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Cambridge, USA

As someone who started playing with
electronics when | was ten years old, MIT
was always the mecca for anyone really
serious about technology. In February 2013
| was accepted into MIT’s Sloan Fellows
Program for Innovation and Global Leader-
ship. | moved to Cambridge in May and
have had fantastic exposure to cutting
edge technology, entrepreneurial thinking
and management thought leaders in the
past few months and been involved in real-
ly stimulating technology strategy consult-
ing projects of which | give a few highlights

here.

MIT Sloan Fellows
Class of 2014

The Sloan Fellows pro-
gram was founded in

1930 as a one-year full-
time residential execu-
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tive MBA for senior managers. The program
produced some well-known leaders and
technologists, including UN Secretary General
Kofi Annan, HP CEO Carly Fiorina and eTrade
founder Bill Porter. With MIT rated once again
as the top university in the world this year,
one can expect some spectacular faculty. Our
macro-economics class was taught by Simon
Johnson, the past chief economist of the IMF,
systems dynamics by John Sterman who
wrote the bible on the subject, and technolo-
gy strategy by Michael Cusumano and IDEO
Fellow Henry Weil.

As one of eighteen
MIT students who
are also Legatum
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and Mastercard
Foundation Fellows, |
have also had exten-
sive exposure to emerging market entrepre-
neurship. The MIT Media Lab Development
Ventures course by Prof Sandy Pentland
(named by Forbes as one of the 7 most im-
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portant data scientists in the world), gave
further insight into emerging market mobile
possibilities.

After drinking from this firehose, I'll be
graduating in early June and I’'m currently
actively exploring opportunities in both Bos-

ton and San Francisco.

Mobile in Developing
Markets

in a recent talk to the MIT

Sloan Fellows Tom Perkins, one
of the grandfathers of venture capital in Sili-
con Valley, pointed to the WhatsApp deal as a
sure indication of a massive bubble that will
make the dot-com bust look like child’s play.
The deal does highlight the premium compa-
nies are willing to pay for access to emerging
markets and mobile users. Thought leaders
and analysts like Mary Meeker from KPCB,
highlight the growth in mobile internet every
year in her report.



With Kuza Mobile myself and co-founder
Andrew Maunder experimented with a mobile,
location-based business platform for emerging
markets but found that we needed to wait a year
or two for higher penetration of cheap smart-
phones to really kick off adoption. We decided to
put Kuza Mobile on hold with me attending MIT,
but market conditions now appear perfect for
startups like this. Sub $100 phones produced by
Nigeria’s Tecno, China’s Xiaomi and Nokia’s Asha
and X series is fueling rapid changes in emerging
markets with higher growth prospects for those
startups with deep understanding of and design
skills for these markets.

Marketing Strategy
Consulting to Tencent
WeChat

During January | had the privi-

lege to consult to Tencent’s WeChat
instant messaging product. Launched in early
2011, it has grown to 355 million monthly active
users in a very short period of time. Tencent allo-
cated $200m to expand growth outside of China
through extensive marketing. Using the Bass
Diffusion model and system dynamics tech-
niques | predicted user adoption and active use
and suggested strategies to increase this. Quan-
titive methods guiding strategy was never some-
thing we used when | was CTO of mxit.com and |
gained a lot of insight myself during this assign-
ment.

Whether WeChat will succeed outside of
China remains to be seen. Whereas the Bass
model will show you how to jumpstart adoption
with marketing spend, in a free market environ-
ment the stickiness of your product becomes the
key factor for sustainability and it’s not some-
thing one can buy with marketing money.

That said, Mxit in South Africa and Tencent
with QQ and Weixin in China are actually two of
the few companies who built sustainable busi-
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nesses around instant messaging, due to the
success of selling virtual goods, and having a
micro-payment mechanism in place to monetize
those. Should Tencent succeed in implementing
a successful payments systems outside of China
with WeChat, it will be unstoppable. I’d much
rather buy Tencent shares, than those of Face-
book.
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Strategy Consulting to NTT DoCoMo

High-tech businesses with big infrastructure

ACHT

Tom Perkins, venture capitalist,

speaking to the Sloan Fellows

requirements such as telecommunications
providers will always end up being commoditized
as there is little differentiation in the service they
provide, and competition ultimately is based on
cost. Japan’s NTT DoCoMo is one of the most
innovative mobile providers, having launched
groundbreaking services such as iMode years
ago. Yet they, like all operators, have seen the
shift from voice revenue to data which is acceler-
ated by services such as WhatsApp, Line and
WeChat and a race to the bottom in terms of per
Mb data cost. All this is great for the consumer,

but these companies are forced to find alterna-

Tom and David Kelley, founders of
design firm IDEO

tive sources of income to fund the infrastructure
necessary for our vociferous mobile bandwidth
appetite.

