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About the Book

How can you succeed when the only certainty is change?

Velocity presents seven new laws for businesses and individuals in a world that is dominated by rapid change and digital technology.

Written as a conversation between the authors – Ajaz Ahmed, from AKQA, and Stefan Olander, from Nike – Velocity identifies seven key truths that individuals and businesses should adopt to thrive. Fast paced, useful, provocative and highly motivating, Velocity will arm you with actionable ideas to define your future.

With an introduction by Sir Richard Branson.


About the Authors

Ajaz Ahmed, AKQA
Ajaz is the founder and Chief Executive Officer of AKQA. He founded AKQA when he was twenty-one to help companies create the future by embracing the digital revolution. AKQA's founding core values are ‘innovation’, ‘service’, ‘quality’ and ‘thought’. Today, AKQA employs over 6,000 people and is the largest, most awarded company in its field. AKQA's clients include Nike, Apple and Rolls-Royce, Red Bull, Google and Audi.  Ajaz works with leaders every day to help create and improve products, services and organisations.

Stefan Olander, Nike Inc.

Stefan is the Vice President of Digital Sport for Nike. He oversees the company’s global strategy for how digital technology will help athletes get better.

Over the past fifteen years Stefan has been a core contributor in evolving Nike’s consumer connections across the globe through his roles in EMEA, Americas and currently at global headquarters in Beaverton.

From iconic brand communications to the creation of Nike+, Stefan has led teams that have redefined the industry and consistently delivered indispensable consumer experiences.

He is a native Swede with a Greek mother and resides in Portland with his wife and best friend Cathrine, and wonderful children Alex, Melina and Lucas.
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From Ajaz

To my parents Khowaj and Sughran, whose kindness,
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From Stefan

To my wonderful, understanding and patient family –
Cathrine, Alex, Melina and Lucas. And my wonderful
mom, Barbara, for always being there. Jag älskar er.


Introduction by Sir Richard Branson

Virgin is called Virgin because we were new to business and a little bit nervous, but we were also very excited to get started.

The transformation taking place in the world right now makes virgins of us all, and that’s the reason why Velocity matters. We’re living through a time of big and little changes in the way we do just about everything and the only people and organisations guaranteed to make fools of themselves are the ones who think they have got it all figured out.

Change is often seen as a threat, but to an entrepreneur it’s oxygen. It’s what being alive and enthusiastic about business rests on. When the established ways of doing things are in turmoil, new energy has the best chance to step in and succeed by doing things better than they’ve always been done before.

A good idea for a business can also become a bad one if your timing is off. (If I had started taking bookings for passenger space flights when I started out in business in 1966, I probably would have been institutionalised.)

When Ajaz founded AKQA in the 1990s, many people thought ‘digital’ was just a new fad. At Virgin we saw it as exciting. Virgin was one of AKQA’s first clients. It’s a very natural fit for us to hire a youthful start-up rather than a bureaucratic conglomerate.

Stefan Olander, VP of Digital Sport from Nike, and Ajaz, now chairman of the world’s largest digital agency, have put what they’ve learned on their journey so far in this book to pass it on to anybody not satisfied with the same old routine.

Entrepreneurialism isn’t about what happened last night, but about the morning after. If you hide under the covers because you can’t face another day of the same old grind, you clearly need more change in your life. If you leap out of bed precisely because, today, everything is going to be different and something is sure to surprise you, then you’re halfway there already. This is Velocity. Enjoy the ride.


The Velocity Principles

We don’t take it for granted that we’re lucky to work with people and companies we love, having careers that feel more like an adventure than a job. Or that the organisations we work for are still thriving in highly competitive and unpredictable times.

We don’t take it for granted, either, that we’re often asked to share insights, stories and thoughts about how to improve and evolve in a business environment undergoing unprecedented change.

We’ve had the good fortune to live the digital revolution from the inside, discovering what works and what doesn’t. As a result, our work has always obliged us to see ‘the new’ as an opportunity, never a threat. That’s the philosophy, the gift given to us, we want to pass on to you.

Yes, the economic balance of power is shifting to emerging markets. Yes, fearless innovators are reconfiguring the commercial landscape, endangering long-established ways of working. And yes, it’s a demonstrable fact that more new technologies, new competitors and impenetrable new bits of jargon appear every day. But what matters is the extraordinary potential amidst all this.

Two billion people are already online. E-commerce sales are $8 trillion a year. Today, change is happening at a pace and scale with no historical precedent.

One of us started his company in London in 1995, aged twenty-one. It’s now a global concern with over 6,000 employees, the largest, most awarded firm in its sector. The other joined an iconic brand just as it made early steps into the digital world, leaving the Austrian Alps behind for a journey from Sweden, via The Netherlands, ending up in Oregon. We’ve lived very different lives and had very different experiences, but, since we first worked together, we’ve each come to see that our insights, observations and enthusiasm about digital are mirrored in the other.

