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for years, know the system inside out, and have been bloodied by leading 
through not just the ups, but the downs of other crises as well. 

The record and achievements of a CEO like Indra Nooyi show that at 
PespsiCo. 

What follows is the similar, upbeat experiences of two banks: DBS 
in Singapore and DNB in Norway. The risks taken by their CEOs hold 
important lessons of the kind of positives that come from longevity and 
continuity. 
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22  
THE NEW GANDALF:  

‘HOW TO ENSURE THE 
SWITCH GOES ON’

In the search for solutions to think the unthinkable we have only 
found a few successes. We are looking for more. Singapore’s DBS is one. 
It is South East Asia’s biggest bank, with 22,000 employees in six main 
operating countries. During 2018 its plan is to expand to 25,000. 

The bank’s board and top executives can feel confident now. But after 
DBS took the risk of starting a transformation process in 2009, it has taken 
nine years of experimentation to get to this point. The route ahead and the 
options were never clear or proven. Success never came fast. It was never 
assured or guaranteed. Even now, the process is not over. But an initial 
determination for ‘fixing stuff’ in a helter-skelter banking environment of 
digital change is now embedded in the bank’s operating DNA.

Indeed, there were times in the early years after 2009 when 
understanding the nature of unthinkables facing the bank and then 
confronting them never really achieved traction, let alone breakthroughs. 
And the challenges kept changing. So uniquely, DBS realised it had to 
re-invent and evolve its transformation ideas at least each year. This was 
especially true as the profound impact of digitisation drilled ever deeper 
into the basic foundations of how banks assumed they would operate and 
function. In 2014 DBS was forced to ask itself, ‘Is our traditional revenue 
going to be eaten away?’

Yet in confronting the implications of digital it achieved a sustained 
breakthrough. Several years of quarterly growth reassured the board and 
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any sceptics that new returns can flow from transformation. Now DBS 
is a model which others should learn from and try to emulate. And that 
model for change is not just for banking. It could be for every corporate 
and institution. The important lessons come from how they confronted 
change and then achieved it. 

The CEO, Piyush Gupta, became the driving force when he arrived at 
DBS in 2009. He had worked in Citigroup for 27 years. He joined what 
was the Development Bank of Singapore. It had been set up 40 years 
earlier to fund the small, young, island state’s industrial development. It 
was highly bureaucratic with a very public sector way of working. 

Piyush Gupta confronted a culture of complacency, innovation inertia and 
myopia towards global realities. The roadblocks and anchor chains he faced 
came from that. Ultimately the bank’s survival would be threatened by an 
embedded DBS culture which was not calibrated to confront the unthinkable 
that banking had no options but to change fundamentally. Why? ‘The world 
was changing around us.’ But the bank was not changing. Any thought of 
re-modelling culture to respond to change was viewed as ‘fuzzy’.

How did Gupta handle what he faced? ‘Don’t assume the word “disruption” 
means you can’t do anything about it. “Disruption” is not the word you 
should be thinking about: it is “transformation”. “Transformation” assumes 
that the technologies are happening in a way to benefit you. … You must 
not be stubborn. I spent seven years then working to turn my company into 
a world-class multinational. Now I try to convert it into a startup! It can be 
done. But you have to make a lot of effort in experimentation. Incubation, 
ideation, hand-holding – trying a bunch of different things.’307 

DBS had to become ‘customer obsessed, data driven, take risks and 
experiment, be agile, and be a learning organisation’.308 In 2009 DBS was 
none of those, despite the early seismic changes and unthinkables that 
were already evolving around it. The DBS way forward was reinforced 
when Singapore’s PAP government experienced a shock push back by 
voters in the 2011 election. A Deputy Prime Minister told Piyush Gupta: 
‘The world is changing. We need to recalibrate, with reskilling, retooling, 
refocusing the entire economy. … If we are not smart and [do not] do it 
right ourselves, then someone will come and do it for us.’309 

Now it has a culture of active engagement being expected from all 
employee levels and ages. As far as possible there is no discrimination 
by hierarchy. The new inspiration is the culture of the super successful 
GANDALF corporations – Google, Amazon, Netflix, Apple, LinkedIn and 
Facebook. These new ‘non-bankers are the ones that push boundaries’.310 
DBS sees itself as potentially the missing D in GANDALF.