Along side MIT Sloan strategy lecturer and
IDEO Fellow Henry Weil and two classmates, |
am working on a consulting project for NTT Do-
CoMo to investigate business models whereby
they can monetize their location data whilst bal-
ancing this with consumer trust and privacy con-
cerns. Over the next few years more and more
operators will be forced to innovate on their
business models if they are to survive and it's
great working with a forward thinking company
like NTT DoCoMo on this challenge.

Rapper Ice-T, talking personal
branding to MIT Sloan
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Books by MIT Sloan faculty that | had classes with and that | can highly recommend
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http://mxit.com
http://mxit.com

Leadership lessons learned as a
Mountain Rescue volunteer

Since 2007 I've been lucky enough to be a
member of a volunteer mountain search and
rescue team in South Africa. We are tasked with
helping authorities with technical mountain
rescues as well as search and recovery of miss-
ing people and aircraft in wilderness areas. Few
places can provide one with better lessons in
crisis leadership than those where lives are at
stake, and with the world’s media focused on
the search for Malaysian Airlines Flight 370,
here are five aspects of leadership under rescue
situations that | believe provides some insights
into crisis management for senior executives:

1. Have one person in charge - In a res-
cue situation where it’s critical to get a patient
off the mountain and to hospital, you just don’t
have time for long debate and consensus deci-
sion making. A good solution is much better
than a perfect solution that took double the
amount of time to implement. There’s no such
thing as “joint CEO’s” in rescue.

2. Keep your hands off — We train our
team leaders on a rescue to go sit slightly re-
moved from where all activity is taking place,
and to make sure he keeps his radio in his
hand, so as to prevent him from actually taking
part in rigging and rope-work. The moment the
leader gets too involved in the details he loses
critical situational awareness.

3. Go with your trusted team - High per-
formance rescue teams end up working and

training together for years, as well as all
becoming close friends. Our rescue team
spend a lot of time together in the moun-
tains on our own recreational pursuits. We
know each other intimately.

4. Training — When you’re tired, wet
and cold, it’s training that ensures that we
maintain a safe environment. Training is the
“hygiene factor” which allows us to make
difficult calls in tough circumstances.

5. Dealing with ambiguity - To do this
job at all, you have to be comfortable deal-
ing with ambiguity and rapidly changing
scenarios. You could be in the middle of a
dinner-date, only to receive a page and find
yourself hours later on an air force transport
plane to a foreign country for a missing
aircraft search. As we’re seeing with the
Malaysian airline search, the ability to ana-
lytically and scientifically deal with ambigu-
ous information is just as important and a
great executive skill.

Implications for Executives — Having
a single person in charge and maintaining a
little distance from the details translates
well to most executive settings. Trust ex-
plains why so many executives will replace
a senior team with known associates when
they take over in a turn-around situation.
Lastly, culture is a great replacement for the
role training plays in rescue teams. With a
strong culture many difficulties can be
overcome. As my entrepreneurship lecturer
at MIT says “Culture eats strategy for
breakfast”.
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Contact details

pieter.nel@sloan.mit.edu

www.pieternel.net
Mobile: +1 617 794 8427

About Pieter Nel

Pieter (39) is an engineer and technol-
ogy executive. He started his career as
software engineer at Flextronics where he
developed various telecoms applications
for international clients including Intel,
Alcatel and Ericsson. He joined Swist
Group Technologies where he project-
managed the development of a call-data
system for South Africa’s largest mobile
operator. After some time spent in project
consulting, he was appointed as the Chief
Technology Officer of MXit, which at that
time had been invested in by Naspers, the
global media company with stakes in Ten-
cent in China, Mail.ru in Russia, and vari-
ous other emerging market media proper-
ties. MXit reached a user-base of over 40
million users in Southern Africa and was at
the time the largest social network on the

continent.

He left MXit to pursue his own inter-
ests, and after a sabbatical spent time
consulting in the venture capital space. He
attended the MIT Sloan School’s “Entre-

preneurship Development Program” in

January 2011. His business plan for a

mobile location-based trading platform
for emerging markets, “Project
MoBay” (short for “mobile eBay”), won the
MIT EDP’s overall business plan competi-
tion and he went on to pursue it full-time
with funding from Boston-based seed fund
Founders Collective.

Pieter holds a Masters degree in Elec-
tronics Engineering (cum laude) from the
University of Stellenbosch specializing in
machine learning and artificial intelligence.
He is currently a Sloan Fellow at MIT where
he is completing a full-time executive MBA
at the MIT Sloan School of Management.
In recognition of his work in emerging mar-
kets, he is also one of 18 students across
MIT who holds both a Legatum and Mast-
ercard Foundation fellowship. In 2013 he
was appointed as one of 50 high potential
emerging market entrepreneurs at the
World Bank’s Global Forum on Innovation
and Technology Entrepreneurship.

Pieter is a licensed pilot, yacht skip-
per, scuba diver and mountaineer.

Past newsletters: pieternel.net/newsletters
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