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ABOUT

The New Business Review is an undergraduate business 
publication managed exclusively by students at the Uni-
versity of British Columbia. It was founded in 2020 with 
the mission to foster student thought leadership by pro-
viding a platform for tomorrow’s business leaders to 
develop and discuss meaningful business insights. NBR 
publishes content in print and online twice a year; it is 
produced on the traditional, ancestral, and unceded ter-
ritory of the Musqueam people. Each article is written 
specifically for the publication and is the result of months 
of rigorous collaboration between student writers, mem-
bers of the Editorial Board, and select faculty members. 
Combined with the researchers and artists working in all 
aspects of content production, they form a thriving com-
munity of intellectually curious individuals at UBC.
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NOTE FROM THE EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

Over the past nine months, companies have been challenged with 
navigating the contours of an ever changing new normal. We have 
witnessed companies scramble to survive, pivoting amidst a chang-
ing world order. The COVID-19 pandemic pushed socio-economic 
inequalities like those of race, income, gender, and health access and 
outcomes to the forefront of social consciousness, highlighting that 
we have an opportunity to embark on a true transformation. A trans-
formation that involves solving big problems through innovation, the 
lens of our values, and collaboration through both the private and 
public sector. 
 
As we transition into 2021, we will see companies take steps towards 
this transformation, using strategies that consciously shape our 
future instead of just surviving the immediate present. The NBR team 
sought to develop such strategies across myriad industries. Our arti-
cles on supply chains and the emerging area of Behavioural Opera-
tions Research seek to address the heightened need for resilient and 
informed operations. 
 
We highlight the paths that restaurants and regional soccer teams 
can carve to thrive through the ongoing transition, rooted in embrac-
ing the catalytic rise of digital. Innovation is also discussed broadly in 
our profile of UBC Sauder Alumni driving momentum within Western 
Canada’s startup ecosystem and in discussion of diversity in venture 
capital. We also propose a strategy Apple can champion to increase 
gender diversity in tech. 
 
Special thanks are given to our UBC Sauder Faculty and Content 
advisors, partners such as the Commerce Undergraduate Society, 
and others who have helped make NBR’s first year and this Issue 
successful. Lastly, I would like to thank you, the reader, for your con-
tinued support. I hope this issue inspires and encourages you to rec-
ognize how you can use your creativity and values to shape the post-
COVID-19 eras.
 
Sincerely,
 
Saavin Lidder
Founder, Editor-in-Chief
 
 
 
 

SAAVIN LIDDER
Founder & Editor-in-Chief 
The New Business Review



MEREDITH POWELL
INTERVIEW WITH

Former CMO of Microsoft for Startups and current Voyager Capital Venture Partner

ARTWORK BY ANNA ZHANG



Meredith Powell graduated from UBC with a 
Bachelor of Arts in 1999. An award-winning serial 
entrepreneur, her impact on Canada’s innovation 
ecosystem is remarkable. Among many ventures, 
she founded Powell & Company, an internation-
al business and brand management firm serving 
fashion, CPG and lifestyle companies. Her stra-
tegic retail partners included Nordstrom, H&M, 
Amazon, Urban Outfitters Group, Vice and Vogue. 
Shortly thereafter, she built eComm marketplace 
Shopthefloor.com which became the largest 
online marketplace of its kind (acquired in 2014 
by UBM).

In 2013, she co-founded The Next Big Thing - an 
accelerator empowering Gen Z entrepreneurs. 
It has supported companies like SmartSweets, 
Blume, and Spocket, and is known today as the 
League of Innovators.

Meredith went on to become the Chief Marketing 
Officer for Microsoft for Startups, a global group 
dedicated to helping B2B startups successfully 
scale by leveraging the power of one of the larg-
est tech titans in the world. Today, she serves as a 
Board Director at the Greater Vancouver Board of 
Trade and a Venture Partner at Voyager Capital, a 
venture capital fund with $520M under manage-
ment and that invests in the Pacific Northwest’s 
most innovative early stage tech founders.

Meredith is YWCA’s recipient for “Entrepreneur-
ship & Innovation”, Startup Canada’s national 
award winner for promoting entrepreneurship, a 
Business in Vancouver Top 40 under 40, BC Busi-
ness Magazine “Top 35 Most Influential Wom-
en in Business”, and one of The Boardlist’s Top 
Canadian Women in Tech.

We’d love to learn more about your 
career path, specifically: upon gradu-
ating from UBC, how did you get into 
entrepreneurship? Did you always 
know you wanted to work in tech? What 
inspired you to build your businesses? 
 
I knew I wanted to do something creative and 
fast-paced, something where I could have a 

voice, flex curiosity muscles, and work collabo-
ratively with inspired people. My Bachelor of Arts 
was in English Literature and Film Studies—top-
ics I loved. I met incredible friends and memora-
ble teachers throughout my university years.
 
Entrepreneurship itself wasn’t an area of study 
at UBC during my time there, nor was applied 
tech or learning about venture capital. Programs 
like e@UBC (Entrepreneurship at UBC) didn’t yet 
exist. What I did have was a family of innova-
tors and inventors with a history of pioneering, 
and parents and loved ones who supported my 
goals. It wasn’t unusual for us to talk about com-
pany building over dinner or to learn about, say, 
my uncle’s latest patents. 
 
I was fortunate to land a job directly after gradu-
ating as Director’s Assistant to a well-known fea-
ture film director. He was in Vancouver shooting 
a star-studded movie and next thing I knew, I 
was working 14 hour days in a production office 
preparing for the shoot. On day one, I was asked 
to fill out excel sheets, send emails, log into net-
works… none of which I’d done before!
 

“This grounding 
in tech and UI/UX 
was the single most 
impactful move I 
made in my career. It 
supplemented my Liberal 
Arts education. This 
combination of skills 
eventually helped me 
launch and grow my own 
companies and brands.
Immediately, I signed up for an adult educa-
tion diploma program in Web Design to learn all 
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things digital. I spent late nights and weekends 
learning about design and databases. I learned 
to code and to create websites from scratch, met 
cool hackers who gave me bootlegged copies of 
Illustrator, InDesign, and Photoshop so I could 
practice outside of the class labs. This grounding 
in tech and UI/UX was the single most impactful 
move I made in my career. It supplemented my 
Liberal Arts education. It propelled me forward 
and gave me skills no one else on job sites had 
at the time. This combination of skills eventually 
helped me launch and grow my own companies 
and brands. 
 
Truthfully, I never dreamed of working in the 
startup world, nor do I now. I wasn’t the student 
who loved sciences, gaming, or tech. I do, how-
ever, see technology as a support foundation 
for realizing your dreams. If you want to be a 
filmmaker then shooting, editing, distribution, 
animation/CG, and marketing is all enabled via 
hardware and software. Can’t wait to start an 
apparel brand? Open your own eComm store, 
market on Instagram and TikTok, use drop-
shipping automation where valuable, and run a 
crowdfunding campaign to help support early 
production run costs.
 
Our world is ever-changing and tech is powering 
the majority of that innovation. If you had told 
me back when I was a UBC student that I would 
work in feature films, launch my own compa-
nies in the fashion industry, travel the world and 
show under the tent at New York Fashion Week, 
mentor thousands of early stage entrepreneurs, 
help lead Microsoft’s $500M Global Startups 
program or act as a Venture Partner with an 
institutional tech venture capital fund… and that 
my passion for cutting edge innovation would 
help me in each of these roles… well, I’m sure 
you could have knocked me over with a feather.
 
How has COVID-19 impacted the ven-
ture capital landscape?

For many of us in Venture Capital (VC), new 
investments and deal flow in general went quiet 
the first few months of COVID-19. Everyone was 
grappling with a new reality and figuring out the 

best next steps. Our team dug in with portfolio 
companies to help them weather the pandemic. 
We put some additional funding into companies 
who needed it.
 
Being unable to attend live events, the lack of 
“mix and mingle” opportunities— it’s changed 
how investors connect with founders, how we 
assess teams, or syndicate rounds. We run all 
our team meetings virtually—even our Annual 
General Meeting was fully virtual—and I really 
miss the in-person community aspect of the 
tech ecosystem. No amount of virtual webinars 
can substitute for lunch together or a fun group 
activity. VCs have learned we can still source 
and diligence new deals remotely, but my con-
versations across the industry tell me we’re all 
looking forward to having “in real life” time again 
once things open back up.
 
Today, new deal flow has largely picked back up 
and—in our case—my team recently has com-
pleted eight new investments. In fact, some 
sectors have experienced massive accelera-
tion during the pandemic, for example eComm, 
EdTech, TeleHealth, Cloud Infrastructure and 
CyberSecurity. 
 
VC has, traditionally, been an industry with 
extreme imbalance between male and female 
representation. Studies show that—while every-
one is facing unprecedented challenges—wom-
en are bearing the brunt of the economic and 
social fallout of COVID-19 to the tune of 1 in 4 
women potentially being forced to leave the 
workforce.
 
