gupta, each session offers the latest insights into the spread of 
COVID-19, shedding more light on the challenges it creates.

c u r r e n t  e v e n t s

In an episode discussing the future of restaurants, Dr. Gupta 
spoke to industry specialists on the need to adapt to the cur-
rent climate. Momofuku Group Founder David Chang openly 
expressed the challenges he has faced in reopening his restaurants, 
disinfecting meals, and ensuring diners’ safety. Many of his view-
points are echoed by the other restaurateurs who were interviewed, 
expressing how fundamental dining out is to every culture.

Similarly, Emory TravelWell Center Director Dr. Henry Wu 
said in another episode that air travel has dropped drastically, and 
the number of new infections will need to plummet to guarantee 
safer air travel. The appropriate measures, he suggested, include 
wearing face masks and restricting seat selection choices on air-
craft. Such advice highlights the importance of social distancing 
in curbing the spread of the pandemic.

‘The Future of Education’ episode aims to address the dilemma 
of educators when it comes time to reopen schools safely. Speak-
ing to CNN Correspondent Evan McMorris-Santoro, Gupta 
paints a multi-layered picture: most schools were unprepared for 
such a drastic transition to online learning, and this change also 
imposed greater challenges on families with lower incomes, who 
may not have laptops or stable Internet connections at home. 
McMorris-Santoro offers the dire prediction that prolonged peri-
ods of meager education will inevtiably lead to significant ramifi-
cations down the road.

This podcast is valuable for those seeking concise insights 
about the predicaments caused by the pandemic. It distills differ-
ent headlines around the world into logical arguments, grounding 
wild rumors with the calm voices of experts, and offering knowl-
edge to us all. –JL
cnn.com/podcasts
Cover art courtesy of CNN. 

Bnseen Unknown is a bi-monthly brand and business strategy 
podcast hosted by Jasmine Bina, the founder of Califor-
nia-based branding agency, Concept Bureau. The podcast 

delves into the relationship between business trends and culture. 
The name ‘Unseen Unknown’ is derived from the idea that if one 

doesn’t ‘see’ and understand the “patterns, trends, frameworks and 
systems” that guide the world, then it will be impossible to exe-
cute effective business and branding strategies. 

The first episode each month involves a discussion with Con-
cept Bureau Chief Strategy Officer Jean-Louis Rawlence, who–
like Bina–takes a futurist’s approach to analyzing emerging trends 
and behaviors. In the second episode of each month, Bina sits 
down with an expert to analyze identities and behaviors to help 
listeners develop their own branding strategies.

These experts have included BBC and Vox Journalist Colleen 
Hagerty, Ogilvy Vice Chairman Rory Sutherland, and Pattern 
Brands Co-founder Emmett Shine. 

‘Women, Beauty, Money and Motherhood,’ the third episode, 
features Em Cosmetics CEO Ria Muljadi, who draws upon her 
experiences when discussing cultural differences in the percep-
tion of beauty, and talks about balancing her role as a mother and 
entrepreneur. The ‘What should brands be doing in the time of 
COVID-19?’ episode explores how working from home could 
affect our relationship with work, and the extent to which “Inter-
net has become more and more embedded into critical culture.”

The podcast allows people to establish a connection between 
consumer behaviors and culture to gain a greater insight into how 
the intersection can be used to achieve different business goals. 

Unseen Unknown is an informative listen for founders, but is 
also an enjoyable for those who are keen to explore the junction 
of culture, human behavior, and business decisions, allowing for 
better understanding of society as a whole. –AN
theconceptbureau.com
Cover art courtesy of Concept Bureau. 
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-et’s imagine a scenario where all your contacts are wiped 
from your phone, and the only way to recover them is to 
identify each person using your chat history. Most of us 

would do well; your brother always types ‘u’ instead of ‘you,’ your 
best friend always ends each message with an ‘xx,’ and your col-
league never capitalizes, ever. 