We started work on this book as a side project about two years ago, recording some of our conversations. We then refined our themes and finally distilled our insights into seven timeless laws that we passionately believe in.

Our intention is to provide some clarity to navigate and define the new environment – an environment we call Velocity because of the abilities it requires you to master:

Speed: because in competitive markets that are being redefined you have to think ahead, but also act fast.

Direction: because in uncertain times you can’t meander. You need a clear sense of where you’re heading, the metrics that matter, the agility and focus to get there.

Acceleration: take advantage of speed and direction and you will increase the rate at which you set your work apart, multiplying your contribution.

Discipline: because through consistent behaviour you must inspire a culture of strong values, learning, delivery and service. Or nothing will ever get done.

Velocity is also about optimism. It’s a positive force that gives you the mind-set and tools to create a better future.

Not how to do, but what to do

We know a lot of books get bought but fewer get read. So we want to find an accessible way to share what we’ve learned. To our knowledge, this is the first time a client and agency have teamed up on one.

This is also the first management book that’s been written as a conversation. We chose this format because a conversation is the truest way to reflect how we work, think and solve problems. It’s the to-ing and fro-ing by which we hone, revise and road-test thoughts. It also means you can dip in and dip out of chapters at will or share any quote you are inspired by or take issue with. The most boring exchanges are the ones where everyone agrees, so we hope you’ll want to join in.

Like any book, Velocity also captures a moment in time. We don’t expect, or claim, to have covered it all. We do hope to spark your curiosity enough to propel you off on your own voyage of discovery – and if you find anything the book missed, we’d love to hear about it.

The future inspires us. We work to inspire

We think the best way to contribute to the future is by giving our all to the present. This book is part of that contribution. We’ve always been doers and are happiest when we’re trying to create something. You lose yourself in something bigger when you’ve got a goal.

Now it’s in your hands and we’re back at work, creating what’s next. We hope those creations are as satisfying for the people who make them as they are for those who ultimately use them. By sharing our thoughts in Velocity we are passing the baton on to you, to do the same. We hope that these principles, laws, stories, insights and behaviours will encourage you to find your own direction.

Ajaz Ahmed & Stefan Olander


The Seven Laws
of Velocity


 

I. A Smith & Wesson beats four aces

Velocity doesn’t care who you are or how good you were yesterday. It’s coming for you anyway. Don’t be a sitting duck. See the big picture. Find the pain points, see patterns taking shape and act.

Evolve immediately. Entitlement kills.

II. It’s easier done than said

Velocity takes courage, focus and determination, but gives back efficiency and rewards intuition, iteration and gutsiness.

Get going. Then get better.

III. The best advertising isn’t advertising

Wondering which half of your ad spend is wasted? Velocity says: ‘Wrong question. Try again.’ Instead of interrupting people, serve them and make them feel something. Sorry, but that takes longer than thirty seconds.

Make meaningful connections.

IV. Convenient is the enemy of right

Velocity needs you to be streamlined. The requisite craftsmanship takes perseverance and discipline. Obsess over important details, and edit ferociously.

Never have anything to apologise for.




 

V. Respect human nature

Digital is the means, not the end. Technology sometimes obscures this ultimate truth, and makes it easy to forget that at the far side of an app, a Tweet, an anything, there’s a person.

Make yourself proud by making people’s lives easier, richer and more fun. Don’t just give people choice, help them to choose.

VI. No good joke survives a committee of six

For organisations with structures that sand down all rough edges and desiccate anything juicy, something terrible will happen: nothing. It’s time for decision-making regimes that hold up to Velocity.

Have the balls to make the calls.

VII. Have a purpose larger than yourself

Velocity will disproportionately reward organisations and individuals that aim to make a meaningful and enduring contribution. Let your imagination and curiosity power progress.

Do the right thing: always play from your heart.
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Velocity doesn’t care who you are or how good you were yesterday. It’s coming for you anyway. Don’t be a sitting duck. See the big picture. Find the pain points, see patterns taking shape and act.

Evolve immediately. Entitlement kills.


 

Stefan: ‘Canada Bill’ Jones.

Ajaz: That’s the man.

Stefan: As a legendary cardsharp in the Old West he knew that the best hand, the best odds and even the house rules all count for nothing if an outsider comes into town with a loaded gun. The gun, a piece of technology, changes everything. The guy who thought he was the winner five minutes ago just wants to get out alive now. When someone who sees it completely differently enters the equation, all bets are off.

Ajaz: ‘A Smith & Wesson beats four aces.’

Stefan: Whatever conventions and assumptions prevailed before the gunslinger came through the saloon doors with a revolver in hand are now about as useful as a bottle of mineral water would have been to Billy the Kid.