It is some change! The transformation process is not driven as a 
convenient ‘nice to talk about’ by a couple of irritating has-beens in a 
forgotten corner of a distant office. It is driven personally from the very 
top by the CEO through a Chief Transformation Officer, Paul Cobban. 
His Transformation Team is a high-profile engine room of the bank 
with a dedicated staff of 50. Much of the DBS success story for seeking 
solutions can be told by the Transformation Team, warts and all.311 Their 
core role is to implement what has become an intense, ongoing dynamic 
culture of change which embraces the scale of disruption, and which no 
one in the bank can be allowed to avoid. 

Is that enough after nine years? ‘Clearly not, as we still feel like we have 
quite a long way to go to get to the stage where we feel we are ready to 
take that level of challenge on,’ Paul Cobban told us. Even with success 
there is no room for complacency. So led by the Transformation Team the 
bank has been committed to a process without end for routinely reviewing 
all options for constant change and self-assessment. Solutions don’t just 
happen. New options and ideas are tested. Many work, but many don’t. 

How wacky and maverick can DBS employees be with suggestions 
and new ideas? ‘One of the big challenges we are facing is to create this 
psychological safety net. Importantly we don’t penalise anyone  who 
suggests ideas which fail to mature or deliver as expected.’ Instead it is 
becoming like the culture of Silicon Valley in the US, where failure is a 
badge of honour, although ‘we are not quite there’ yet. ‘We still have a 
culture of still wanting our idea to work and putting our own personal 
brand on those ideas.’

DBS has adopted the principles of design thinking and the concepts 
of human-centred design.312 The aim is to work out where the blockages 
are and who are the blockers. ‘We realised that we were not great at 
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meetings. They often had low attendances, poorly planned agendas, bad 
punctuality and a lack of equal share of voice,’ explained Paul Cobban. 
They created a new ‘meeting MoJo’ (‘based on a Google concept of the 
psychological safety net’).

It would ensure ‘psychological safety in a meeting for everyone, 
however junior. MO is a “Meeting Owner” who makes sure everyone in 
the room gets an equal share of voice. He or she clarifies the purpose of 
the meeting, then summarises it. JO is the “Joyful Observer” who spends 
30 seconds giving a verdict on how well MO did what was expected.’ 

DBS believes it has got itself to a smart, agile commercial position that 
puts it way ahead of its competitors. That is confirmed by the international 
awards it has received. But today DBS has a new, unexpected threat ‘The most 
real, near-term existential threat is the attack from the big tech companies. 
Especially in this part of the world with what’s happening in China, we feel 
very much that they are knocking on our door. We can see our revenues 
under threat etc,’ was how Paul Cobban described the new challenge. 

While concerned, the official DBS tone is one of admiration for new 
competitors and what is regarded as their incredible success journeys. 
‘When we started our journey, we didn’t know. None of us anticipated 
how the Alibabas and the Tencents of the world would expand into 
banking and finance. Seeing how they can scale into the financial 
services is astonishing. Even the Chinese regulators have had a tough 
time regulating them because they grew so quickly.’ One unconnected 
leading top-level executive based in China for many years described this 
huge new threat to global corporates like his own. It comes from Chinese 
‘companies on steroids’ with a message ‘move over, it is us [who are] 
coming now’. It means ‘we can’t compete’. 

The threat was massive and immediate. As a result, Piyush Gupta 
realised that DBS should no longer allow itself to be regarded as a bank. 
It had to become a tech company which happened to handle people’s 
increasingly digital money. Therefore he had to convince investors. He 
had to ‘put a dollar value on our digital strategy’. He told them ‘don’t 
value us like a bank; value us like a tech company’. Creating this and 
selling a new, attractive investment jacket was seen as a tough challenge 
on a ‘really intellectual path’.313 But it has been working. 

