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Area of interest: 
This paper will study the benefits of zebra companies to the economy using the head, heart and hand’s (3H perspectives). In the past few years, the investor’s world has an over obsession over unicorns as they often bring hugh profits to the investors. That is not always the case however as Unicorns are referring to those not yet publicly listed companies with over USD $1 Billion valuation. Some of them became very successful but some of them are still struggling. And occasionally some of them may suffer from a huge devaluation (e.g. Wework) and some may even went belly up (e.g. OFO). If one take a closer look at Unicorns we will find out that while most unicorns do create large economic value, most of them do so by disrupting the current value chain and very few of them create social value in terms of employment and benefit to the society. In fact in a lot of cases as illustrated in this article, they create negative social value as more often than not unicorns are brought up over the corpses of hundreds of thousands of other enterprises which also created unemployment for many.  This is especially true for the ‘Pure New Economy Unicorns’
Without the support from “concrete” businesses, unicorns who are purely relying on “virtual” business models would be much threatened during economic downturns.  A new concept ‘Zebra companies’ is introduced recently.  It is a novel concept founded by Zebra United in Portland.  ‘Zebra movement’ was promoted through the Austria head-quartered World Summit Awards (WSA).  Through the network of WSA national experts from 400 countries all over the world.  

To put the ‘Zebra’ concept in Chinese context, a group of “Zebra investors” group together and form an accelerator called “Zebra Stars”.  “Zebra Stars” wish to promote the concept of digital transformation and innovation with social impacts.  They are part of the ‘Zebra movement’ and promote the ‘Zebra’ concept to business communities and government officials. 
 
Literatures studying the success of unicorns are available.  But literatures studying ‘Zebra companies’ seems missing.  Thus, this paper will fill in the research gap and study a novel management issue – ‘Zebra’. 
  
 Concepts of ‘Zebra’ was not originated from the head, heart, hand (3H) framework.  However, zebra companies can be more holistically testified or analysed through 3H framework.  ‘Zebra companies’ demonstrated head (manufacturing excellence and digital transformation), heart (staff empowerment) and hand (incremental innovation) features of the 3H framework.  This short research paper will attempt to investigate the benefits of zebra companies to the economy from the 3H perspectives.  

Research Aim: 
Entrepreneurship has always been a hot research topic in economic or management studies. Entrepreneurship is believed to spur the economic growth, increase national income, create social change and develop the community (Seth, 2019).  Through job creation of private firms, it can help employment.  Through new product development and exporting to overseas markets, it creates income for a region.  Through corporate charity projects, it can help community building.  Entrepreneurship is an important engine to push an economy forward. As a result, governments often provide supportive policies to attract people to start new ventures.  Academic researchers would study the characteristics of successful ventures and their impacts to society.   With the growing concern over employment and sustainability, the concept of zebra movement has been proposed.  ‘Zebra’ is real.  It is black and white (old and new economy).  Zebra is a visionary concept in the management studies.  It is a conceptual reflection towards corporate sustainability development.  This paper is an exploratory study to the zebra movement.  It aimed to add on the entrepreneurship research by studying the benefits of ‘Zebra companies’ to the economy. 

This paper will bring the new idea of ‘Zebra companies’ into management studies through theorizing observations and traits of ‘Zebras’.  It targets to enrich the discussion of zebra movement and introduce this novel concepts to the academia.  The path (head), orientation (heart) and process (hand) of zebra organizations will be discussed and examined in this research using the 3H’s framework.  

Furthermore, we wish to bring ‘Zebra’ concept to Asia’ context by applying ‘Zebra’s’ studies to companies in Greater Bay Area (GBA).   If more companies can understand the management philosophy of zebra organizations, they are more willing to join the zebra movement together. Future research on management should also consider to study the ‘Zebras’. 

Definition of Zebra organizations:
‘Unicorn’ company is defined by Cow Ventures’ Alieen Lee in 2013 and it specified to companies with over US$1 billion valuation before public listing.  As it is rare to have a startup with US$1 billion valuation, it is as rare as a unicorn.  Unicorn companies are believed to have hypergrowth and have drawn much attention by investors, politicians and government officials.  

How’s about the zebra company?  According to the manifesto of Zebra Unite (2017), zebra companies are “both black and white” and “mutualistic”.  Zebra Unite has 40 chapters around the world across six continents.  ‘Zebra company’ is both “for profit” and will address on “social or environmental challenges”.  (Boschmans, 2019)  Zebra companies will build an ecosystem with the presence of other industry players.  Zebra companies have “peerless stamina” and “high capital efficiency” (Brandel et al, 2017)   Compared to ‘Unicorns’, ‘Zebras’ are real.  A ‘Zebra’ won’t sacrifice others for its own benefits.    Unlike unicorns which often pursue quantity over quality, ‘Zebra companies’ are both profitable and purposeful.  They bring an essential concept for a sustainable and healthy innovative and technology industry (Stuart, 2019).  ‘Zebra companies’  build their organization for long-term growth through gradual and organic growth instead of aggressive short-term market share capture or short-term profits for strategic investors.  Zebra companies are serious for their real business.  They are less likely to do business just for satisfying investor’s interests.  

  	Zebras Unite (2020) is driving ethical and inclusive culture about venture capitalists and startup entrepreneurs.   The ‘Zebra movement’ is not only an alternative to the Unicorn’s status quo, but also a moral imperative choice.     The aims of ‘Zebra movement’ is to create a more ethical and inclusive culture for startups and venture capital as well as producing cooperative business models.  