Ajaz: Velocity is changing the business environment as fast as the gunslinger, and we need a bit of Canada Bill’s clarity here. When something colossal is happening, like it is now, just trying to protect what you’ve got is a mistake. A sense of entitlement kills. It is the enemy of innovation.

Stefan: Take the music industry, for instance. Its decline set a pattern for what has happened to many other giant twentieth-century industries too, because it thought it held all the aces. But when file sharing and MP3s came along – once consumers felt the instant gratification of getting songs for free from wherever they are – everything changed. People got hooked on the immediacy and freedom of the digital delivery of music.

At first, it was emotional rather than practical, because sucking down murky tunes at 56k on a dial-up modem might have been exciting due to the novelty, but it lacked a little something …

Ajaz: … usually the last twenty-eight seconds of the song.

Stefan: But the technology got better, and as the consumer experience of digital music improved, our need for CDs just evaporated. The music industry cried foul, saying it was stealing. Which it was – although comparing it to shoplifting and trying to guilt-trip people into going back to being good little CD buyers again was a terrible idea. But it was fixated on this. The industry believed the court system could trump the technology, but, even if it was right, legally it was like pushing water up a hill.

The music industry’s refusal to see both the threat and the opportunity of digital was more wilful than it was innocent. It couldn’t fathom how anything could disrupt the pattern. Or imagine the experience could actually be better for the customer.

Ajaz: What if the music industry had, instead of attempting to end the anarchy, tried to monetise it? What if it had used the millions it spent on lawyers to innovate its way out of the dilemma? What if it created new models to get over what they perceived to be the hindrance of technological change? What if it had understood that audiences want all their music to be portable and they love to share it? What if they made a fair deal with audiences, so it was faster, better quality and more attractive to pay than to pirate? What if you could spend more on the tunes you like and less for music you don’t?

Stefan: Those ‘what ifs …?’ Now, they’re a dime a dozen. What if Kodak or Polaroid had switched gears faster into digital photography? What if Borders had been inspired by Amazon to reinvent their business? What if Blockbuster had created Netflix? What if Sony could match the speed and manufacturing prowess of Samsung, or the category-defining innovation of Apple, aligning hardware, software, content and distribution?

Ajaz: The Borders comparison with Amazon is a reminder of how important data has been to the Velocity revolution, and how few companies noticed in time. In 2001, as their online store struggled and was therefore viewed as a distraction from the core bricks and mortar retail business, Borders made the decision to outsource their e-commerce to Amazon.

Short term, it was convenient. Amazon would manage the transactions, fulfilment and all the perceived complexity that comes with it, while Borders could sit back and take an easy cut. Long term, it was fatal, as Borders never took the necessary steps to transform the organisation so that digital would become a true core competence of their business.

Stefan: Borders’ physical locations had significant footfall at the time and e-commerce sales were in their infancy. They may have viewed the tech-heavy online world as something someone else could take off their plate. But in giving up the online piece they gave up the one thing that really matters: consumer connection. Every transaction on Amazon’s platform was a data point they instead analysed, refined and used to return more value to the consumer. The Amazon experience evolved to provide more choice and convenience than any traditional Borders’ retail experience. Ultimately Borders had no way of competing at this level of personalised service.




 

Without a platform to manage and nurture every interaction with its consumer, a company has no spine.




 

Ajaz: In 2007 Borders decided to take back the online business, but by then the customer train had already left the station. People got what they needed and more from Amazon. In 2011, Borders filed for bankruptcy.

Stefan: Some businesses claim they’re not ‘technology companies’ and use that as an excuse to shy away from investment and organisational change. Not everyone should strive to become a tech company, but every company should strive to become a technology-proficient organisation, with infrastructure and competencies to manage consumer connections. That doesn’t mean beefing up the IT department for its own sake. It’s about rethinking the business with the consumer at the centre and then aligning technology, analytics and organisational investments to support it. Without a platform to manage and nurture every interaction with its consumer, a company has no spine.

Ajaz: Organisations should not outsource what should be core competencies. Beneficial use of data is a major contributor to what powers a majority of successful ventures today. The word data is the plural of ‘datum’ from the Latin ‘dare’ (which means ‘to give’). By contrast, many organisations view data as something you take. If they were to view data as something entrusted to them by people to refine and return something better, we’d see much stronger value creation for both sides.

Stefan: It’s crazy that companies still resist this obvious fact, because brands can’t hide any more. We’re now in an age of near-perfect information where people have instant access to knowledge about all products at all times, and are empowered to make the best decision for them. The individual’s megaphone is massive as well as instant and a single Tweet can start a storm that overpowers the most polished marketing campaign. The enormous upside is that things we love get amplified the same way.

We have a level of transparency that makes it impossible for businesses to hide behind advertising or commercial messages. Practically speaking, we are at the point where a person can stand in a shop and use their phone to answer the question: ‘Which one of these products is better for me? And where
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