The way we write on the Internet is as varied as the individuals 
behind the messages, and Gretchen McCulloch sets out to explain 
why its analysis is significant in Because Internet. Known for her 
blog All Things Linguistic, ‘Resident Linguist’ column in WIRED, 
and podcast Lingthusiasm, McCulloch sets out to uncover how 
the Internet has shaped language, and what the insights say about 
the times in which we live.

She begins by detailing the methodology, explaining that 
Internet language helps us understand traditional language 
because it’s “unfiltered” and “beautifully mundane.” It’s also much 
less resource-intensive to analyze compared to speech, which 
requires audio recordings and transcription. 

Chapter Three explores the nuances of Internet language used 
by the first, second, and third wave of what McCulloch dubs 
“Internet people.” They can broadly be categorized into those who 
used the Internet before, during, and after it became mainstream. 
It goes without saying that the way the three groups communi-
cate varies drastically, where the more ‘literate’ third-wave Inter-
net people are more sensitive to the subtle linguistic connotations 
associated with certain typographical choices. 

A compelling example is how the use of ‘lol’ has transformed 
over the years. While it began as an acronym for laughter, it is now 
more often used to express “amusement, irony, and even passive 
aggression.” McColloch writes that the youngest Internet people 
“flat-out rejected the idea of capitalizing ‘lol’ or using it to indicate 
real laughter, even when expanded to ‘LOLOLOL.’”

She dedicates the entire ‘Typographical Tone of Voice’ chap-
ter to such examples, examining linebreaks to emojis, key smashes 
to wave dashes. I found this chapter to be the most fascinating; 
the “mIxEd cAPiTaLiZaTiOn” section transported me back to my 
teenage bedroom, filling in the ‘About Me’ page on AIM profile. 

Because Internet strikes an excellent balance between catering 
to those who are interested in linguistics and those who, well, use 
the Internet. All in all, McColloch’s approachable writing style and 
passion for the subject matter makes for an enjoyable read.–MC
gretchenmcculloch.com 
Cover art courtesy of Penguin (U.S.) and Random House (U.K.).

.rofessional speaker and consultant, Steve Anderson, has 
possibly provided the best look at the inner workings and 
philosophies of Amazon from the outside. Anderson ana-

lyzed each of Bezos’ annual letters to shareholders and extracted 
14 principles of growth exercised at Amazon. Split into 4 “Growth 
Cycles”—Test, Build, Accelerate, and Scale—Anderson explains 
in The Bezos Letters how these 14 distinct principles can help busi-
nesses, startups to Fortune 500 alike, achieve significant growth. 

Anderson uses the 14 principles to turn orthodox business 
philosophies on their head. The careful unpacking of Bezos’s let-
ters unveils how to set your company up for success, as demon-
strated by the ecommerce behemoth, which recently surpassed 
Apple and Google with its US$315.5 billion valuation (CNBC). 

Immediately, it is clear that innovation is fundamentally built 
into Amazon’s identity, which explains its mind-boggling growth 
over its lifetime. Anderson’s principle of ‘Understanding Your 
Flywheel’ breaks down how the company is driven by customer 
experience, traffic, low prices, and so on. The ‘flywheel’ concept is 
the idea that momentum is gained imperceptibly and with much 
effort until the point of a breakthrough. 

Another principle highlighted by Anderson is Bezos’ relentless 
‘Obsess[ion] Over Customers.’ It’s evident that Amazon doesn’t 
bother itself with its competitors because it’s the happiness of 
Amazon’s customers that lead to retention and growth. Amazon’s 
ability to fearlessly innovate and “Make Complexity Simple” for 
its customers remains a defining trait. 

In one of the most interesting sections of the book, Ander-
son underlines Amazon’s take on risk. Bezos is frequently labeled 
as a “master of risk, as demonstrated by how he boldly, perhaps 
recklessly, left his job to open an online book store, back when an 
online business was “a crap shoot, at best.” 

He stresses that risk is an investment, and growth doesn’t come 
if risks aren’t taken. Even if risks don’t pay off, Anderson empha-
sizes that failure is a good learning opportunity and is never the 
end of the world. As Bezos wrote in one of the letters: “so what if 
you’re wrong?” 