Different form ‘Unicorns’, ‘Zebras’ are regarded as more forward-thinking businesses in the long-game economy (Institute for the Future, 2020).  Instead of being disruptive, Zebra business is adopting a distributive business model approach which strike a balance between profit and purpose. In Europe, ‘Zebra movement’ also promotes power and resources sharing.  Members (i.e. workers and users) of zebra companies can share the profit and power that create a just and responsible society. The difference between unicorn and zebra is illustrated below:
Figure 1 The difference between Unicorn and Zebra [image: ]

‘Zebra Stars’ of GBA defines ‘Zebra’ companies as a company having both new economy and old economy elements.  It can be either a traditional company undergoing digital transformation or a company with ‘virtual’ business expanding its business to the ‘real’ economy.   ‘Zebra’ companies will develop innovation for (social) impacts and they will appreciate incremental innovation.   

Responsible technology companies should spend on technologies with social impacts. It is not realistic for all startups to radically interrupt the industry ecosystem.  They can still co-exist with other industry players peacefully.  ‘Zebra companies’ tend to do for people’s good.  They are responsible. They are ready to serve their market.  They will hear from customers and address to market’s pain points.  ‘Zebra companies’ do care about quality (Dubb, 2019).    Zebra companies are loyal members of an industry.

Research questions: 
This paper will study the benefits of zebra companies to the economy from the heart, head and hand’s perspectives.  
a. The benefits of zebra companies over unicorn companies (heart) 
b. The benefits of zebra companies over simple automation strategy (head) 
c. The benefits of zebra companies over pure startups (hand) 

Significance of the Issue:
‘Unicorn’ startups may be able to generate great economic value potentially (Trueblood, 2020).  For a long period of time, there is a popular belief that unicorns should be the model of successful startups. The growing wealth of large ‘unicorns’ as well as venture capital firms seems to prove the belief is correct and search and support for ‘unicorns’ should be the only way to grow innovation and entrepreneurship. And many startups adopted this way of growth by focusing on short-term customers and market acquisition, at the cost of non-sustainable growth, disruption to markets and employment, and quality. For many unicorns, they will “burn” to gain or buy markets and it has been so popular that the “burn rate” is a standard terminology in startup investment. Such spontaneous growth may lead to questionable business practices which is not beneficial to the company in the long run (Rana & Majmudar, 2019).  Instead of in search for “value”, the game has become a contest for “valuation”. If most mega private financing rounds directed toward ‘Unicorn’ startups, little is left for small, slower growth, sustainable and missionary companies. If a company grows by 15% per annum and is profitable, it is a very good and healthy company but Venture funds will not invest as it has little chance of “exit” thru IPO or trade-sale. So most venture funds get pumped to  the very little number of ‘unicorns’ on the market which in turn will increase the valuation of the company because there are so much money competing for a few unicorn deals. At the end even if there is a successful “exit” the investor may not get very good return because it was over-valued. Financing has become a necessity to some ‘Unicorns’. And when new investment ceased to come in, their business will also cease.  World famous unicorn startups such as Uber and Peloton are examples of ‘unicorns’ with recorded huge loss. Wework is just another example of over-valued unicorn where the investor Softbank finally had to write down the value of the investment (Nussey, 2020). In addition, even when Unicorns successfully get listed, the inflated stock prices may would create bubbles.  When the bubble burst, shareholders, employees and creditors would be seriously affected.  ‘Unicorn companies’ may not pay enough attention to company sustainability and profitability in the long run (Boschmans, 2019).  
 ‘Zebra movement’ presents an mindset shift in the startups investment world. People are asking if the “Silicon valley VC way” the only successful formula for innovation and entrepreneurship.  The “black and white” zebra startups which do business for both profit and quality seems more making sense with growing political awareness nowadays. (FinTech Futures, 2019)  
The reason why the concept of “Zebra” is introduced to academic studies is because a mindset change is needed.  While unicorns may be good for some financial investors, they are hard to find, over-priced to invest in and sometimes even not sustainable. We should not over pursue “Unicorns”.    More ‘Zebra organizations’ in the economy can contribute to a healthier business environment.  In 2020, our world has gone through a Covid-19 period.  To prevent the spread of epidemic, cities are locked down.  Some business were required to close in order to prevent spreading of the virus.  Many traditional companies need to be digitalized and enhance their digital capability in order to maintain their business operations.  Traditional retail or manufacturing businesses have to go for e-commerce in order to survive.  The novel corona virus has forced old business to go for new economy. While this gave much opportunities to rising unicorns such as “Zoom”, it also gave opportunities to the digital transformation of traditional industries and their technology providers. We can view these transformed traditional industry companies are ‘Zebras’”.startup
Since ‘Unicorns’ and ‘Zebras’ tackle different issues and they both leverage technology for impacts, they are not mutually exclusive. We shall be happy to see more Unicorns that also maintain moral grounds and help to shape the new economy. But we shall avoid toxic ‘Unicorn’ business models (Stuart, 2019). With the trends of socially conscious investing and the diversity in portfolios, both unicorns and zebras can serve for different purposes (Lyadvinsky, 2019).  
‘Zebra company’ will hear, help, and heal its customers and communities which they served (Institute for the Future, 2020).  ‘Zebra company’ has demonstrated head, heart and hands features which is an ideal topic for the 3H framework analysis.  From the head’s perspectives, ‘Zebra company’ adopted an open innovation and digital transformation concept in the sharing of resources from resource-based view’s perspective.  From heart’s perspective, ‘Zebra company’ brings the concept of corporate social responsibility.  The basic responsibility of a company is to be profitable and accountable to its shareholders while at the same time pay tax, be nice to its employees and make its customers happy.   From hand’s perspective, ‘Zebra company’ appreciates incremental innovation and it promote long-tailing innovation concepts. 