I’m not sure we can rightly judge the impact of 
the pandemic on equity in VC today, this may 
be something better evaluated over time. How 
many women may fall-out of hardwon roles in 
venture capital? What percentage of underesti-
mated founders may have to either step away 
from their startup or perhaps not launch their 
own tech company to begin with and therefore 
never be available for funding? Time will tell. But 
I’m deeply concerned we are moving backward 
not forward in this area.
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As a diversity advocate, do you think 
the recent increase in funding available 
to Black founders is short term, and 
why or why not? 
 
Black Lives Matter has been a powerful and 
much needed catalyst for the investment com-
munity to take equity and anti-racism serious-
ly. Well beyond black founders, it’s raising big, 
challenging questions for VCs across all BIPOC 
entrepreneurs. 
 
I don’t believe this is—nor will I accept—a short 
term shift in accountability or awareness but 
rather a fire under the industry to make lasting 
change. Those who don’t evolve will die out over 
time. Equity is, I believe, the path to our best pos-
sible future.

Partner-level investors, and in C-Suite roles. We 
must celebrate the individuals who fill those 
roles and not award the organizations for simply 
sourcing top talent. It’s just smart business. 
 
True and lasting change will only come when 
positions of power are diversely held and oppor-
tunity is far more widely available than it is today.
 
What advice do you have for UBC stu-
dents, especially women, who want to 
embark on an entrepreneurial journey?
 
There’s never been a better time than now to fol-
low your dreams. 
 
If your dreams are to be a CEO, a founder, an 
innovator, or even a prime minister, well, I would 
encourage everyone—regardless of grades, eth-
nicity, different abilities, age, or gender identity— 
to be courageous and take the plunge. 
 
Enjoy the ride (even the hard days, because 
there will be really really hard days!), don’t forget 
to make time for fun, build your tribe, make mis-
takes, shoot your shot. 
 
I guarantee you, the world has your back. 
And quickly you’ll find yourself surrounded by 
a community of passionate people like myself 
who are rooting you on. 
 
 

 

“True and lasting 
change will only come 
when positions of power 
are diversely held and 
opportunity is far more 
widely available than it is 
today.
 
The industry is seeing new funds pop up focused 
on seeding underestimated founders such as 
Harlem Capital, Backstage Capital, and Plexo 
Capital. Long standing funds are committing to 
Diversity Riders that can be inserted directly into 
term sheets. At Voyager, we not only make finan-
cial contributions in support of various organiza-
tions focused on BIPOC founders, but also com-
mit to getting hands-on in terms of mentorship, 
serving on committees and the like. Recently two 
of us participated in Female Founders Alliance’s 
office hours—one of the groups we sponsor—for 
Black Founders and it was fantastic.

The world I’m fighting for has BIPOC and female 
representation in Board of Director seats, as 
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WESTERN CANADA’S 
BUDDING INNOVATION 

ECONOMY
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their own, they have played a role in crafting the 
narrative of the region’s growing startup scene.

Rhino Ventures: The True Entrepre-
neurial Journey

The moniker “Rhino 
Ventures” was inspired 
by how rhinos are tough 
and thick-skinned—
traits required in start-
up founders in order 
to build a successful 
company. Jay Rhind, 
Partner at Rhino Ven-
tures, embodies this 
himself. His entrepre-
neurial experience led 

him to connect with fellow UBC Sauder MBA 
grad Fraser Hall; they bonded over the challeng-
es of entrepreneurship and that was when the 
idea for Rhino Ventures was born.

In late 2016, the two raised a micro fund—or 
minimum viable fund as Jay calls it—of $14 mil-
lion CAD under the name of “Vancouver Founder 
Fund”. Their thesis was to invest in the best and 
brightest entrepreneurs building venture scale 
success stories across Western Canada. In 
the middle of 2019, they rebranded themselves 
to the well known “Rhino Ventures”; a name 
that was an even “better representation of the 
entrepreneurial journey than a Unicorn”. Rhino 
Venture’s purpose continued to be inspired by 
addressing the massive market gap between 
the quantity and quality of early-stage capital 
serving the Vancouver startup ecosystem. Jay 
noted that the severe gap in the market allowed 
them to have relative success by simply attack-
ing it. They quickly made notable investments in 
Article.com, Thinkific, and Klue, among others. 

For many years, Vancouver experienced under-
funding because the majority of Canada’s cap-
ital was concentrated in the East, emerging in 
Toronto and subsequent peripheries like Ottawa 
and Montreal. However, an innovation renais-
sance of sorts in Vancouver, particularly over 
the past 12-18 months, has driven an upswing 

Gaining Traction

Located just above Silicon Valley, the Western 
Canadian startup ecosystem is becoming 
increasingly successful in fostering the growth 
of startups, particularly those in tech. Vancouver, 
for example, leads the top 30 U.S. and Canadian 
tech markets in high-tech job growth, with a 
growth rate of 29.2% over the past two years. 
The ecosystem has seen substantial growth in 
financings, with a 150% increase in just the past 
decade. The growing success rate of startups in 
Western Canada has also dramatically increased 
the talent pool, further building the ecosystem’s 
momentum. 

Attracting tech talent has now become one of 
the ecosystem’s strengths, but it was not always 
the case. Applying for a tech job in Vancouver as 
a university student, for example, was not always 
viable or attractive. NBR’s mission has always 
been to foster student thought leadership, 
creativity, and innovation, so it was only fitting 
to highlight the growing opportunity to scale 
startups or work in technology in Western 
Canada.

This semester, NBR established its official blog 
Pitch Deck to explore the unique challenges, 
needs, and strengths of Western Canada’s 
Startup Ecosystem. Our goal with this initiative 
is to highlight the merits of entrepreneurship 
for university students entering a business 
environment and job market of increasing 
uncertainty. Further, COVID-19 has demonstrated 
the need for innovation and problem solving 
at lengths never seen before. We hope to drive 
discourse on the ecosystem and its exciting 
developments to encourage the growth of its 
community.

Pitch Deck features profiles of UBC Alumni 
leading captivating startups that are developing 
Vancouver’s innovation economy. The first few 
companies and founders profiled are interrelated: 
NBR was grateful to interview Jay Rhind, Partner 
at Rhino Ventures, an early-stage venture capital 
fund that has invested in Jason Smith’s Klue 
and Greg Smith’s Thinkific. Together and on 
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in funding. It has seen historic raises like Clio’s 
$330M Series D round—the largest in Canada—
and Broadband TV’s $172 million CAD IPO, one 
of the top 10 tech IPOs on the Toronto Stock 
Exchange by funds raised. Large Series A raises 
in the past year include Rhino’s portfolio com-
panies Klue ($19.7 million CAD Series A) and 
Thinkific ($22 million CAD Series A). Further, 
many prominent Vancouver tech companies are 
poised to enter the public markets over the com-
ing quarters. Cymax and Abcellera—which filed 
for a $200 million USD Nasdaq listing—are two 
of the most recent publicly-reported possible 
new issuances. 

Klue: Klues to Succeed 

Klue is a competitive 
enablement platform 
that has raised over 
$25 million CAD from 
other investors in addi-
tion to Rhino, including 
Craft Ventures, OMERS 
Ventures, and angel 
investors Ryan Holmes 
(Founder of Hootsuite) 
and Frederic Kerrest 
(Co-founder of Okta). 

Klue’s CEO and Co-founder, Jason Smith, a UBC 
Sauder BCom grad, is a gritty problem-solver 
who also embodies the idea of a “rhino” entre-
preneur. Jason’s early learnings in sales through 
past entrepreneurial adventures led him to 
identify a pain point in sales team processes. It 
was hard to keep track of competitors and their 
actions. This pain point ultimately led Jason to 
the idea behind Klue. 

Klue collects and delivers updated competitive 
intelligence across departments such as Prod-
uct, Sales, and Customer Success. These data 
points, collected from several internal and exter-
nal sources, such as Slack, Salesforce, and email, 
provide companies with detailed and robust 
market coverage. Using artificial intelligence and 
machine learning, Klue synthesizes the data to 
deliver relevant information about a company’s 
product, market, and competition to ensure that 
sales teams have the most up-to-date, relevant 
information to ensure success.

Competitors are present for every company. 
Hence, finding a way to gather and utilize data 
about a company’s competition provides a pow-
erful edge to businesses. By helping other com-
panies efficiently adapt to changing markets, 
Klue is helping elevate this region’s innovation 
and momentum which is integral to the success 
and growth of any startup ecosystem.

Klue has been recognized with numerous 
awards, including being a finalist in the 2019 
Startup World Cup Grand Finale, and being 

“Jay pointed out that 
the 4 M’s—Management, 
Mentorship, Momentum, 
and Money—are the 
leading indicators of 
a regional start-up 
ecosystem’s maturity.
As the industry has continued to grow and boast 
more proven entrepreneurial management, 
investors are holding a higher willingness to 
invest in Vancouver startups. This has height-
ened the momentum in the region and is slow-
ly generating and increasing access to greater 
mentorship to help serve it. Jay pointed out that 
the 4 M’s—Management, Mentorship, Momen-
tum, and Money—are the leading indicators of 
a regional startup ecosystem’s maturity. Until 
recently, Jay felt that it was a contrarian position 
to believe you could build world-class compa-
nies and a venture firm that matched the found-
ers’ level of ambition in Vancouver. However, 
with the 4 M’s moving in the right direction, that 
is fortunately no longer the case. 
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named Company of the Year - Growth Success 
by BC Tech at the 2020 Technology Impact 
Awards. Still, in the early stages of success, Klue 
shows no signs of stopping. It continues to gath-
er investors’ interest and has strong potential for 
future growth as it makes large strides in com-
petitive enablement.