Anderson harks back to Apollo 13 (it is revealed that Bezos 
has a deep fascination with space), reminding readers of the value 
of mistakes; failure only counts when nothing is learned. Ander-
son ultimately highlights the beauty in failing and “glass-half-full” 
mentality in his thought-provoking, inspiring, and easy read.–AM 
thebezosletters.com
Cover art courtesy of Morgan James. 

non-fiction
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TIC Travel Bottles 
V2.0 

/nowing how important it is for a 
frequent jet-setter to travel smart, 
while staying stylish, TIC Design 

has designed a line of products that pro-
vide just that experience.

The company has launched two prod-
uct lines since founding in 2016: the TIC 
Travel Bottles V2.0 (which has a ‘Skin’ and 

BYOT (Bring your own toiletries)–
when we can travel again

‘Shower’ version) and recently, the TIC 
Oral Care & Razor Kit. Aside from the 
convenience of having all your toiletries in 
one place, the products are also designed 
to eliminate single-use toiletries, reducing 
the environmental impact of travel.

The TIC Travel Bottles V2.0 comes 
in two colors: ‘Matte Black’ and ‘Matte 
White.’ For the Skin Bottle V2.0, it has 
two layers, with the upper layer taking up 
most of the capacity. 

It consists of three sections to contain 
your toner, lotion, makeup remover, which 
you can dispense by rotating the section to 
the front and pressing down. These sec-
tions also come in different sizes, so you 
can mix and match to create the perfect 
toiletries combination. The lower layer 
consists of four small jars, which can be 
used for face creams, serums, toners, or 
whatever else you want to bring.

When I first received the Bottle, I 
was impressed by its sophisticated design. 
Beyond the aesthetics, it’s very high-qual-
ity and feels like it can take the demands of 
travel. Each container holds less than 100 
ml of liquid, so you can easily throw it into 
your carry-on luggage. I also haven’t expe-
rienced any leaking. 

All in all, the Bottle is a great way to 
bring everything you need in an organized 
way while saving space in your luggage. 
Once you’ve arrived at your destination, 
unpacking and packing your toiletries is 
also a breeze. 

As a single lady, I usually just throw a 
few beauty samples into my bag to make 
things easy. For this reason, I would prob-
ably not take the Bottle with me on short 
trips, especially as it can be a bit heavy on 
its own. But for frequent travelers, fam-
ilies, or those who can’t be without their 
staples, the TIC Travel Bottles V2.0 is the 
way to go.–CC
tic-design.com
Photos courtesy of TIC Design.
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An Express Ticket 
to the Future of 
Business

,cross the globe, established corpora-
tions are realizing that the only way 

forward is by integrating digital solutions 
into traditional business. In Hong Kong, 
AMTD Group has set itself ahead of the 
pack by embracing digitalization, big data, 
and innovation in financial services since 
its inception, as evidenced by its name 
AMTD, or ‘Add, Minus, Times, Divide.’

AMTD has supported the local startup 
community by being a Strategic Partner to 
Start-up Express, a startup development 
program organized by the Hong Kong 
Trade Development Council (HKTDC), 
for the second year running. The Group’s 

Hong Kong-based financial 
conglomerate AMTD Group is 
propelling the startup ecosystem

mentorship facilitated pivotal business 
connections and partnerships for partici-
pating startups.

“We are glad to share our knowledge 
and experience, as well as introducing 
teams to our AMTD SpiderNet ecosys-
tem,” says AMTD Group’s Chairman and 
CEO, Calvin Choi. “Our long-term part-
nership with HKTDC focuses on building 
and grooming local startups, by empow-
ering them to be resilient and sustainable 
over different economic cycles.”

“This is all about stickiness and sus-
tainability through our network of rela-
tionships, offering multiple service delivery 
models and joint initiatives to clients and 

partners, allowing the AMTD SpiderNet 
to continue to encourage cross-collabora-
tion, ultimately a win-win for everyone,” 
Choi adds.