Literature Review and Theories 
i. Head
Researchers tend to use Porter’s five forces to analyze the competitive environment of an organization.  However, we cannot separate an organization from the macro-environment.   In addition, there was a critique that Porter five forces may not be applicable to the China context (Wang and Chang, 2009) and we should consider people, project and penny instead.  Wei and Chang (2009) has proposed to use Business Purpose, Business Location, Business organization and Business climate and their interaction with Business leader to determine business success in China.  Recklies (2015) pointed out that Porter’s five forces has been changed in the internet economy.  He mentioned that Larry Downes’ three new forces – digitalization, globalization and deregulation formed a new strategic framework to analyze the competition of an industry (Recklies, 2015).    Digitalization is also a hot discussion topic in recent Chinese economy.  

A special characteristic of the Chinese economy is the role of Central Government, local governments as well as Stated Own Enterprises (SOEs). Although China called its economy “socialist market economy”, government planning and policies still play a very important role on the priorities. A good example is the decision by the Political Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, in development of the “New Infrastructure” and more recently on “Dual Circulation” The seven areas of "New Infrastructure" projects include the construction of “5G networks, industrial internet, inter-city transportation and inner-city rail systems, data centers, artificial intelligence, ultra-high voltage, and new energy vehicle charging stations” (Zheng, 2020).  Related to the 5G networks and industrial internet, the development of internet of things, cloud computing, artificial intelligence and big data, blockchain, data centers and cloud computing and smart transportation are key technological areas to development (CGTN, 2020).  Development of digital technology transform the Chinese economy (Pau and Maher, 2015).  The effect of digitalization has been more conspicuous during the Covid 19 epidemic period.  Many businesses has gone digital.  In the recent report by 21st century and Alibaba research institute, the digitalization of Pearl River Delta ranked first in China. The Digital economy of Guangdong Province exceeds RMB 4000 billion which accounts for 12.7% of PRC.  The four frameworks of digital economy include “valuelization” of data, industrialization of digital economy, digitalization of industry and digital governance (China Academy of Information and Communications Technology, 2020).   Digitalization is an important force to drive the growth of domestic economy.  In which, industrialization of digital economy, digital transformation of industries are the major elements of zebra organization.  That’s why ‘Zebra’ studies in China would be an interesting topic. 

  The Political Bureau of the Central Committee also proposed the country to establish a "dual circulation" of economy.  “Dual circulation” means to set up the domestic economic cycle and international economic cycle (China Daily, 2020).  The domestic economic cycle will play a leading role and the international economic cycle will supplement it.  In the realm of rising protectionism or anti-globalization, the shrinkage of international market is threatening to the economy.  The dual economy can rebalance the economy from export-driven and investment-driven model to a more balanced one with both international and domestic demand model (Xinhua, 2020).   The discussion of “dual circulation” reflected that Downes’ three forces may not be suitable for current global macroeconomic environment. Increased regulations and growing anti-globalization forces casts a dark shadow over international trade. Covid-19 locked down also demonstrated the vulnerability of the global supply chain. People are re-thinking the global division of labour and many companies are changing their policy from “Just In Time” to include “Just In Case”. The macroeconomic environment is highly uncertain and fragile. Different forces including popularism, government intervention, health concerns as well as new technology such as 5G and AI will are taking part in the shaping of the new economic norm, and the effects are yet to be seen. But suffice to say that companies need to revise their strategies with the ever-changing environment. 

In short, Porters’ and Downes’ may not be the ideal frameworks to be used for studying the Chinese entrepreneurship nowadays.  “The most sustainable of Downes new forces will probably be digitalization” (Recklies, 2015).   When we look at what have happened in our surroundings, it seems that Recklies’ views in 2015 quite matches our current situation.  

To study the ‘head’ approach, open innovation is adopted in this paper.  It is a well-recognized theory in the resource-based view.  Open innovation is frequently used to study the entrepreneurial culture of different countries.  In addition, the university-industry-research institutes’ collaboration has always been emphasized in China but with not very many eye-catching results.  Since one of the goal of the Guangzhou-HongKong-Macau Bay (GBA) is to build itself into an international innovation and technology hub, the study of zebra companies can enrich our understanding in the future development path of the area.  

The main idea of open innovation is the use of external and internal ideas to advance the innovation of an organization (Bogers et al, 2019).   Open innovation is the usage of “inflows and outflows of knowledge to speed up innovation internally” across the organizational boundaries and at the time to “expand the markets for the external use of innovation” (Chesbrough, 2003).  Previous studies found that government, industry, academia are key players open innovation and they can facilitate digital economy’s industry transformation.
In the study of Akpinar and Qi (2020), triple helix model is applied to investigate China’s innovation ecosystems.  “Research-oriented national universities, public research institutes and corporate research and development spending” are main players in the innovation ecosystem of China (Akpinar and Qi, 2020).  Insufficient research funds and talented engineers may limit the innovation capabilities of the technology industry.  Promoting university-industry-research collaboration can enhance the economic development of China.  Apart from industry and university, government and society are regarded as main pillars in the quadruple helix model of open innovation (Yun and Liu, 2019).  Open innovation is a strategy adopted by innovative companies to achieve technological advancement due to limitation of major elements of production such as capital, land, labour, technology and data.   Companies would also build their innovation ecosystems to attain data, technologies as well as services for its development (Gerbert, Mohr and Spira, 2019). In the study of Chinese unicorns, Jinzhi and Carrick (2019) discovered that majority of the Chinese unicorns would have “strategic alliances with firms that they had dealt with in previous businesses”.  They also found that all the unicorns would development technology and enhance their innovative capabilities (Jinzhi and Carrick, 2019).  Technological research and development can fit the taste of investors and attract more capital to the company.   