Thinkific: Lifelong Learning

A “rhino” entrepre-
neur’s most valuable 
assets are the knowl-
edge and skills they 
have acquired through 
building their ventures. 
However, sharing one’s 
expertise online can 
be operationally cum-
bersome. Greg Smith, 
CEO and Co-founder of 
Thinkific—another Rhi-

no Ventures portfolio company—knows this all 
too well.

Greg graduated with a Bachelor of Commerce 
from UBC Sauder in 2000 and then studied at 
UBC’s Allard School of Law. While working as a 
junior securities lawyer, Greg ran LSAT courses 
on the side, and decided to take his classes online 
so he could reach more students. Although his 
brother, fellow UBC Alumnus Matt Smith, offered 
to build it for him, they found a lack of digital 
infrastructure to easily create online courses. 
That was when the idea for Thinkific was born. 
Eventually, the two brothers and a few other 
co-founders launched Thinkific to empower any 
person with any expertise to create, market, and 
sell their own online course easily.

The SaaS company is unique from other online 
learning platforms like MasterClass or Skillshare 
because they allow educators full autonomy in 
this way. It provides tools for educators to inde-
pendently create and sell courses, enabling them 
to own their brand, customer relationships, and 
build a sustainable business. These educators 
are often entrepreneurs or established thought 
leaders in their respective industries. 

Thinkific saw a 221% surge in users creating 
courses at the start of the pandemic as a result 
of the increased demand for online learning 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. This has allowed 
Thinkific to expand quickly within the online edu-
cation industry, which is projected to grow to 
over US$350 billion over the next five years, with 
Thinkific being a leading force in Canada.

Thinkific has also received numerous accolades. 
Thinkific was named one of the Best Workplac-
es in British Columbia, made the Growth List of 
Canada’s Fastest-Growing Companies by Cana-
dian Business (ranking 17th out of 415 compa-
nies), and was named to Deloitte’s Technology 
Fast 50 all in this year alone. Rhino recognized 
their traction early on and has been investing in 
them since 2015. Since then, Thinkific continues 
to lead the educational renaissance.

B.C.’s Innovation Economy: A Driving 
Force 

COVID-19 has shifted the way we approach 
business and has shown us the importance of 
innovation. We have had to reimagine a new nor-
mal, one which saw the formation of new busi-
ness archetypes. In embracing novel customer 
needs and trends, companies have accelerat-
ed trends that were already taking place: many 
have become remote services providers, resil-
ient operators in terms of supply chains, and 
promoters of the gig economy. 

Ultimately, “innovative companies are the 
engines of our future” according to The Honour-
able Mélanie Joly, Minister of Economic Devel-
opment. BC’s innovation economy, with the likes 
of companies like Klue and Thinkific and funders 
like Rhino Ventures, is developing into its own 
unique ecosystem. With its growing strength, it 
is poised to help drive Canada’s innovation econ-
omy as a whole forward, creating a stronger 
foundation for the next set of exciting Canadian 
startups.
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BEHIND 
BLOCKCHAIN:
CREATING SUSTAINABLE SUPPLY  
CHAINS FOR THE NEXT GLOBAL CRISIS
FRIEDRICH ROHR

ARTWORK BY SOPHIA HUANG AND IRENE ZHANG



COVID-19’s Effects Throughout the 
Supply Chain

After COVID-19 temporarily halted business oper-
ations, companies shifted their focus to employ-
ee safety and maintaining operational capacity. 
Once simple business activities became infinite-
ly more complex as the virus caused unforeseen 
disruptions to supply chains all over the world. 
On February 21, 2020, 94% of Fortune 500 com-
panies reported impairments in their supply 
chains due to COVID-19. Of these corporations, 
approximately 40% have a supply chain pres-
ence in Wuhan, China, where the virus originat-
ed. Consequently, China—the largest exporter 
in the world—delayed the production and deliv-
ery of products globally. Moreover, consumer 
behaviour quickly changed from predictable 
purchase patterns to panic-induced stockpiling, 
leaving shelves empty and businesses unable to 
cope with the pandemic’s volatility.

Natural catastrophes, labour strikes, and deadly 
viruses have all previously halted trade around the 
world. For example, when H1N1 first appeared in 
2009, companies that produced crucial medical 
supplies and pharmaceuticals faced extensive 
distribution issues. Comparatively, COVID-19 
is one of the most disruptive virus outbreaks in 
modern history, bringing new logistical challeng-

es to light. Due to the rapid spread of COVID-19, 
countless distributors worldwide were forced 
to shut down operations due to exposure risks 
resulting in lost revenues, mass layoffs, and 
widespread concern about infection.  

Amongst the affected firms was Cargill Incorpo-
rated, one of the world’s largest meat processors 
that distributes products to over 70 countries 
annually. Usually processing over 4000 animals 
a day, Cargill had to shut down their plant in High 
River, Alberta, after 900 employees tested pos-
itive for the virus. The effects of the plant clo-
sure were significant, with experts projecting 
an industry loss of over $500M CAD in only two 
weeks. The tremendous losses Cargill incurred 
during their shutdown demonstrates the risks 
involved when supply chains are not well diver-
sified. Additionally, for Cargill employees being 
called back to work, concerns about safety and 
potential risks associated with COVID-19 expo-
sure on the job increased.

Why Supply Chains Struggle

Prior to COVID-19, businesses focused on sup-
ply chain strategies with the primary objective of 
saving costs. For firms that manage costs tight-
ly, investing in greater supply chain transparen-
cy, resilience, and risk-prevention is not a prior-

Sources of Potential Disruptions in Supply Chains

Source: Gartner blogs.  How supply chains are responding to the impact of coronavirus.
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ity. Steps in a traditional supply chain include 
acquiring materials from producers, assembling 
the product, and then selling it to an intermedi-
ary before finally reaching the end-consumer. 
This process involves excessive amounts of 
paperwork and complex relationships between 
multiple partners. Thus, it reduces speed and 
undermines the quality of service. 

In addition to these shortcomings, Dr. Harish 
Krishnan, a Supply Chain Management and 
Blockchain expert at the University of British 
Columbia, identifies two major problems with 
pre-COVID supply chains. Firstly, they are not 
transparent enough. Second, they are often too 
lean, meaning they hold too little inventory to be 
able to react to unforeseen spikes in demand.

These measures exist to eliminate waste. After 
the pandemic, he expects that consumers will 
be willing to pay more for the security of stor-
ing excess inventory. Today, these outdated 
business practices compromise the readiness 
of firms for supply chain disruptions caused by 
natural catastrophes, conflicts, or in this case, a 
global pandemic. The structural complexity of 
distribution networks leaves companies unable 
to quickly identify and retrace vulnerabilities 
within their supply chain. As a result, stakehold-
ers have limited knowledge of product origin 
and manufacturing conditions. As demonstrat-
ed through recent outbreaks such as H1N1 and 
COVID-19, these inefficiencies cause products 
to reach consumers in an untimely manner, and 
sometimes not at all.

Globalization and technological advancements 
have created a demand for more elaborate net-
works and alternative consumer channels. How-
ever, many industries have been slow to adapt. 
Firms often have too many communication 
channels with suppliers and partners, making 
it difficult to resolve conflicts that arise from 
the competing interests between supply chain 
stakeholders. This ultimately limits control over 
their supply chain.

Supply chains in the food industry have experi-
enced increased pressure for transparency in 
their sourcing and business practices. Compa-
nies in this industry tend to be ‘first-movers’ in 
evolving their supply chains and adopting new 
technologies. As seen during COVID-19, indus-
tries with less responsive inventory models have 
struggled. The virus has been a wake-up call 
for companies to re-evaluate their existing sup-
ply chain structures. Can current supply chains 
models meet future consumer demands in 
times of crisis?

The Way Forward

As the issue of climate change has gained 
urgency amongst consumers, demand for sus-
tainable supply chains has also grown. Sustain-
ability in supply chains entails higher standards 
for accountability, reducing a company’s carbon 
footprint and delivering products with social 
and environmental risks in mind. Other benefits 
of effective supply chain management include 
increased customer satisfaction, supplier bar-
gaining power, and higher profits. Companies 
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selling business to business (B2B) are priori-
tizing suppliers and distributors that focus on 
sustainable supply chains and hence the triple 
bottom line. This is because end consumers are 
demanding higher ethical standards, thus all 
parties in the supply chain must act responsibly 
in order to meet evolving customer demands. 
Transparent supply chain models cut waste, 
and allow corporations to be more aware of 
their financial and economic implications. The 
phenomenon of ‘Sustainability’ in the context of 
supply chain management also insinuates that 
consumers want honesty and transparency. 
Companies will be prompted to transform their 
supply chain activities into readable and quickly 
accessible data to consumers. Corporate social 
responsibility is an effective way to capture con-
sumers’ attention and is an essential part of 
modern businesses.
 