Securing board understanding for the scale and nature of the new 
disruption – then their support for radical action – has been vital. 
Bank analysts say that Piyush Gupta deserves praise for seeing what 
was coming over the horizon after 2009 well before his peers and 
competitors. It may have been unthinkable and unpalatable to many. But 
it could not have been denied or evaded in the way many top conformist 
minds usually defaulted to. It had to be confronted.

But nothing was guaranteed. There were big risks. Would the bank’s 
business benefit from change? Would the staff push back and make 
Gupta’s life hell? Would the board lose confidence and patience? 

The new CEO had to build his credibility. Nothing happened as quickly, 
conveniently or smoothly as things might seem now. Investors wanted 
improved quarterly numbers every three months. Transformation would 
take several years. The cycles of outsiders expecting swift delivery of 
business results and the realities of transformation were dramatically 
out of sync.

In the first five years ‘we were just fixing stuff. When we got to 2014, we 
pivoted. [We said]: “Right, we are now going to go full-on digital.” And 
by then we’d already had a good set of both financial and non-financial 
outcomes that fed that credibility. … Had we not had the financial results 
we have had, I think it would have been a whole different story!’ Paul 
Cobban told us.

A key learning from DBS is that Gupta realised the urgent need to 
be sure that the board understood both the threats from unthinkables 
and digital disruption as well as the new business opportunities. He 
took them on a site visit to South Korea, regarded as arguably the most 
advanced country both for developing digital technology and embracing 
the implications at the time. Gupta ‘spent time with the board recognising 
the digital strategy that we’ve now embarked upon was imperative. As a 
result we have an incredibly supportive board, who are advocating what 
we have done to the other boards they are sitting on,’ said Cobban. ‘You 
can argue that we could have done it sooner. [Nevertheless] it has given 
us this incredible advantage over our industry peers in where we are right 
now.’
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Another key learning from DBS is the doubtful value of consultants who 
arrive with their precisely calibrated models and tick boxes for change. 
This did not fit with the Gupta vision that the best chance for DBS to secure 
change would be through ideas generated internally by those who work in 
the bank. One consultant contract was ended early as responsibility for 
creating new ideas shifted dramatically to DBS employees at all levels. 

‘Piyush is very reluctant to seek help and execution. He believes we 
should do that ourselves generally, but using his guidelines.’ One insider 
described how when he suggested ‘Let me try some stuff out,’ Piyush said 
‘Go ahead. Do it!’ In his previous workplace the response would have 
been ‘No. No. I want to do it. That is my job.’ This is an acceptance of the 
principle of a new humility. Unlike the culture in most institutions and 
corporates, it should no longer be expected that those at the top know 
the answers. It is likely that – even if they don’t have the executive status 
– others working for him or her are likely to have great suggestions for 
innovations which must be thought about. 

A central element of the DBS way of transformation has been deep 
engagement by employees at all levels. Piyush Gupta kept asking: ‘How 
do you create an environment where people learn new things?’314 He was 
determined to move any permafrost and treacle in the middle and upper 
layers. ‘Some employees had suggested implementing hackathons.315 He took 
up the idea and spread them more widely right across the organisation. DBS 
stopped spending money on ‘fancy business school training for our top 
senior talents’. They were put through the hackathon experience instead.