With the characteristics of both “black and white”, zebra companies possess the characteristics of both real and virtual economy.  Apart from harnessing the opportunities and scale of economy brought from the virtual network of new economy, ‘Zebra companies’ alsopride itself and work hard on manufacturing excellence.  They wish to achieve operational efficiency, resources effectiveness, straight quality control, environmental protection practices, product safety, international standard’s compliance etc. in the manufacturing process.  They can achieve their manufacturing excellence through the cooperation with university, private or public research institutes as well as the industry. 

To illustrate the concept between unicorn and zebra.  Didi ChuXing (Didi) is a Chinese unicorn (Jinzhi and Carrick, 2019) in ride-sharing business.  The company revolutionize people’s mobility by having a platform to match limousines or taxi drivers with passengers with its ride-hail app. Didi does not own real taxi or limousine crews themselves.  The relationship between Didi and their drivers are contractual relationship on commission basis. This kind of “platform” companies with light assets is a typical Unicorn, both in China and other places (e.g. Uber). And in China the ability to monopolize also further enhanced the “winner takes all” scenario. In Didi’s case it was created of a merger of two archrivals DiDi and Kuaidi. However, since rapid growth is the basis of its high valuation and ability for natural monopoly, a serious economic downturn can easily affect its future and therefore its valuation, and potential sustainability. In addition, government policies can threaten the survival of Didi.  If local or national government alter their rental cars policies, Didi would be exposed to high risks for non-compliance.  Although Didi disrupts the transportation business though its monopolization, it is still exposed to an uncertain future. 

Established in 1991 and publicly listed in Shenzhen in 1996, Gree Electric Appliances Inc. is a Zhuhai air conditioning enterprise. Its operations includes integrated research and development, manufacturing, marketing and services. Gree suits the definition of ‘Zebra company’ because of it is a manufacturing company demonstrating digital transformation features.  Instead of purely relying on retail platforms such as Gome or T Mall etc., Gree Online Mall was officially launched in 2014.  “Gree is the only one manufacturer in Chinese heating, ventilation and air conditioning industry that is honored as a ‘World Brand’” (Gree, 2020).  Its business covers 160 countries and regions.  Gree annually produce more than 65.5 million sets of air conditioners in both the retail and commercial sector.  Gree also emphasize on its manufacturing excellence by its “Master of Core Technology” strategy (Gree, 2020).  The market share of Gree’s residential air conditioners in global market was 20.6% in 2018 and it has been the world No. 1 in the past years. Gree central air conditioner ranks first in the PRC’s domestic market. In a media interview, Chairperson of Gree Group Ms Dong Mingzhu said that China cannot afford to have too many Jack Ma (head of Alibaba) but more “Dong Mingzhu” can benefits the development of China.  

Both unicorns and zebras would build relationship with university and research institutes to achieve technological growth.  With the support of real economy business focusing on product development, zebra companies are less vulnerable in the economic bubbles.     

ii. Heart
Nowadays, the nature of management is transformed by automation, data-driven management and resource fluidity (Westerman, 2016).  In which, automation often will affect the number of workforce being employed.   Data-driven management would affect the measurement of key performance indicators of employees.   Employees are evaluated by quantified numbers.  Such resource fluidity would loosen the contractual relationship of employees. 

In the Didi case discussed in previous section, the company disrupted the transportation businesses.  Taxi drivers are not permanent employees of Didi, instead they are just outsourcing partners.  Drivers are not entitled with permanent staff benefits such as pension funds and job security from the company.  Such working relations is rather indirect and emotionless.  In the data-driven management, taxi drivers are paid by the total distance of ride and the number of rides they took.  The number-based contractual relationship does not cultivate loyalty.  Even the permanent staff rewarded purely based on performance.  Didi laid off 2000 people, accounting for 15% of total staff, in 2019 due to economic downturn (Ma, 2019).  

