
With his Novel and Experimental 
Technologies team (NExT), Mike 
helps business leaders arrive at their 
preferred tomorrows slightly ahead of 
schedule. But what does a futurist do? 
Well, this isn’t Nostradamus territory 
and there are no crystal balls. Done 
right, this is strategy 2.0. 

What is innovation?
In some circles, innovation has 
almost become a dirty word thanks to 
unwelcome, jargon-heavy descriptions 
of what it actually is. But Mike believes 
he’s found the appropriate definition 
for innovation in big business – ‘new 
and improved’. 
This is reflected in a Deloitte survey of 450 
CEOs, CXOs and Chief Innovation Officers 
that looks at what separates profitable 
innovators from those who lose money. 
The study also shows that when it doesn’t 
work, it can be down to overthinking 
the ‘new’ and underestimating the 
importance of ‘improved’.
“Amateurs fetishise what I call ‘capital 
N new’,” Mike explains. “But in my 
experience, and in the 450 leaders’ 

experience, profitable new is lower 
case. It’s a new mix of knowns; a new 
assembly, or application of proven 
winners in an untapped domain. 
“In Hollywood, every movie that’s  
ever been greenlit is a proven winner 
with a twist, and it turns out that  
every innovation that ever turned a 
buck is too.”

Why innovate?
There are cynics and sceptics who 
suggest sticking with what works. But 
Mike doesn’t subscribe to this. Instead, 
he aligns with the thinking of professor 
and author Oren Harari – “the electric 
light did not come from the continuous 
improvement of candles.”
“I run around Deloitte with this message 
all the time,” says Mike. “If you don’t 
disrupt yourself, somebody is going to 
come in and do it. I had a friend who 
said, ‘it’s always somebody with no 
business being in your business who 
puts you out of business.’” 
The P/E ratio – the future before the 
value premium – is the business case 
for innovation and if you’re privately 
held, it sits in your own unit value. 

How do you innovate? 
Many firms see innovation as a  
three-step process – dream it, build it, 
overbuild it – but the best innovators 
add a step at the beginning. They realise 
they don’t need to build it all in-house; 
they can invest rather than invent. 
“If you’ve got some money on your 
balance sheet, why build your own R&D 
lab, ecosystems, partnerships? Find 
other people to do that. Then – and 
start-ups get this intuitively – you build 
a minimum viable product, a lean and 
clean first draft, and you put it in the 
market. Not to earn, but to learn. And 
then you pivot, and you test, and you 
put it back out and you learn a little 
more and you earn a little more and 
then you do it again.”
Mike also stresses the importance of 
‘leading with need’. “The point Steve 
Jobs was always trying to make was 
people might not tell you what they 
want but you can learn what that is 
through study and thoughtful, active 
listening. By watching and engaging,” 
he continues.
One of the most frequent questions 
Mike gets asked is how to stop people 
from jumping straight to solutions. 
An insight statement is a valuable 
technique and consists of I (the 
statement of need), because (the value 
driving the behaviour) and but (the 
tension getting in the way). You can 
take any problem in your organisation, 
whether it relates to your employees, 
the business, financials or customers, 
and encourage people to articulate it 
via this tripartite statement. 
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“ If there’s one take-
away I’d give you, 
it’s that you need 
to lead with need. 
Tech comes last.” 
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Inventor, investor and 
Professor of Corporate 
Innovation at the University 
of Notre Dame, Mike Bechtel 
also has one of the best job 
titles at Deloitte. Here, our 
Chief Futurist looks at what’s 
now, what’s new and what’s 
next in technology.