With the successful acquisition of 
several highly regarded startups, AMTD 
Group is eyeing further expansion, and 
committed to propelling innovation in 
Hong Kong.

“As AMTD continues to expand on a 
regional basis, we will look for more inno-
vative companies to join our SpiderNet 
ecosystem and further build out the diver-
sity of our comprehensive solutions plat-
form,” Choi says.

“More importantly, we are strong 
believers in investment into talent in this 
new world. We established the AMTD 
FinTech Centre and a corresponding doc-
toral program at PolyU, and also partnered 
with Xiaomi, SMU and NUS to jointly 
build the AXSI Digital Finance Leadership 
Programme,” Choi elaborates. “To sum 
up, we are looking for passionate indi-
viduals with an entrepreneurial spirit and 
unique solutions to address the society’s 
needs through disruption.”
amtdgroup.com
Fred Aster is a freelance writer. 

AMTD Group Chairman and CEO Calvin Choi 
at the Start-up Express Pitching Final closing 
ceremony. Photo courtesy of AMTD Group.
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StartmeupHK 
Festival 2020
StartmeupHK’s 5-day 
conference focused on how 
COVID-19 has changed 
priorities among consumers 
and businesses alike

0he annual StartmeupHK Fes-
tival, organized by the Hong 
Kong government’s invest-
ment body InvestHK, held 
its 2020 edition virtually 

from July 6 to 10, featuring hundreds of 
speakers across various sectors and indus-
tries. Each conference in the Festival was 
organized by a different ecosystem builder 
in Hong Kong, so every day offered some-
thing new.

Speakers included startups, investors, 
corporate representatives, and even public 
figures, brought together to discuss the lat-
est industry developments in smart cities, 
retail technology, digital lifestyle, and over-
all global startup trends.

Like most other events, StartmeupHK 
fell prey to the spread of COVID-19, and 
eventually took the form of a virtual pro-
gram. However, the pandemic also pro-
vided avenues for the speakers and experts 
to unpack the various ways in which busi-
ness and consumer behavior have trans-
formed since the first wave of infections. 

The Festival, with its renowned line-up 
of speakers, attracted a generous crowd. 
Still, issues with audio and a complicated 
login procedure with daily passwords 
changing brought the enjoyment to a brief 
halt from time to time.

The virtual conferences were divided 
into days by theme and topic, beginning 
with the Connected Cities Conference 
by KPMG on Monday, which discussed 
the concept of smart cities and the future 
of transport. KPMG, along with other 
strategic partners, launched the ‘Future 
Hong Kong 2030’ survey report at the 
conference, including viewpoints and best 

practices from over 20 regional industry 
players and significant case studies from 
around the world.

Richard Threlfall, KPMG UK Global 
Head of Infrastructure discussed the 
future of transportation, pointing out 
three emerging trends: (1) car ownership 
has peaked and will start to decline, (2) 
smarter and cleaner technologies will be 
integrated into public transport, and (3) 
there is a trend for electric or hybrid vehi-
cles to attain zero-emission. 

According to Threlfall, the pandemic 
has opened people’s eyes to the grave 
impact of pollution and therefore, the 
demand for zero-emission transport is set 
to increase dramatically.

Most speakers and panelists resonated 
with the core idea of the day: for a city to 
be smart, it needs to be conscious of the 
needs and demands of its population, and 
the economic interconnectedness of sur-

rounding regions, while focusing on edu-
cation and nurturing future talent to build 
a future-ready workforce.

The second day featured both Con-
nected Retail Experiences by Bailey Com-
munications, which discussed emerging 
trends among consumer behavior and 
retailers, along with the Startup Impact 
Summit hosted by WHub.

During a panel forecasting the likely 
impact of COVID-19 on retail, HULA 
CEO and Founder Sarah Fung said her 
startup experienced an increase in online 
sales by almost 100% after implementing 
a new sales strategy. The pre-owned wom-
enswear retailer has been focusing on pro-
ducing more video content and developing 
features like virtual shopping.