Gree has 90,000 employees including 15,000 engineers and more than 30,000 technicians.  It has 14 manufacturing bases in China and overseas (Gree, 2020). Chairperson of the Board for Gree Group of Zhuhai, Ms Dong Mingzhu joined Gree as a salesperson in 1990 at the age of 36.  She spent 15 years to become the company’s  General Manager.  She became the company CEO in 2012 and subsequently became the Chairperson of the Board.  The company has promised not to have any staff cut but to recruit at least 5000 graduates in 2020 despite the downturn’s challenges. The company is also pursuing the national smart manufacturing strategy.  They would continue to spend more on improving the quality of employees.  Dong Mingzhu believes that a responsible company should put keeping employment as its top priority.   Gree strikes its best to build platform for young employees and formulate well-planned succession strategy for the sustainable development of the enterprise.  
Automation is the replacement of labour by machines.  If a company has no reskilling or training plan, employees are likely to be laid off.  It has huge impacts to the economy.  Westerman (2016) proposed that “digital transformation needs a heart”.  Business leaders should care for people and carefully execute their digital transformation strategy.  In future organization, employees should be complemented with artificial intelligence (Bailey, Reeves, Whitaker, and Hutchinson, 2019)..  Instead of being replaced by machine, competitive worker should be able to control the machines and involve in higher-order or higher-level activities. Tasks related to personal relationship, creativity and advanced programming are less replaceable by machines.  Company would strike their best in digital supremacy and mobility (Gerbert, Mohr and Spira, 2019).  They will also improve their operational management and achieve their core competence in the digital and artificial intelligence (AI) frontier.  Apart from upgrading company’s information and technology infrastructure and systems, a company should develop their new people strategy and business process in order to stay competitive in the digital world.   A thorough training plan of increasing the digital ability of employees is strictly necessary in the challenge of sophisticating AI algorithms and intelligent machine learning.  Furthermore, company should industrialize their data and change data to assets so as to increase valuation of the company.                
‘Zebra’ companies demonstrate a better concept of corporate social responsibility because they are responsible to their stakeholders.  A responsible company should achieve growth, be profitable and be responsible to society.  Angel investors and venture capitalists should guide their startups to marry the growth with social responsibility instead of blindly pursuit of high growth.  ‘Zebra’ companies would care for their customers and would create products to delight repeated customers.  Zebra companies would tend to build trust with stakeholders such as customers, employees or investors. The purposeful zebra companies are driven by internal objectives instead of external.   ‘Zebra’ companies would avoid unhealthy startup culture.  When achieving profit, zebra companies are, at the same time, making a difference.  They will build effective systems for the long-term growth of an organization. The inspiring zebra leaders would lead the companies to excel with missions and purposes (Obel, 2019).   ‘Zebra’ companies are real, authentic and heartfelt.  They are responsible companies and maintain sustainable businesses for their shareholders with long-term profits. 
ArabEasy (2020) found that “employees of Zebra companies are usually happier and feel more fulfilled since they get to utilize their talents in a helpful manner. They feel like they matter to the company, which increases job satisfaction. The benefits of working under a Zebra company include smaller, more intimate working environments with diverse groups of people that work together towards a common goal.”  Founders of Zebra companies are likely to have stronger passion.  Zebra companies are companies with hearts.    

In the past, people would tend to rate the success of a startup based on the total amount of money it raised.  The number of lives they saved were not considered.  However, ‘Zebra’ company did care for the employees.  They won’t disrupt the industry by killing others for its own success.   The value of zebras is their hearts to people, including customers and employees of the whole industry.  

iii. Hands
With the advancement of technology and knowledge, manufacturing industries have experienced lots of changes in their corporate strategies and practices.   Computers and automation are improving quality and productivity of factories (Gunasklkaran, 2001).   In order to achieve world-class production, manufacturing companies adopt different best practices such as total productive maintenance (TPM), total quality management (TQM) , Six sigma, agile manufacturing, lean manufacturing, confirmatory factor analysis, critical success factor, workforce management etc. (Paranitharan et al, 2017).   The manufacturing excellence practices can bring insights to factory managers and improve corporate performance.   Paranitharan et al (2017) opined that manufacturing excellence can lead to higher productivity, better product quality, improved production flexibility, cost and waste reduction and maintain the competitiveness of the company.  

Digital transformation is changing the business operations and processes as well as organizational structure (Kreschemer and Khashabi, 2020).  The ongoing “digital transformation process in daily operations can recognize agility as the core mechanism for the strategic renewal of an organization’s business model, collaborative approach and culture” (Warner and Wager, 2018).  Warner and Wager (2018) found that a company need to first navigate its innovation ecosystems, redesign its internal structures and improve their digital maturity before proposing and executing its digital transformation strategy.   Company needs to build dynamic capabilities in its business process, digital sensing capabilities and digital seizing capabilities.   Disruptive digital innovation creates a very competitive environment to force firms to improve its agility for survival and competitiveness (Chan et al 2017).  In order to facilitate the adoption of open innovation, a company should strengthen intellectual property rights (Bogers et al, 2019) and solicit their research and development capability.  Bogers et al (2019) further elaborated that multi-invention and co-innovation strategy was usually adopted by innovative firms in the new economy. 

On execution level, digital transformation changes the approach in defining and dividing tasks (Kreschemer and Khashabi, 2020).  Through sensors and internet of things, more information can be collected in the manufacturing process.  The increased amount of information collected can affect decision making and business forecast process.  Information can become business intelligence and organization knowledge which can create value and digital assets of a company.   

DiDi Labs has founded its laboratories in California in 2017 for cross-border knowledge and research network to improve mobility, reduce pollution, and enhance people’s quality of live.  The labs are aimed at building advanced technologies for safe and efficient transportation ecosystem for DiDi users around the world.  The labs used big data machine learning and AI to predict riders’ demands. In addition, they are developing algorithms for self-driving and V2X (vehicles to X) projects with high safety and security standards (Didi Labs, 2020).  Applying machines in driving can decrease the effect of human factor in the ride-hail business and improve company’s agility from hand’s perspective.  However, it would have deep social impacts (such as unemployment of low-skilled labour like vehicle drivers) from “heart” perspective. 
In terms of innovation-driven strategy, Gree Electric has “15 research institutes, 96 research institutes, 929 laboratories, 2 academician workstations, one national key laboratory, one national engineering research center, one national industrial design center, one national recognized enterprise technology center, and one robotics engineering technology research center”. The company allocated much money in research and development and in 2018, the research and development input was RMB 7.268 billion.  “The company has applied for 61,052 national patents including 29,755 invention patents, and 1,970international patents”.  It ranked national 6th in number of patents China National Intellectual Property Administration. (Gree, 2020).  Research and development inputs can improve operation efficiency, quality of products as well as overall industry upgrade.  