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/topics/innovation/corporate-innovation-program-report-and-key-takeaways.html


The future of innovation 
If you’re leading with need, you 
recognise that any ideations or 
technology investments are going to 
be chasing something of value. But too 
many organisations lack awareness and 
understanding. As Mike says, “if you 
identify the rusty nails worth hitting, but 
you use yesterday’s hammers, you’re 
solving tomorrow’s problems with 
yesterday’s tools.” 
“What my team does at Deloitte is to 
help our clients understand the latest 
and greatest in shiniest and most 
promising next-generation hammers,” he 
adds, “and not because we believe tech 
matters most. It’s because when you 

have a need worth solving, you better 
use a hammer that’s up for the job.”
That might be tools like virtual reality, 
augmented reality or the metaverse 
that, as technology gets more advanced, 
make the user experience simpler. 
And expect more on decentralised 
and distributed platforms – or 
blockchain – that provides a system of 
record between parties when trust in 
institutions has never been lower. 
“AR, VR, the metaverse, smart speakers 
– they all matter,” says Mike, “and not 
because it’s faddish, but because it’s 
what’s next in interaction. And AI is 
whatever computers can’t do yet and 
we’re going to keep moving that goalpost.”

The big takeaway is that mechanical 
minds are now at the point where they 
can help co-pilot your business. As Mike 
sees it – less C3PO, more Chewbacca.
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“ Five years ago, 
business intelligence 
systems felt like C3PO. 
Now they’re more like 
Chewbacca. They’re 
quietly grabbing the 
controls and helping. 
From critic to co-pilot, 
from pesky to helpful.” 

“ One of the most 
empowering things we 
can do as executives is 
recognise that all our  
new-fangled somethings 
are going to be our  
kids’ old fashioned,  
rusty headaches.”

“ We’re always leaders in 
training and the variety of 
stops along the way are a 
gift, because they provide 
us with perspective.”

“ As stewards and 
strategists of successful 
organisations, we cannot 
break what we have 
today in pursuit of what 
we want tomorrow.”

Continued from previous page

Deloitte’s Chief Futurist on…

 ■ …technologies that are pushing 
the boundaries:

“AI isn’t new, but there’s always 
something new in AI. A year ago, the 
idea of robots being better painters 
and graphic designers than people 
would have got you laughed out of 
a room, but it’s becoming true. That 
seems crazy, future always does, but 
digital creativity is coming and may be 
in some of your businesses already.”

 ■ …innovation changing how we 
work in finance: 

“In terms of back-office finance, I think 
it really comes down to automation. 
The amount of rote, rinse and repeat 
work that all of us in all industries 
do is still staggering, but particularly 
in an information space like finance. 
I think good old-fashioned, robotic 
process automation is going to be a 
real revolution in terms of how many 

people it takes to run a financial back-
office over the next five years.”

 ■ …preparing people to embrace 
this kind of change: 

“One of our tech trends is around 
trusting our AI colleagues. And here’s 
the takeaway – five years ago, the 
clamour was robots are coming for our 
jobs. Three years ago, it was no robots 
are coming for certain roles. What we’re 
finding now is that people support what 
they help create. If you bring people 
into the process, they feel ownership.” 

 ■ …his favourite book: 
“It’s The Diamond Age by Neal 
Stephenson, a science fiction writer who 
coined the term, the metaverse. He 
imagines a world where we can compile 
atoms just as easily as we compile bits. 
It’s a wonderful little tour through the 
30th century. Highly recommended.”

“Futurists are secret historians”

The first general purpose computer 
was conceived by Charles Babbage and 
Ada Lovelace. It featured what Mike 
describes as “a three-tiered system – a 
mill that processes arithmetic, a store 
that holds the results and a reader that 
allows humans to understand things.”
When Mike saw a full-scale model 
at the Computer Science Museum 
in California, it led to an epiphany. “It 
got me thinking that 165 years ago 

these people were considering the 
same three things we talk about as 
technology consultants today – the 
interaction user experience layer, the 
database insights and information 
layer, then the computation business 
logic layer. The whole history of IT, 
at least the subset that matters for 
work, has been a set of evolutions, not 
revolutions. Steady evolutions along 
these three train tracks.” 

A few final thoughts

 > Emerging tech isn’t random – it 
follows enduring trajectories. 

 > We don’t live at the end of 
history; the future is still coming. 

 > Even if it feels weird and 
random, as long as it rides the 
three rails, it is a shiny hammer 
that can be used to build 
something new and improved. 

 > Focus 20% of your IT spend on 
what’s new and next. Allocate 
20% of that on prototyping 
what’s really new. 

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/tech-trends.html