With its origins in Bitcoin, blockchain is a new 
way of distributing data through shared records. 
It initially enabled users to safely perform cur-
rency transactions without the involvement of 
banks as intermediaries. Now, blockchain is 
increasingly being applied to various sectors, 
including supply chain management. Blockchain 
for supply chain management promises more 
transparency, sustainability, and data safety, as 
well as streamlined processes and lower risk. 
According to Dr. Krishnan, blockchain has the 
potential to transform supply chains as we know 
them.
 
In blockchain, every transaction is added to the 
chain in a new ‘block,’ similar to entries in a led-
ger. This way, changes don’t delete the system 
previously in place. Instead, steps are recorded 
and distributed in real-time. Here, participating 
companies have an equal share of rights, mean-
ing changes to a process can only be made if 
most partners agree. Decentralization allows 
participants to have access to the data-storing 
‘blocks.’ Blockchain enables firms to trace prod-
ucts from their origin to their final destination. 
Every party within the supply chain can see a 
product’s exact location and thus react to the 
chain’s failures or disruptions more effective-
ly. By sharing the infrastructure and having an 

open communication flow, supply chains are 
better protected from infringements. Further, it 
reduces paperwork and licensing requirements, 
saving costs and eliminating the need for con-
ventional banks to act as middlemen. Therefore, 
companies that use blockchain improve not only 
efficiency but also safety of data.

“Making innovative 
changes to supply 
chain technologies will 
enable companies to 
be more agile, allowing 
them to better react 
to future disruptions, 
minimize effects felt by 
consumers and create a 
competitive advantage 
over firms following 
conventional supply 
chain practices.
Blockchain in Action

OpenSC, a joint venture between BCG Digital Ven-
tures and the World Wildlife Foundation (WWF), 
is a trendsetter embracing new technologies to 
address issues associated with old-fashioned 
supply chain management. They emphasize the 
use of blockchain technology to trace a product 
through its individual supply chain and improve 
communication. 

OpenSC’s client Austral Fisheries, the world’s 
only verified carbon-neutral fishing company, 
introducing blockchain to verify, trace, and share 
information about their products and partners. 
Fishing vessels at Austral are tracked via GPS, 
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verifying operations only occur in legal areas. 
The catch’s location is then linked to an informa-
tion tag and attached to the fresh fish immedi-
ately. The data gathered can be communicated 
to consumers quickly and easily; packaging for 
grocery stores includes a QR code that summa-
rizes information for consumers.

For Austral fisheries, sustainable practices and 
innovative technology have empowered part-
ners and customers to make better purchase 
decisions. In the eyes of consumers, compa-
nies like Austral can achieve legitimacy through 
transparent business practices. As Thomas Vel-

lacott, CEO of WWF Switzerland describes it: 
“What’s good for the planet, can also be good for 
business.” 

Nestlé, the world’s largest food company, is 
another early investor in Blockchain technolo-
gy. Nestlé committed to increasing honesty and 
legitimacy in its operations by entering into a 
partnership with OpenSC, fortifying its commit-
ment to responsible business. Raising inventory 
levels proactively when COVID-19 first affected 
Chinese operations enabled Nestlé to better nav-
igate the crisis. They were able to uphold supply 
and are now prepared for future disruptions. By 
using blockchain, Nestlé can authenticate where 
their products are from and how they were 
sourced. This transparency will improve validity 
and limit the exploitation of workers.

What Does the Future Hold?
 
The COVID-19 pandemic caused companies 
and consumers to re-think their expectations 
of supply chains. Shortages experienced during 
this pandemic have led to a discussion about 
the need to revolutionize the way products are 
delivered. Old management methods aren’t 
adapting fast enough and have to be replaced 
with business models catered towards modern 
trade networks. Consumers are now more vigi-
lant towards the availability of products and the 
source from which they are retrieved.

The risks supply chain management is facing 
are amplified due to job-loss and supply short-
ages worldwide. In the future, the scale at which 
a single disruption affects whole industries can 
be reduced through modern technologies and 
investments in sustainable practices. Blockchain 
could be part of this revolution and address 
many of the questions consumers and partners 
have about the transparent and safe delivery of 
products. What was once a unidirectional pro-
cess is now a collaboration between companies 
and their supply partners. The pandemic acts as 
an incentive to build a new supply chain that is 
transparent, resilient, and sustainable to avoid 
similar disruptions and provide stability in the 
future. 

 

Source: The network effect. Traditional legacy supply chain vs. multi-party network 
platforms.
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A Recipe for Disaster
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has changed Cana-
dian dining habits, forcing the entire restaurant 
industry into a downturn. It’s projected that the 
pandemic could result in the closure of nearly 
60% of Canadian restaurants by March 2021. 
With drastically reduced capacity due to social 
distancing guidelines, restaurants are no longer 
a social hub where people can relax and spend 
time with others. The decreased demand and 
newly-incurred COVID-19 safety expenses have 
hit restaurants harder than any macroeconomic 
event before; inherently slim industry margins 
saw few restaurants have cash reserves strong 
enough to act as a buffer for such financial hard-
ship.

Restaurants must adapt to this ‘new normal’ by 
adopting strategies that will help them overcome 
lower customer traffic, supply chain disruptions, 
operational barriers, and new consumption 
trends. These strategies include diversifying rev-
enue streams, strengthening takeout channels, 
revising menus, and focusing on local custom-
ers.

Not So Happy Hour

In adapting to COVID-19 induced challenges, 
restaurants must navigate the rise of two con-

sumption trends: increased home cooking and 
takeout orders. With 80% of people reporting 
medium to high levels of anxiety surrounding 
dine-in, many people have taken up cooking as 
a safer, cheaper, and easier alternative to eating 
out. In fact, surveys have found that people are 
cooking at home 60% more than before the pan-
demic. Further, the popularity of takeout hit an 
all-time high in August 2020, with Uber reporting 
a 103% increase in Q2 delivery revenue over the 
previous year. 

The rise of these two consumption trends has in 
turn highlighted two ways restaurants will have 
to adjust. First, restaurants will need to cater to 
millennials and younger generations in terms of 
taste and price point because they are gener-
ally less fearful of the virus and ordering from 
restaurants. Second, restaurants will need to 
strengthen their takeout channel to embrace the 
growth of delivery and pickup orders.

Unfortunately for most Canadian restaurants, 
takeout has traditionally been unsustainable 
in the long run. This is because major players 
in the food delivery industry such as UberEats 
and Skip the Dishes charge up to a 30% com-
mission fee on top of the restaurant’s razor-thin 
margins. Furthermore, alcoholic beverage sales 
are typically a key profit driver for restaurants, 
generating 20-25% of restaurant revenue. Due to 
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extreme markups and the accessibility of liquor 
stores, there are few incentives for customers to 
purchase alcoholic beverages with their order. 
Moreover, takeout was designed to be a sec-
ondary stream of revenue. In particular, upscale 
restaurants are struggling to maintain the qual-
ity and experience of their food through this new 
channel. 

To overcome the challenges of growing takeout 
and home cooking desires and more, there are 
four strategies restaurants can employ.

The Menu for Success

Re-thinking Delivery Systems
Firstly, restaurants should look to improve their 
margins by exploring new delivery and take-
out strategies. It’s no secret that third-party 
delivery apps aren’t feasible in the long run for 
many restaurant owners. Major companies like 
UberEats and DoorDash charge commission 
fees of approximately 30%, resulting in substan-
tially lower profits. Newer players in the delivery 
industry tend to offer more affordable online 
order management and delivery. For example, 
Tock To Go is a platform that coordinates reser-
vations, pickup, delivery, contactless payments, 
and more for restaurants in Toronto and Van-
couver for a 3% commission fee. For restaurants 
that require delivery drivers, smaller companies 
such as Vancouver’s From To and Toronto’s vol-
unteer-run iRover boast commission fees far 
below 30%. To bypass third parties altogether, 
restaurants can offer discounts on orders not 
placed through apps to incentivize consumers 
to adopt a new habit of ordering directly from 
the business. Other options for restaurants may 
look similar to that of a group of restaurants 
in Ontario. In an effort to evade high commis-
sion fees and to connect more personally with 
customers, these restaurant owners pooled in 
resources to begin their own delivery system.
Diversifying Revenue Streams
Restaurants should diversify their revenue 
streams to cover costs in the wake of full-ser-
vice restaurant sales dropping by 78% since Feb-
ruary 2020. For example, Earl’s Kitchen and Bar 
recently introduced their Earls at Home collec-

tion, ranging from alcohol deliveries, meal kits, 
and even grocery services. Due to their existing 
supply chain, it was relatively straightforward to 
implement, all while accessing a customer seg-
ment that was unwilling to dine-in.

Nando’s also implemented this strategy by intro-
ducing their bottled sauce for wholesale in 2004. 
Sales for their legendary Peri-Peri sauce have 
expanded into major grocery outlets such as 
Costco, Save-On-Foods, and Walmart. In addi-
tion, they launched a limited-edition Spicy P(ERi-
PERi) sauce with Toronto Raptors star Pascal 
Siakam in February 2020. Not only does it diver-
sify their revenue streams, but their sauce col-
lection generates brand awareness with favour-
able margins. 