Some startups would be attracted by the belief of “move fast and break things”.  Breaking the traditions can help the company looks extraordinary and standout.   However, it may not the most ideal solution to market’s pain points because it may disrupt industry value chain.  Players from the same industry maybe seriously affected. Instead, zebra companies would think about fixing the problems and guide things into a right track (Rana & Majmudar, 2019).  Zebra companies would appreciate incremental innovation instead of disruptive innovation.  Zebra startups are designated to solve problems for society rather than to exploit or to disrupt.  

Hypotheses to be tested:
This paper will testify the benefits of zebra companies to the economy from the heart (organizational behvaviour), head (strategy) and hand (execution) perspectives: 
1. Zebra companies can bring benefits to economy over unicorns from heart perspective
2. Zebra companies can bring benefits to economy over simple automation strategies from head perspectives 
3. Zebra companies can bring benefits to economy over pure new economy startups from hands perspective 

Methodology:
Qualitative analysis will be adopted in this research.  Due to resource limitation, only small sample size (10 cases) was studied in this paper.  It is a non-parametric sampling.  Cases are invited through personal network.  Case studies method is adopted to do the analysis. In order not to frame the thought of interviewees, most data are collected through open-ended questions.   Through observations and descriptions of the phenomenon, one-on-one interviews and discussion with the respondents, qualitative data is extracted and summarized.  Attributes of the phenomenon will be categorized in order to formulate correlations of key variables in the hypotheses (Christensen and Carlile, 2009) and develop related themes for this research (Jinzhi and Carrick, 2019).  

Ten respondents were interviewed.  Respondents are divided into three categories:
1.  Category 1 is the incubators or accelerators (N=4) who are running a business to incubate or accelerate startups.  Two founders of Zebra Stars are also interviewed in category 1.  The other two are incubators are running their startup bases in Hong Kong and Shenzhen.  Apart from office space rental services, they would also invest on startups and provide mentorship. Two of the incubator representatives have also owned their startups.  For simplicity, category 1 is named as “incubators” in the subsequent discussion.  
2. Category 2 is the angel investors in traditional businesses (N=3). These three angel investors do not perceive their companies as (real and virtual hybrid) zebra companies.  All three companies are well established in Hong Kong and in which two of them are Chairman of public listed company in Hong Kong. “Investor” will used to describe respondents from category 2.
3. Category 3 is the innovative startups (N=3).  All the three respondents are helping traditional companies in digital transformation.  All the startups have business in Hong Kong and Greater Bay Area.  In which one of them is doing robotics business, one of them is doing environmental saving solution and one of them is providing digital marketing promotion and event production services.  

To test the hypothesis about how zebra companies bring benefits to economy from various perspectives and to understand the background of each respondent, the following 10 questions were asked: 

1.	Do you agree with the idea of zebra organizations? Why or why not?
2.	How do you perceive zebra organization over unicorn?  
3.	How do you perceive your company, are you a zebra, a unicorn or neither one of them? 
4. For start up company : Would you pursue your company to become a unicorn ? For investors / incubators: Would you aim at investing more unicorns? 
5. How do you perceive the benefits of zebra organization from simple automation strategy perspective? i.e. reskilling of original staff 
6.	Do you have any cooperation with university or research institutions? Can you share about your case?
7. How do you perceive the benefits of zebra organization from pure new economy start up perspectives? 
8.	Do you think that zebra organization are suitable for Hong Kong?  Why or why not? 
6.	Do you think that zebra organization are suitable for Greater Bay Area such as Shenzhen and Hong Kong?  Why or why not?  
7. In future, Greater Bay Area needs more zebras or unicorns? 
8.	Do you think zebra organization is a social enterprise? Why or Why not? Who are operate a good zebra business?  
9.  Did your company engage in corporate social responsibility programme ? Can you briefly tell us some examples of your Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) programme? 
10. Did your company participate in Digital Transformation? Why or Why not?

Case Studies and Research Findings: 
i. Overall impression towards zebra organization
According to the one-on-one interview results, all the respondents agree with the zebra concepts.    Both incubators and startups interviewed believe that ‘Zebra’ organizations could be profitable with high productivity and real (concrete) business.  ‘Zebras’ are energetic and contribute to the sustainable development of the industry ecosystem.   Investors thought that the hybrid new and old economy business model was important to achieve collaboration and the traditional industry’s upgrade.   

All the four incubators perceive themselves as zebra organization as they are helping the industry upgrade of the traditional companies.  It seems that ‘Zebra’ gains more acceptance in the incubator side.  Regarding the startups category, two out of three of the startups interviewed hope to be unicorns so as to achieve exponential growth. They thinking that they can develop from ‘Zebras’ to healthy ‘Unicorns’.  All the three investors do not think that they are ‘Zebras’ or ‘Unicorns’ as they are still doing traditional businesses.  They said that their companies just entered the early stage of digital transformation.  