Fung attributed this jump in sales to 
consumers increasingly looking for inter-
active and social shopping experiences in 
the absence of offline shopping. She added 

Top: [Left to right] Jumpstart Media CEO Relena 
Sei, InvestHK Head of Creative Industries Doris 
Fong, and Jumpstart Media Managing Director 
James Kwan on day four of InvestHK’s 2020 
StartmeupHK Festival. 
Right: Hong KongChief Executive Carrie Lam 
speaking on the Startup Impact Summit on July 7. 
Photo courtesy of StartmeupHK. 
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that sustainability is also becoming a key 
factor in influencing purchase decisions. 

“There’s a shift towards buying less. 
Better quality, and actually thinking before 
we buy is something that we are all reso-
nating with nowadays,” she said.

On the third day, the Startup Impact 
Summit, brought together local and inter-
national tech communities to showcase 
ideas, while featuring speeches dedicated to 
venture capital, innovation, social impacts, 
and an overview of the business ecosys-
tem in Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao 
Greater Bay Area.

The summit also included startup 
pitches, a job fair, a startup village, work-

shops, pairing investors with startups, and 
an Asia-wide hackathon.

The fourth day featured the Mills Fab-
rica’s Ecosystem Summit and the Lifestyle 
Tech Conference by Jumpstart Media. The 
Lifestyle Tech Conference drew attention 
to the travel industry; Bart Buiring, Chief 
Sales and Marketing Officer from Marriott 
International Asia Pacific, pointed out that 
travel companies need to be agile to sur-
vive the pandemic. 

Lamborghini and Porsche discussed 
how the companies are looking to achieve 
sustainability through innovation, and 
Dorabot CEO Spencer Deng issued a 
warning against AI turning into an ‘inhu-
man thing’ in the future.

John-Simon Purcell, Senior Director, 
Product & Technical Strategy at Prosus 
Group (previously known as Naspers), 
said that startups that fully comprehend 
the problem they are tackling are the ones 
worth investing in. 

Regarded as one of the greatest pro-
fessional boxers of all time, Emmanuel 
‘Manny’ Pacquiao, also a Senator in the 
Philippines, talked about his journey from 
rags to riches and underlined the impor-
tance of business investments for athletes 

and professional players who usually have 
uncertain career durations. 

Sina Finance organized the last day 
with the HKFIA 2020 Forum, which dis-
cussed the future of Hong Kong’s financial 
market in light of its interconnectedness 
with Mainland China’s financial market. 

While panelists discussed their vision 
of fintech in ten years, driven by 5G 
adoption, a different panel tackled gender 
inequality in the workplace. 

Karena Belin, CEO of WHub, pointed 
out that although Hong Kong has a higher 
number of women CEOs, “in both finan-
cial services and tech, you will find fewer 
women. To become a disruptor, you need 
to have the experience.”

Lastly, China’s best investors came 
together to discuss the opportunities for 
startups in the next decade, highlighting 
that applications and technologies help-
ing people adapt during the current crisis 
have the potential to thrive in the coming 
years–notably edtech.

Overall, despite some technical 
glitches, the conferences at StartmeupHK 
2020 had quite a few takeaways and came 
through as a successful and engaging 
online event. –MG
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Engaging with Ease

1esource allocation at startups is almost 
always a sticking point. It is not 

uncommon to see companies struggling to 
balance business activities with dedicated 
and thorough customer engagement, leav-
ing the team stretched thin, and the cus-
tomers dissatisfied. 

imBee Limited revolutionizes the way 
in which companies can undertake essen-
tial customer service and sales operations. 
Founded by Ken Chu and Ivan Wong in 
2019, the company provides a Software-as-
a-service (SaaS) platform that allows com-
panies to use popular social media such as 
WhatsApp, Messenger, WeChat, and Line, 
to run customer engagement activities. 