Managing the Menus
Restaurants may also consider the pandemic 
and uptick in takeout orders as an industry signal 
to fine-tune and specialize their menus. With an 
inundation of challenges to juggle, from health 
and safety guidelines to virtual QR code menus, 
restaurants have the opportunity to embrace the 
changes and reflect on menu items to create 
a dining experience that is better suited to the 
needs of their market in the COVID era. By doing 
so, restaurants can focus more on consumer 
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favourites and optimize the subsequent take-
out experience. Adjusting menus accordingly 
through simplifying them, can help reduce waste 
and overall costs. Sourcing certain items from 
local suppliers can also lead to cost savings 
and fresher ingredients, ultimately resulting in 
a better experience for customers. Additionally, 
research by Loyalty.com saw that 61% of Cana-
dians preferred purchasing local food and that 
87% were more willing to increase their budgets 
if local alternatives were more available. While 
it may not be feasible for larger or chain restau-
rants, smaller restaurants may reap long term 
benefits from making these changes.

turn the threat of home cooking into an oppor-
tunity. Restaurants could sell packages of ingre-
dients for select menu items (to avoid cannibal-
izing sales in the long run) that customers can 
pick up. Customers could then follow along to a 
livestream of the Chef sharing their preparation 
techniques. These strategies would work well 
for restaurants located in residential neighbour-
hoods, where they can develop long-term rela-
tionships with the people living close by, creat-
ing long-term prosperity.

A Community Story

Yellow Door Bistro, located within the Hotel Arts 
in downtown Calgary, is a prime example of a 
restaurant that has taken the pandemic in stride. 
They officially reopened for dine-in on June 18th, 
2020, but were limited to just 50% capacity. To 
offset this significant reduction, they set up a 
curbside pickup system. The Yellow Door team 
created a website for their to-go offerings in a 
pinch, and renowned Chef Quinn Staple con-
tinues to offer Chef-inspired gourmet takeout 
meals. The curbside pickup program was well 
received and bolstered by community support, 
with some volunteers picking up and delivering 
orders to elderly customers. 

They also saw interruptions in their typical sup-
ply chain as an opportunity to focus on local 
and regional producers and suppliers. Impacted 
heavily by border closures and travel restrictions, 
they re-evaluated where they chose to source 
their ingredients. Yellow Door Bistro has opted 
to simply accommodate what local suppliers 
have available during this time. They take pride 
in their unique Chef-inspired dishes and look for-
ward to incorporating new ingredients. 

Cheque, Please

The majority of restaurant owners are chefs, 
rather than business strategists, but are now 
required to do both by circumstance. Before the 
pandemic, restaurants could thrive off of reputa-
tion and great food. However, new barriers con-
cerning accessibility, safety, and logistics of the 
foodservice industry emphasize the importance 
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Engaging New Customer Segments
Another critical consideration for restaurants in 
a pandemic is the shift in their target segments. 
With a 96.6% decline in travel to Canada due to 
border closures, local consumers are the lifeline 
keeping many restaurants alive. Restaurants 
can reach local consumers by creating loyalty 
programs and other discounts specifically for 
locals. They can also engage in community ini-
tiatives that focus on increasing awareness 
amongst locals. 

This engagement could entail providing meals 
to front-line workers, generating favourable PR 
through social media contests, giveaways, or 
cooking lessons with local chefs and allowing 
people to try menu items firsthand. Cooking 
lessons in particular may be an effective way to 
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of a robust business model.  While these recom-
mendations can help restaurants stay afloat in 
the coming months, the impacts of COVID-19 
are far from over. Ultimately, there is only one 
person who can help keep restaurants and small 
businesses alive: you. 

Here are some actions that you can take to help 
support local restaurants and businesses:
1. Order from local restaurants and avoid third 

party delivery services such as UberEats 
when possible.

2. Take precautions to keep your community 
safe so small businesses can stay open.

3. Share your favourite local restaurants with 
friends and family.

4. Provide much needed immediate funds to 
restaurants you’re planning to visit by pur-
chasing gift cards for later use or as gifts.

The combined conscious actions of consumers 
and creative flexibility of restaurant owners will 
enable restaurants to not just survive, but thrive 
in the face of persisting uncertainty.
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The EFL Championship: A House of 
Cards

With its highly competitive system of promotion 
and relegation, English football has long attract-
ed global attention. The English Premier League 
(EPL) is the highest tier English football league 
and most valuable national league in the world, 
boasting an audience of 3.2 billion and annual 
revenues of £5.16 billion ($8.86 billion CAD). It 
is home to notable teams like Manchester Unit-
ed F.C. and Liverpool F.C. The EPL is followed by 
the EFL Championship League, featuring teams 
such as Swansea City A.F.C. and Norwich City 
F.C. It is the second highest tier in the English 
football league system with revenues of £785 
million ($1.35 billion CAD), signifying its power-
ful position despite being a lower-tier league.

Football clubs have three main revenue driv-
ers: broadcasting, commercial, and matchday. 
Matchday revenues have traditionally been 
clubs’ steady revenue foundation, attracting 
large ancillary broadcasting and commercial 
revenues. However, they have declined as a 

result of government imposed bans on stadium 
game attendance due to COVID-19. Similarly, 
while broadcasting and commercial revenues 
have historically surged, these streams took 
a hit when games were cancelled during the 
COVID-19 lockdown between March and June 
2020. Most broadcasters have been offered 
rebates by clubs—the EFL recently returned £7 
million ($12 million CAD) to Sky Sports—and 
commercial entities have reduced contract val-
ues and deferred payments into the next year. 

However, clubs’ financial positions were already 
strained before the pandemic hit. Many EFL 
teams notoriously burn cash on player wage 
expenses in hopes of meeting the performance 
requirements to be promoted to the EPL, which 
rewards teams with substantial additional reve-
nue. Consequently, the excessive spending has 
led to many EFL teams recording operating loss-
es for the last four seasons.

Thus, the impact of COVID-19 on revenue 
streams has only exacerbated the poor financial 
health of EFL Championship clubs. Many are on 
the verge of administration (bankruptcy protec-
tion), with Wigan Athletic F.C. being the first on 
the chopping block. A financial bailout from the 
EPL or “phoenixing’’ (fans resurrecting a liquidat-
ed club) are potential solutions. However, the 
most effective tactic to stabilize league spend-
ing and ensure the long run financial health of 
clubs would be the implementation of Deloitte’s 
suggested annual wage cap of £18 million. 
Regardless, there remains the need to recover 
from the impacts of COVID-19 by diversifying 
revenue streams and adapting to changing fan 
preferences. EFL Championship clubs should 
therefore enhance the at-home fan experience 
through monetized official team apps and a dig-
ital fan club ambassador program.

The Online Stadium Experience

A monetized official team app would serve as a 
club’s roadmap to extending the beloved stadi-
um experience, both during the ‘new normal’ of 
COVID-19 and after, to fans at home. EFL Cham-
pionship League clubs should have a monetized 

EFL Champsion League Clubs Profit 
2017-2018

Source: BBC.  Championship ‘bubble waiting to burst’ with clubs posting 
record losses in Premier League ‘gamble’.
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official team app for two reasons. Firstly, it would 
be an additional source of income. Second, it 
also provides data points on fan behaviour that 
can be leveraged to strengthen and inform fan 
engagement campaigns.

The app would serve as a revenue source by 
operating on a freemium model: a free app with 
additional fees to engage in certain activities. 
It would hold tiered offerings available through 
purchases that bring fans closer to the club and 
provide a deeper behind-the-scenes experience. 
Thus, each new app feature would be a distinct 
sales opportunity for the club. 

While many clubs do not have apps, some such 
as Swansea City A.F.C. and Watford F.C. have 
modest existing apps that have demonstrated 
strong user engagement. Their apps have lever-
aged common features such as live audio for all 
matches, push notifications for score and team 
updates, and exclusive interviews with players. 
Both clubs with existing apps and those that 
would look to develop one should push beyond 
these features and employ more favoured live 

matchday components digitally. This would 
make the app a more intimate and experiential 
offering. 

For example, a memorable aspect of live stadi-
um games is matchday food. The clubs should 
therefore integrate partnerships with food deliv-
ery apps such as UberEats that could deliver 
stadium-like snacks to fans, ideally with a dis-
count via the partnership. Other features would 
include paid opportunities to have player meet-
and-greets over Zoom, merchandise advertise-
ments linked to player biographies, and content 
and advertisements from club sponsors.

App Appeal: Building Superfans

For EFL Championship League fans, who are 
predominantly domestic English supporters, 
showing their loyalty through team merchan-
dise and travelling to away matches is an inte-
gral part of their social lives. This revere fans 
feel for certain clubs is often driven out of family 
or close social connections. Their passion can 
be seen in their digital consumption to keep up 
with teams outside of live games: 83% of fans 
use official club websites and 66% use social 
media channels to access timely information 
about favoured teams. Creating an official team 
app would blend many of the benefits of social 
media and an official website into a ‘one stop 
shop’ for fans, which is likely to boost adoption. 