One startup company used the homogeneous composition theory (齊物論) of Zhuangzi (莊子) to describe ‘Zebras’, “ Sky and earth live with me.  Everything and me are unified (天地與我並生，萬物與我為一) “  It is a good metaphor to explain the essence of ‘Zebra organizations’.  ‘Zebra organization’ would live with the industry and its ecosystem in a peaceful manner.  Similar though shared by another respondent.  It would be discussed in next section. 

The respondents believed that ‘Unicorns’ and ‘Zebras’ are not exclusive concepts.  Our society needs both unicorns and zebras.  Many investors hope to invest in unicorns as they can bring huge profits from capital market.  However, it is very rare to meet a ‘Unicorn’.  Since ‘Zebra companies are easier to incubate, investors welcome both ‘Zebras’ and ‘Unicorns’.   This illustrated the pragmatic view of investors.  Startup companies replied that new venture with both real and virtual features were easier to survive nowadays.  Two startups said that their investors wished them to grow as ‘Unicorns’.  One startup said that, “my investor told me that I have two choices. First is staying at the laboratory and conduct space technology research with painstaking effort.  Second choice is to enjoy in the luxury boat and become a ‘Unicorn’.”    Therefore, two young startups wish to become ‘Unicorns’ instead of ‘Zebras’. They defined themselves as the stage between ‘Unicorn’ and ‘Zebra’.   To them, ‘Zebra’ and ‘Unicorn’ are just development stages of new ventures.  It seem that Zebra movement is not well accepted from startup’s perspectives.  

ii. Zebra companies can bring benefits to economy over unicorns from heart perspective
“ ‘Unicorn’ is not suitable for all industries but ‘Zebra’ is suitable for many industries,” four incubator / accelerator respondents shared similar thoughts. In order to become a ‘Unicorn’, the company needs to be very competitive and have very outstanding performance.  They need to capture large resources and market share within a short period of time.  “Survival for the fittest” and “Winners take all” are becoming motto of ‘Unicorns’.  That means weaker ones would be swallowed by the stronger one.  When stronger one becomes stronger, weaker ones would become weaker or even extinct from the market.  ‘Unicorn’ company tend to create a new business by disrupting or overthrowing the previous ones.  When large companies monopolize the economy, such inequality would become a serious social problem.   On the other hand, ‘Unicorn’ company is also susceptible to be replaced by another ‘Unicorn’.  Once another unicorn with more attractive business models, the old unicorn will be disrupted.  A number of small players will be eliminated or bought-out in the disruptive storm.  

“The beauty of zebra company comes from walking together (同行), mutualistic (共生) and empowerment (賦能)” said by the founders of Zebra Stars.  In Chinese, “walking together” has another meaning of “same industry’.  That implies that different players in the same industry or ecosystem are living together in a mutualistic or symbiotic way.   It is a message from the ‘heart’.  ‘Zebra’ company will empower both small and enterprises as well as their people.  ‘Zebra’ company would spend resources in upskilling of talents.  

‘Zebra’ company will train up a group of people.  It would develop employees to be all-rounded persons and share the same vision with the company.  ‘Zebras’ hope employees to serve customers whole-hearted with the products or services they offered.  ‘Zebra’ company would work for its customer in helping traditional companies in digital transformation.  While in many ‘Unicorn’ company the heart is the founders and CEO , employees are just components of the Unicorn’s machine.
 
“Sustainability of ‘Zebra’ comes from internal technological development instead of new business model development”, said by a robotic startup.   Staff of the ‘Zebra company’ are trained to build company’s core competence by continuous product improvement or innovation.  However, ‘Unicorn’ company achieves growth by capitalization of marketing and funds.   Comparatively speaking, ‘Zebra’ companies are pursuing healthy organic growth by balancing profit and loss.  ‘Unicorn’ company would achieve exponential growth thru financing merger and acquisition and cut-throat or even free pricing to capture markets. To them profit may not be a immediate target.  Business strategy and orientation of unicorns and zebras are rather different according to the views of respondents. 

Nowadays, many companies take part in different corporate social responsibility initiatives.  All of the respondents have participated in different CSR programmes.  “CSR is the basic manner of a company. It is as normal as we say good morning when we greet others in the morning,” said by one investor.   All interviews thought that companies need to return the community after then earn money.  They would have different CSR initiatives and charity programmes.  “Even giant Unicorn like Alibaba and Uber would have CSR programme, it is hard to use CSR to differentiate ‘Unicorns’ from ‘Zebras’,” replied by the interviewees.    Empowerment seems to be a better measure ‘Zebra’ companies from the heart’s perspectives.  

All of interviewees opined that ‘Zebra companies’ are not social enterprises. “Zebra companies are just socially responsible companies who can make money, ” three respondents said.  Zebra company and social enterprise are both serving the social goals with passions. However, being profitable or not, is not the main concern of social enterprise.  Zebra companies and social enterprises are not pursuing profit maximization.  But zebra companies still consider pursuing profits as their goals.  Interviewees comments that ‘Zebras’ are more heartfelt than ‘Unicorns’.  

iii. Zebra companies can bring benefits to economy over simple automation strategies from head perspectives 
Many company adopt automation strategies to save manpower and improve productivity.   Due to the advancement of technology, many traditional companies automate its business process for productivity improvement.   New economy business often adopts automation strategies from the very beginning to achieve scalability.  

Zebra companies however, will take people into account when they are adopting automation strategy.  They will try to balance the automation process with their social responsibility.  Instead of laying off, they will think about skill upgrade of current employees as mentioned in previous section.  One angel investor claimed that ‘Zebras’ are more realistic (pragmatic) when compared to unicorns.  He elaborated that “the hybridization of new and old economy by zebras can create more job opportunities”.   