‘We run all kinds of hackathons,’ Piyush Gupta explained. ‘We run 20 
or 25 of them. We have 40- and 50-year-olds who work with kids in their 
twenties to spend five days in a warehouse and come up with an app. The 
excitement people have when they come up with an app to solve a trivial 
problem is massive. But is all about changing people’s mindsets. And the 
confidence to know they can actually do things that make an impact and 
the way work progresses.’316 

For those locked away for five days, how does the mindset change, both 
for that next generation and those at the top? ‘We started with 20-year-
olds in the first hackathon. In the third one I said I did not want anyone 

under 40 in the room other than the people we got from the startup. So 
we created teams of ten: two people from the startup and eight people in 
their forties. We gave them a problem. They spent 72 hours. … Solutions 
they came up with were presented by the 40-year olds. The confidence it 
gave them to know that they can do WhatsApp and bring it to the work 
environment and work…’ He clicked his fingers for emphasis. ‘That’s a 
switch. The switch goes on!’317 

The impact on staff and their attitudes has been seismic. ‘A lot of guys … 
tell me that was the most profound thing they ever went through in their 
career. For the first time they realised they could actually work quickly 
and get things done. It was the first time they experienced this startup 
culture, which was the intent,’ said Paul Cobban. DBS also started using 
hackathons to hire staff for a new technology and innovation centre in 
India. ‘We attracted 20,000 applicants, of which we hired about 50.’ 

The strategy has gone a long way into breaking down the generational 
walls. ‘Millennials get an intentionally disproportionate share of voice 
when it comes to feedback about the way we work.’ At a company 
conference, one session was run and designed by millennials on ‘This is 
what we think about how we should work at DBS.’ They generated data 
which showed the divide of thinking between the baby boomers and the 
Gen X people and the millennials. 

Has it worked throughout DBS? ‘Definitely. DBS has transformed. As 
I sit amongst the rest of the team and look around the workspace, it’s 
full of trees and open plan. … The energy in the room is just completely 
different. The dress code is different. Everything. The vibe is just 
completely transformed. Our strategy has been applied bank-wide. But 
like any transformation it is uneven and you get some areas where they 
have embraced it more than others.’

So after eight years, why has the DBS transformation initiative worked 
so far? ‘We have made a very deliberate approach of trying to change the 
culture of the whole organisation towards a more adaptable, innovative 
and agile approach. Other companies typically start in one area or have 
a separate team called the Innovation Team that does all the innovation 
work. And then these teams have difficulty selling what they have done 
into other parts of these companies,’ is Paul Cobban’s conclusion.
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At DBS, employees often share their experience with two or three 
companies each week. But the DBS view is that the far greater size of 
many corporates makes it harder for them to replicate and implement the 
model successfully. Others are also way behind. ‘We are very open because 
it is our people who have helped make it happen. And we are ahead in 
the game. And it is because we’ve got eight years of foundational culture 
training.’ But inevitably there is a flattering downside: the increasing 
number of DBS staff being targeted to be poached by other companies. 

What about the business of implementing transformation and taking 
employees on what for many could be a rough journey? ‘In the first 
couple of years … I came across people who said “The new guy is here: 
I’m just going to keep my head down and he will be gone soon.” But 
after four years and after six years people don’t say that anymore. They 
see that over that period of time the people who have progressed in the 
company are those that have embraced a new paradigm of thinking,’ said 
Paul Cobban. ‘DBS does not “hire and fire”; it works for some companies 
but not for us. However we have a rigorous performance management 
process and talent program to evaluate our people. What we’ve found 
is that the leaders who have embraced the digital transition have found 
that their careers have accelerated compared to those who have been less 
supportive. The latter have found it harder to stand out.’ 

Can this dramatic transformation process and culture work for other 
sectors? Piyush Gupta is cautious. ‘No, it is not easy.’ We witnessed 
him being asked, for example, if DBS’s transformation could work for 
shipping and especially the struggling container business. Both are 
viewed as needing urgent rejuvenation. ‘In banking we deal in bits and 
bytes, so it is easier to transform. … You can completely change the role 
of players right along the banking chain. … Shipping must move their 
physical oil and physical iron ore – something you can’t get away from. It 
is the core of the business. But at some level I do think you can transform 
and make progress.’318 

Hence the caution of this ongoing Thinking the Unthinkable work: a 
problem does not necessarily mean there are automatic solutions. Instead 
there are likely to be options that can be assessed and experimented with. 
But there are no guarantees.
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