Maintaining select free features not only attracts 
more customer traffic, but allows fans to derive 
some value without spending. This is likely to 
increase the time they spend on the app, which 
creates a greater opportunity to influence them 
to purchase offerings or spend more on aver-
age to support their teams. These free offerings 
should be kept minimal, but could include trivia 
games where fans can predict scores or starting 
lineups with the chance to win prizes. 

Additionally, achieving a critical mass of users 
through free offerings would allow for more data 
points to be generated through the app. It would 
allow clubs to control the fan journey the same 
way they do in a live setting, but in an even more 

“Employ more 
favoured live matchday 
components digitally. 
This would make the 
app more intimate... 
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targeted and efficient manner. The data points 
on what and where fans direct their attention 
would enhance understanding of fan behaviours 
and preferences. This can inform future app 
offerings, strengthening the app’s ability to gen-
erate revenue. Further, it can inspire future fan 
engagement campaigns or marketing strate-
gies. Most importantly, the data can be used to 
assess fans’ willingness to pay to ensure offer-
ings are priced effectively. Using the data to 
inform pricing decisions is critical to drive high-
er average spending per fan. It would also miti-
gate fan criticism, such as that expressed when 
the EPL decided to charge £14.95 ($25 CAD) to 
watch certain matches.

Finally, these valuable data points and unique 
new sales opportunities can be achieved at low 
cost. After the initial development and fixed cost 
of the app, the successive variable costs will be 
very minimal. As clubs look to add more value 
to the app through more behind-the-scenes and 
other unique opportunities, the digital nature of 
this development keeps costs very low. 

Who’s the Real MVP? The Twelfth 
Player

Akin to how an app can help digitize the live 
matchday events, fan club ambassadors can 
serve as the same fan engagement tools as 
traditional matchday hosts do. Surprisingly, fan 
ambassadors are absent from all EFL club ros-
ters—as such, an ambassador program of club 
fans is a cost-efficient way to build advocacy for 
the club and reach new audiences to ultimately 
boost revenues. In short, this form of ambassa-
dorship has an inherent advantage: clubs lever-
age the existing brand loyalty of their fans to pro-
duce engaging and passionate advocates. This 
is in contrast to conventional digital marketing 
ambassadorship, which often hires solely off of 
social media followings. 

Pre-pandemic, football clubs around the world 
had employed ambassadors to varying effects. 
The most powerful EPL teams used ambassa-
dors to meet-and-greet fans at live games and 
as customer service agents, while several small-
er teams worldwide have hired ambassadors to 
convert sales leads, organize community pro-
grams, and promote special events. Regardless, 
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the use of ambassadors not only as a push-mar-
keting tool but rather as an engagement catalyst 
is ubiquitous. For EFL clubs, season ticket hold-
ers or regular game attendees can be onboard-
ed as ambassadors, and activate key COVID-era 
engagement activities such as online viewing 
parties for games, community fantasy tourna-
ments, charity fundraisers, and FIFA or Football 
Manager video game streams. Paid over three-
to-six month contracts, these ambassadors can 
be powerful forces of community-building for 
clubs—rallying and solidifying fan bases. Nat-
urally, this excitement translates into app rev-
enues as fans reignite their love for their home 
club.

In addition, these ambassadors do not require 
substantial social media followings to huge-
ly impact an EFL club. Official social media 
accounts can present opportunities for ‘fan 
takeovers,’ maintaining a tight-knit community 
of fans that can ultimately drive greater broad-
cast viewership. At the end of the day, the moti-
vations of a fan who wants to buy game tickets 
and a fan who wants to become an ambassador 
are similar: they want to interact with people who 
are just as invested in the ups-and-downs of the 
beloved club as they are. This has two conse-
quences: (a) that there is massive feasibility in 
finding potential ambassadors among the exist-
ing fan base, and (b) that reinforcing a commu-
nity of engagement through an ambassador pro-
gram can realize greater broadcast viewership in 
addition to increased app revenues from riled-up 
fans. By adapting the role of a club ambassador 
to a solely digital world, EFL clubs stand to solid-
ify their fan bases—with online and delocalized 
ambassadors paving the way for potential inter-
national audiences in the future.

The Away Game: Fan Engagement to 
Outlast a Pandemic

The business of football is football - the bottom 
line is to give the fans a club they can be proud 
of and an experience they can treasure. What 
better way than offering opportunities to stay 
engaged with their favourite players, moments, 

and communities? By bringing the matchday 
experience online, clubs stand to gain substan-
tial revenues and strengthened fan bases—plac-
ing them in pole position for a post-COVID world. 
With thoughtful implementation, club apps and 
fan ambassadors can serve as robust supple-
ments to revenue streams long into the future. 
Potentially, these tactical recommendations 
might herald advancements for the EFL Cham-
pionship League’s fan presence as a whole—per-
haps one day rivaling the EPL for its top spot.
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Planting the Seed

Earlier this year, the Fortune 500 celebrated a 
record high of female CEOs leading America’s 
top companies. In the past decade, female repre-
sentation in the C-Suite has more than doubled, 
from 15 female CEOs in 2010 to 38 in 2020, with 
Jane Fraser adding to the list in 2021 as Wall 
Street’s first female CEO. However, as a Fortune 
Magazine study indicates, the 500’s 38 female 
CEOs are concentrated in the bottom tier of the 
list, mostly in the retail industry, while female 
leadership in tech companies remains uncom-
mon. 

There are significant barriers for women in the 
tech industry. Harvard Business Review recent-
ly highlighted that a greater emphasis tends to 
be placed on the role of individual women rather 
than collective organizational policies in reduc-
ing gender inequality in the tech industry. Each 
woman is expected to change her own attitudes 
and behaviours to navigate the existing structur-
al inequalities in hiring procedures and corpo-
rate culture in order to progress. However, this 
practice is counterproductive to a company’s 
outlook as corporations exceeding in female 
empowerment have been shown to experience 

47% higher returns than industry average, show-
ing a positive correlation between diverse lead-
ership and business performance.

Within the tech industry, Apple possesses the 
greatest brand value in terms of financial power 
and consumer sentiment. However, their gender 
equality efforts are some of the lowest among 
tech companies, since women only occupy 33% 
of Apple’s workforce, 23% of tech roles, and 29% 
of managerial positions as of 2018. Innovation 
is at the core of Apple’s business performance, 
and numerous studies have shown how diversi-
ty of all dimensions is critical to fueling innova-
tion. Therefore, Apple should bolster its gender 
equality efforts by implementing 
strategies adapted from Womenomics princi-
ples.

Womenomics

Womenomics is a poignant gender-based pol-
icy agenda that was implemented specifically 
at the corporate level by Japanese Prime Min-
ister Shinzo Abe. The term “Womenomics” was 
coined by Kathy Matsui, the Chief Japan Strate-
gist at Goldman Sachs. With a shrinking work-
force and ageing society, Abe’s strategy was to 
use Japan’s under-represented female work-
force to increase economic activity while simul-
taneously tackling Japan’s long-standing gender 
inequality. 

“Harvard Business 
Review recently 
highlighted that a 
greater emphasis tends 
to be placed on the role 
of individual women 
rather than collective 
organizational policies 
in reducing gender 
inequality in the tech 
industry.
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As a global economic leader, Japan’s female 
labour participation rate before Womenomics 
was implemented was well below the OECD 
(Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development) average, and the environment is 
generally male-dominated with fewer opportuni-
ties for females in managerial roles. The OECD 
comprises 37 countries, with the goal being to 
stimulate economic progress and world trade. 
Abe’s government had implemented various 
Womenomics initiatives that were directed by 
five key performance indicators (KPIs).

Out of the five KPIs, Female Labour Participa-
tion rate most notably increased by 15% over 
the last two decades. Progress was achieved 
with strategies that enhance workplace culture 
through employee benefits and targeted training 
programs. 

Notably, Japan is at the forefront of global tech-
nology innovation, housing tech giants such as 
Sony, Canon, Nintendo, and Mitsubishi. There-
fore, Abe’s Womenomics serves as a valuable 
example of a diversity and inclusion (D&I) initia-
tive applied to a broader socio-economic envi-
ronment that is facing a similar narrative of gen-
der inequality as Apple.

Apples to Oranges

Goldman Sachs’ 2019 report, written by Matsui 
on Womenomics, suggested that unconscious 
biases and gender role stereotypes play a large 
role in the outcome of Womenomics policy and 
that its targets for various KPIs may be too ambi-
tious for Japan’s cultural climate. For instance, 
Abe’s goal to increase female representation in 
leadership to 30% and paternal leave ratios to 
13% by 2020 showed slow signs of progress. 
Therefore, cultural differences between Japan 
and North America are useful to keep in mind 
when understanding how Apple may adapt cer-
tain Womenomics principles. 