Engagement types offered by the plat-
form include sales and marketing, pro-
motional campaigns, customer support, 
and more. This facilitates the generation 
of leads, boosting of sales, and has a ben-
eficial impact on a company’s reputation. 
The platform’s customers include big 

How imBee is revolutionizing 
customer engagement

names in the media, insurance and finance 
industries, such as SmarTone, Carousell, 
and Ping An Group. 

imBee recently became one of the win-
ners of Start-up Express 2020, the devel-
opment program organized by the Hong 
Kong Trade and Development Council 
(HKTDC). The company joined the pro-
gram to connect with potential investors 
and partners, and expand to new markets.

“As a newbie in the startup world, mar-
ket exposure and opportunities to pres-
ent our visions and strategies to potential 
investors are very important to us,” says 
Wong. “Social networking and exchanging 
good or bad stories with other startups will 
accelerate our learning curve and provide 
valuable input to our future growth.” 

As part of Start-up Express, imBee 

also won the AMTD SpiderNet Start-up 
Award. In line with imBee’s sweeping 
new growth plan, which focuses on bank-
ing and finance, Wong says that AMTD 
Group will play the role of a “power con-
nector” for the company, and is already 
connecting imBee with potential clients. 
Similarly, with the support of HKTDC’s 
global networks, imBee has been able to 
put out feelers for its Singapore expansion.  

With its recent success at the Start-up 
Express 2020 pitch competition and its 
eyes set on achieving even more, imBee 
is rapidly making its way toward rede-
fining customer engagement and the 
way that companies conduct their daily 
activities.–AN
imbee.io 
Photo courtesy of imBee.
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O ONE LAST QUESTION

What is helping 
you get through 

these strange 
times?

Our contributors and 
interviewees share their stories

I always remember that I am lucky in 
these times: my family is healthy, my 
company is well-structured, and Hong 
Kong is a city where I feel safe.

Xavier Schillinger
Navigating the Chinese Social Media 
Landscape During COVID-19 (pg. 12)

I break every thought process down into 
what I can and cannot control. For what 
I can control, I create a tangible action 
plan for how to move forward. This pro-
cess has kept me focused on my goals 
through everything. Also, chocolate.

Caroline Langston 
Facing Unemployment: A Step-

by-Step Action Plan (pg. 27)

My one thing helping me through these 
strange times is the people close to me. 
My partner and I support each other, 
and my family and I keep each other 
updated on everything from COVID-19 
cases back home in Ireland to the sta-
tus of the new garden wall. I have even 
reconnected with friends.

Emma Buchet 
COVID-19 Communications: 

Lessons From a Pandemic (pg. 21)

My friends and I sit down every weekend 
to play trivia on Zoom. It’s a great time 
to talk and laugh with friends on the 
other side of the planet. It’s also a good 
chance to forget about everything else 
happening in the world.

Alvin Mak 
Bean Me Up (pg. 78)

Appreciation for the simple things in life 
and the benefits of slowing down from 
the usual hustle and bustle. We get to 
could spend more time at home with 
loved ones and cook healthier meals. 

YeeLing Chang 
The Forefront of Change (pg. 12)

The chance to do the things in life that 
have become second priority: reading, 
writing, walking, health, and reconnect-
ing with loved ones. COVID-19 will end, 
but there may never be an opportunity 
to get back to your core.

Manni Sidhu
Why Founders Should Manage Expectations 

Before Managing KPIs (pg. 29)

I’m from Latvia and having a garden and 
growing our own food is in our DNA. 
Nowadays, I live in a city center. During 
the lockdown, I decided to rent a patch 
of land in a community garden. Digging 
my hands into the soil, going there with 
my kids, and seeing our veggies grow 
from seeds have brought joy and helped 
me maintain my mental health.

Zane Bojāre 
How to Bring Your Accelerator 

Online (pg. 28)

We were all constantly overstimulated 
in the pre-COVID-19 world that always 
left us wanting more. The one thing that 
keeps me going is being appreciative 
of the little things around us, such as 
banana bread, tall beers, and books.

Sanika Kulkarni
Future-Proofing Students for Success 

in the 21st Century (pg. 73)
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