Japan is largely a patriarchal society which 
informs how most Japanese corporations oper-
ate. Japan emphasizes tradition in cultural and 
societal practices and may often refrain from 

adapting progressive strategies. Comparative-
ly, North America generally prioritizes adapting 
their practices with evolving shifts in society. 
Given its dominant North American presence 
and western perspective, Apple will presumably 
be more receptive to strategies that address per-
sistent gender inequality in its corporation. 
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Lady Apple: Apple and Female Repre-
sentation

Apple’s overall D&I agenda has focused on racial, 
cultural, age, and gender diversity. A key focus 
has been placed on increasing diversity via new 
hires, improving the gender pay gap, and advanc-
ing racial minorities in leadership positions. 
Apple has implemented programs that improve 
the gender pay gap internally and externally and 
support racial minorities internally. However, 
despite progressive hiring policies, they have 
fallen short in improving internal female rep-
resentation, specifically in tech and manageri-
al positions. In Apple’s most recent D&I report, 
there was an overall 3% increase in female rep-
resentation in tech roles between 2014 to 2018, 
while there was double that increase in the same 
time frame for non-tech roles. 

Apple can increase female representation (or 
participation) in tech and leadership positions 
by using strategies inspired by select Wome-
nomics KPIs. These strategies require collabo-
rative organizational action to tackle structural 
inequalities in workplace culture and employee 
development and benefits.

iWomenomics

Womenomics KPI 1: Workplace Culture 
Womenomics spurred the Nadeshiko Brands 
designation and the Eruboshi certification, two 

external factors that have encouraged Japa-
nese companies to improve gender equality in 
the workplace. Apple can pursue public-private 
partnerships inspired by the first and internal 
programming inspired by the second to increase 
female representation in leadership and tech 
positions.

Firstly, the Nadeshiko Brands designation high-
lights Tokyo Stock Exchange (TSE) listed com-
panies that empower women in the workplace 
through targets focused on progressing female 
leadership. The Ministry of Economy, Trade, and 
Industry (METI) has selected 46 companies from 
the TSE that are outstanding examples of female 
empowerment. The initiative also attracts inves-
tors seeking to invest in top-performing diverse 
companies, encouraging other TSE-listed com-
panies to promote gender diversity. 

Apple can pursue public-private partnerships 
with subsidiary ministries parallel to METI in 
Japan that support objectives for increased 
female labour participation within their region. 
For example, in Canada, if Apple were to part-
ner with the Ministry of Innovation, Science, and 
Economic Development (ISED), a recognition list 
similar to the Nadeshiko Brands could be estab-
lished for companies in the tech industry leading 
in gender equality. This public-private partner-
ship can be beneficial in providing Apple and the 
tech industry gender equality targets that can 
incentivize internal changes in gender policies. 
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Having an industry recognized list of tech com-
panies progressing in female representation 
not only encourages other industry competitors 
to follow in line, but can also attract investors, 
while reducing gender barriers across the indus-
try. It is important to note that in Japan’s con-
text, government involvement in private affairs is 
common and at times encouraged. While North 
America has a favourable stance on public-pri-
vate partnerships, this should not be taken for 
granted for Apple’s global strategies. 

Second, the prestigious Eruboshi certification 
awarded by the Ministry of Health, Labour and 
Welfare offers an incentive for companies to 
adopt gender equality targets including exten-
sion of child care leave period, increase of 
females hired after childcare leave, and female 
leadership ratios, among others. For example, 
as a recipient of the Eruboshi certification, Sony 
continued to hold diversity seminars for manag-
ers and career programs exclusively for female 
employees. 

Similarly, Apple can provide greater training 
opportunities for the female workforce, thus 
broadening the talent pipeline of candidates qual-
ified to advance into tech and managerial roles. 
Upskilling can take the form of online courses 
through platforms such as Udacity and support-
ing university-level education. For instance, Goo-
gle introduced free training programs (Google IT 
Support Professional Certificate) and a Women 
Techmakers program to develop core skill sets 
needed in tech positions. 

The funding and resources needed for upskill-
ing such as facilities, digital tools, and expand-
ing community partners can be supported by 
Apple’s current investments in D&I initiatives. 
The tech industry can best prepare their work-
force for the growing demands in technology 
through upskilling, and the government can play 
a fundamental role by incentivizing employer-led 
programs through funding, tax incentives, and 
challenges grants. Moreover, technology leaders 
in Silicon Valley will benefit from close partner-
ships with educators and government leaders.
This aligns similarly with the Eruboshi certificate 
and emphasizes the importance of collaboration 
between the private and public sector. Apple can 
adapt similar initiatives to the Eruboshi certifica-
tion, by rewarding internal departments that pro-
mote female representation through their hiring 
practices and promotion opportunities. In the 
long-term, this allows Apple to focus their finan-
cial resources to areas that can benefit from 
upskilling and empower females in tech-specific 
and leadership roles. 

Womenomics KPI 2: Female Labour Participa-
tion Rate
Womenomics 2019 progress report shows that 
female labour participation rate in Japan sur-
passed leading OECD countries in America and 
Europe at 71%. There are various factors behind 
Japan’s rapid increase in female labour partici-
pation. One factor is Japan’s workforce reform 
called ‘Equal Pay, Equal Work’. This reform came 
into full effect in April of 2020 and requires 
employers to pay and provide benefits for part-
time workers that do the same work as full-time 
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workers. The increase in pay, benefits, and recur-
ring education opportunities for part-time posi-
tions incentivized many females to enter into the 
labour force. This policy not only limits unwar-
ranted discrimination by basing pay on skill and 
merit, but also provides a strategy for corpora-
tions to increase their female talent pool. 

Similarly, Apple has also made substantial 
changes to how it compensates its employees. 
In the U.S., Apple has remedied pay gaps by 
analyzing salaries, bonuses, and annual stock 
grants. After a year-long study in 2016, Apple’s 
CEO Tim Cook reported that female employees 
made 99.6 cents to the one dollar earned by men 
in the same role. Now, Apple has mentioned that 
in the U.S. and U.K., female employees are paid 
equally to male employees. However, a key note 
to mention is that 67% of Apple’s workforce 
is composed of white males, which has not 
changed at all (~1%) since 2014. 

Apple’s equal pay initiatives in the U.S. and U.K. 
is certainly a step in the right direction, but 
equal pay will not work alone to bridge gaps in 
female representation without other policies as 
suggested in this article. By applying the Wom-
enomics’ example of ‘Equal Pay, Equal Work’, 
Apple can consider how broader policies and 
workplace culture initiatives play a significant 
role in bridging the gap between the representa-
tion of females across its workforce. 

Moving the Dial

Apple plays an increasing role in shaping glob-
al culture through advancing technology that 
further connects our world. Given Apple’s glob-
al operations, it would be valuable for Apple to 
analyze the trends in female leadership among 
its various regions. As the discussion of female 
leadership in Japan suggests, training and 
career experience play a key role in advance-
ment opportunities. Similarly, Apple can modify 
this concept and invest further into upskilling 
and career experience opportunities for current 
and future female employees in tech specific 
roles. 

Moreover, this discussion reflects on how gov-
ernment policies can complement corporate 
strategies and vice versa. This can be reflected 
through the upsurge in public-private partner-
ships in various industries and could be a strat-
egy, as discussed, to implement for D&I issues 
in years to come. Apple and the technology 
industry at large will benefit from using their 
global platforms to lead the dialogue for female 
representation in the workplace by initiating 
strategies and concepts discussed in this arti-
cle. While Womenomics as a policy framework 
has flaws of its own, it provides a starting point 
for Apple to consider broader strategies that can 
move toward resolving gender inequality in the 
technology industry. 
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Behavioural Inventory Decisions

Operations management is a discipline focused 
on efficiency in business operations and the 
production of goods and services. It uses mod-
els that simplify reality by assuming people are 
rational versus irrational, enabling us to make 
inventory planning or operations decisions rela-
tively easily. In reality, it is much harder to pre-
dict how people act and therefore how much 
inventory should be stocked. These types of 
questions are now answered in the developing 
field of behavioural operations research, which 
combines operations research with behavioural 
economics.

Behavioural operations research combines 
existing rudimentary models with factors such 
as irrational human behaviour. This can play a 
pivotal role in helping firms maximize their effi-
ciency and increase profits through improved 
inventory planning. Notably, stock-outs have 
serious ramifications; Harvard Business Review 
found that depending on the product category, a 
stock-out causes 21% to 43% of consumers to 
buy a product from competitors instead. 

ations decisions, such as understocking when 
they could have maximized profits by overstock-
ing above the typical demand level. 

“Our research focuses 
on understanding how 
inventory decisions are 
made and why inventory 
managers fail to make 
the right operations 
decisions...

Our Idea

Our research question started out quite broad 
with simply trying to understand how people 
make decisions under uncertainty. Since this 
was our first empirical study in behavioural 
operations research, we began by exploring the 
literature, where we identified that much of the 
research in the area uses the newsvendor mod-
el. Further, it led us to become more interested 
in how people react to unknown distributions or 
changes in distribution. In real life, this is simi-
lar to an inventory manager not having enough 
data to forecast demand or needing to make 
decisions about multiple, heterogeneous prod-
ucts. We were also curious as to whether peo-
ple would be able to learn or adapt their knowl-
edge as they received more feedback. Thus, 
our research questions became: how do people 
respond to changes in distribution, and how 

With my keen interest in the psychology behind 
decision-making and appetite for challenge, UBC 
Sauder Professor and Canada Research Chair 
in Operations Excellence Tim Huh  encouraged 
me to explore the field of behavioural operations 
research. Our research focuses on understand-
ing how inventory decisions are made and why 
inventory managers fail to make the right oper-

THE NEW BUSINESS REVIEW | WINTER 2020     32 

Describe Predict

Utilize Improve

How do people
behave?

How do people
behave?

How can behavior
be utilized?

How can behavior
be improved?

Behavioural Operations Research Goals

Source: Karen Donohue, Özalp Özer, and Yanchong Zheng. Behavioral Operations: 
Past, Present, and Future



close are people in finding the optimal quantity 
with limited demand information? 

Newsvendor Model

The newsvendor model explores how perishable 
goods, like newspapers, should be ordered to 
optimize inventory when demand is uncertain 
(Arrow, Harrish, & Marschak, 1951). Its applica-
tion is far reaching; it can be used to calculate 
how many airline tickets to overbook to mini-
mize losses from last-minute cancellations, or 
evaluate retail inventory levels to balance variety 
and price for budget-sensitive shoppers. 

The model shows that when demand is uncer-
tain and the selling price is constant, if the cost 
of the good is low, then the optimal inventory 
level is to overstock above average demand. 
This is because the revenue that you would get 
from selling each unit of the good can offset the 
additional cost of overstocking a few more even 
if they do not sell. Conversely, if the cost of the 
good is high, then you should understock below 
average demand for the optimal inventory level. 
This is a simplification of the model. It normally 
includes additional factors that affect the true 
price of the good like disposal costs for over-
stocking. 

Behavioural Newsvendor Models

Procurement managers and other decision-mak-
ing executives working in operations often have 
limited information about the true distribution 
of their products to which they may apply the 
newsvendor model to (Bolton et al., 2012). They 
generally only have historical demand informa-
tion which can resemble either a uniform or 
normal distribution. The newsvendor model has 
been adapted to work with different distributions 
including the normal distribution and the uniform 
distribution. We used the uniform distribution 
which is a limitation in our study as we would 
have liked to be able to test the normal distribu-
tion if we had more participants. The normal dis-
tribution can be used in a future follow-up study 
depending on the results of this one. 

Reducing the amount of information that people 
can use will result in them falling back on certain 
biases or trying to learn and find patterns in the 
demand for them to use. These biases and the 
patterns that people learn will not necessarily be 
the correct ones that help them find the optimal 
ordering quantity. Hence, in many different ver-
sions of behavioural newsvendor studies (Sch-
weitzer and Cachon, 2000; Bolton and Katok, 
2008; Bolton et al., 2012), the conclusion is that 
people deviate from the optimal inventory order-
ing quantity.

Pull-to-Centre Bias

Cited as the reason why people do not choose 
the optimal quantity, the pull-to-centre bias is 
one of the most common biases in behavioural 
newsvendor models (Schweitzer and Cachon, 
2000; Ren and Croson, 2013; Ovchinnikov et al., 
2015; Bolton et al., 2012; Lee and Siemsen, 2016; 
Bolton and Katok, 2008; Moritz et al., 2013; Bos-
tian et al. 2008). The bias describes how people 
tend to settle on order quantities between those 
of the average demand and the actual optimal 
inventory amount (Zhang and Siemsen, 2018). 
People are inherently attracted to choosing the 
average demand as they tend to conclude that 
it is the quantity that is ordered the most often. 
However, the newsvendor model statistically 
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proves that the average demand is rarely the 
optimal ordering quantity.

Study Methodology

The design of our experiment is a survey-style 
simulation performed using the PythonAny-
where platform. Our participants will be first 
or second year undergraduate students who 
are taking a course on decision-making. These 
students are unlikely to have encountered the 
newsvendor model in their studies thus far, 
but Bolton, Ockenfels, and Thonemann (2012) 
concluded that undergraduate students make 
similar decisions to operations managers when 
faced with the same newsvendor ordering prob-
lem. 

Students will play four models, where they are 
told that they are operations managers need-
ing to make orders for some of their perishable 
goods. Each model is broken into two treat-
ments corresponding to whether the cost of the 
good to the operations manager is high or low, 
hence resulting in different optimal order quan-
tities according to the newsvendor model. Each 
game has 50 rounds, allowing us to test if they 
learn by comparing their initial choices with their 
choices nearer to the end of the game.

Experiment design

Model with Constant Demand Distributions and 
Ten Demand Points
The first model is a baseline to compare against 
the newsvendor model to see if people deviate 
from the optimal order and by how much. Partic-
ipants have enough information to calculate the 
optimal newsvendor quantity if they manage to 
deduce that this is the model that underpins the 
game because they are given two pieces of infor-
mation. First, they are told the distribution, which 
stays constant throughout the game. They are 
also given ten demand data points which they 
are told are predictions from a market survey by 
experts about what demand can be. However, 
these ten demand points should only be used as 
guidelines as the real demand can be and often 
is a different number. 

We will also use this model to see if people are 
subject to the pull-to-centre bias by comparing 
their orders against the average. If the pull-to-
centre bias is true, then our expectation is that 
people will order quantities below the optimal 
and close to the mean when the product has a 
low cost. In contrast, people will order quantities 
above the optimal and close to the mean when 
the product has a high cost.

Model with Unknown but Constant Demand Dis-
tribution and Ten Demand Points
For the second treatment, participants are not 
told the distribution of the product they are 
ordering in the 50 rounds of the game. The 
only demand information they can use is the 
ten data points that we provide for them each 
round. These ten data points change for each 
round, hence participants who wrote down all 
the data points as they went through the exper-
iment should be able to deduce more informa-
tion about the distribution. Our main expectation 
is that participants will choose to order closer to 
the average than to the optimal order quantity 
which follows the pull-to-centre bias. We also 
expect that they may order the average amount 
more often than with participants that are told 
the distribution like in the first model.
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Model with Changing Demand Distributions and 
Ten Demand Points
In the third treatment, participants are still told 
the distribution, but this distribution changes 
each round. For instance, the distribution for the 
first round could be numbers between 50 and 
150 distributed evenly, and then 30 to 130 dis-
tributed evenly in the second round. They are still 
given ten demand points to help them as guide-
lines. We would take this model and compare 
each round against the newsvendor optimum. 
Similar to the first model, we expect the pull-to-
centre bias to lead people to order quantities 
below the optimal and close to the mean when 
the product’s cost is low, and that they will order 
quantities above the optimal and close to the 
mean when the product’s cost is high. By using 
changing distributions, we aim for participants 
to have a fresh start to each round which may 
help reduce other biases that come from play-
ing a continuous game like chasing the actual 
demand from the previous order.

Model with Unknown but Constant Demand Dis-
tribution and Feedback
The most unique from the previous models, 
the last model enables us to see if a continu-
ous game will help a person learn to make the 
optimal decision. Participants will start with ten 
demand points like all the previous models, but 
they will not be told the distribution that underlies 
the demand points. Each round, they will be told 
the actual demand for the round and then this 
amount is added to the historical demand data 
that they are given such that in the 50th round, 
they should have 59 data points to assist them 
in making their decision. Similar to the first mod-
el, we will mainly be testing the results from this 
model against the optimal newsvendor quantity. 
Our expectation for this model is that there will 
also likely be some pull-to-centre bias, but we 
are curious to the extent of this bias. Perhaps 
the lack of having a defined mean by providing 
the distribution will mean that there is less of a 
pull towards the centre.

Limitations

The most prominent limitation in our experi-

ment is that COVID-19 has moved school online 
which makes conducting laboratory tests much 
more difficult. We have had to pivot to conduct-
ing the study online which means that there 
are aspects to the environment that we cannot 
control for our participants. Another limitation is 
that our game is only 50 rounds, which was set 
primarily to fit in with the undergraduate classes 
where we would be drawing our sample from. 
In Bolton and Katok (2008), they demonstrated 
that learning does continue beyond 50 rounds in 
their 100-round study, hence a longer study may 
allow us to see that participants learn more later 
on.

Implications

Within most studies using the behavioural 
newsvendor model, there are no well-known 
papers that have utilized changing distributions. 
By doing so, we will be examining how peo-
ple make decisions under significant demand 
uncertainty in a way that has extensive real 
world implications. This is because operations 
managers rarely make decisions for just one 
product, and smaller companies may not have 
the data to do complete analyses to figure out 
that there is one underlying demand distribution. 

Hence, it is useful to see how people react and 
perhaps even learn to make better decisions as 
they become more familiar with the product. 
Furthermore, smaller businesses that lack the 
capital to invest in advanced inventory manage-
ment and forecasting systems may be able to 
use the newsvendor model with some limita-
tions to strengthen their predictions. Addition-
ally, this study is proof that even as a business 
student, it is possible to innovatively combine 
your passions, such as mine in the psycholo-
gy of decision making, with emerging business 
topics to develop interesting research questions 
that have real world impact. I hope you can lever-
age your passion in a way that solves problems 
or simplifies the increasing complexity of today’s 
market landscape.
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