To achieve automation strategy, open innovation is a popular strategy adopted by startups. All respondents believed that both ‘Unicorns’ and ‘Zebras’ are involving in open innovation by having collaborative with universities and research institutes.  In fact, all the respondents have experience in collaborating with universities and research institutions. However, some giant ‘Unicorn’ will build its own ecosystem instead of living with an existing ecosystem.  From the conversation with startup companies, ‘Unicorns’ would have strong orientation to be the market dominator.  To them, ‘Zebras’ is more willing to live with other industry players.  Just like most SME in Hong Kong.  In terms of open innovation, ‘Zebra’ tends to adopt an adaptive approach while ‘Unicorn’ would adopt a disruptive approach.   

All the investors, incubators and startups said that zebra organization is suitable for Hong Kong as we need more zebras to push the growth of economy.   Hong Kong’s capital-driven economy, using money to earn money, is not sustainable because it accelerate social inequality.  The monopolization of large enterprise hinders the growth of small startups and worsen the inequality.  Social inequality will affect social stability and political stability as people feel unsatisfied and lack of opportunities.  As more people sense that only innovation and enterprise should be the future of Hong Kong.  Zebra movement can empower Hong Kong to a healthier growth.    

The majority of the interviewees thought that the Greater Bay Area needs both unicorns and zebras.  The Greater Bay Area market is large enough to accommodate some unicorns and many zebras.  GBA needs unicorns with state-of-art technology to drive our market to innovation. At the same time, GBA needs hard-working zebras to sustain the development and keep job opportunities for the region as a whole.  In the past 40 years, China become the world factory.  As the cost of land, labour and resources are increasing, and demographic dividend is vanishing, China needs new way to sustain its growth.  Technology and innovation are the only way China can sustain its growth, especially in the Greater Bay Area. Zebras can promote mutual learning of enterprises and help GBA to transform from “World Factory” to “World Innovation Hub”.

iv. Zebra companies can bring benefits to economy over pure new economy  startups from hands perspective 
Hands perspectives are study on the execution strategies of a company. Digital transformation and manufacturing excellence will be discussed in this session. 
Interviewees said that all companies need to be digitally transformed in the epidemic period.  In fact all the start-ups are offering digital transformation services to the traditional companies.  Common digital transformation methods include sales force automation, cloud-based project management, digital marketing, e-commerce, e-merchandising etc.  All the respondents replied that they would have cooperation with university and research institutes by exchanging ideas, projects or technology.  

The traditional and new economy hybrid zebra companies, spent effort on manufacturing excellence by improving their business process:

“We will continuously develop different products to suit the needs of different industries,” said by a robotics startup.  “We will improve our motion control technology and expand the application areas of our robots”.     

“We will improve our energy saving solutions and develop different products through our GBA team.” Said by another startup in environmental technology business.  

From the response of the startups , we understand that zebra startups would spend efforts to improve their product and services.   They think that product or services improvement can improve their profitability and achieve stable growth in market share. They would rather spent efforts on agility, lean manufacturing, total quality control and improve the operation process.  They think that the pure new economy startup driven by financing and capital investment is not healthy and not sustainable.  

With the real business and steady development, zebra companies are less likely to be affected by the downturn.   More zebra companies in economy can create a less volatile environment.    As our world is becoming more and more developed and sophisticated, our economic growth is slowing down.   We do not need to pursue radical growth all the time.  Instead, we should appreciate tiny and incremental innovation.  A large number of incremental improvement will accumulate and may lead to qualitative change eventually.   Zebra’s incremental innovation is a good culture.  

All the incubator respondents thought that our society needed more zebras than unicorns.  Zebra is suitable for different industries due to its continuous development and evolvement’s features. The radical development of unicorn is still needed by society but less frequently.  “It would be devastating to the normal industry ecosystem if we have to encounter too many disruptions by unicorns,” said by the incubator respondents.  Our society cannot afford too many radical changes as most ordinary people are resistant to changes.  People are more accustomed to gradual changes.  Gradual change can give rise to more stability.  

Though investors hope some of their investment become unicorns, they will still invest in zebra companies.  Comparing with the pure new economy startups, ‘Zebra companies’ are less risky and their return on investment are more stable.  Both investors and Incubators thought that a healthy investment portfolio should have both zebra companies and new economy unicorns.  But the society need more zebras and fewer unicorns.  Zebras are more stable than pure startups from various perspectives.  As a result, zebra companies can benefits to society from hands perspectives.  Some respondents thought that outstanding ‘Zebras’ can become ‘healthy Unicorns’. 

Conclusion:
The ‘Zebra movement’ has been promoted to startups, investors, incubators and government officials.  Those who heard ‘Zebra concept’ tend to agree that more zebra organizations can help the economy from various aspects.  For example, Zebra companies have the heart to create more jobs for people and at the same time, empowered their staff with high digital capabilities.  The digital transformation strategy of Zebra companies can lead the whole economy to grow from capital-driven to innovation driven from the head’s perspective.  Incremental innovation of zebra companies are good helping hands to society because gradual innovation is easier to achieve and bring satisfaction in execution.  
 
Though ‘Zebra movement’ is a very new concept in the startup and investment world, it takes time to educate more people to join the zebra movement.   This paper is the first attempt to use an academic approach to study the zebra phenomenon in the Chinese context.   In the future development of Greater Bay Area, we can accommodate both unicorns and zebras as they are performing different roles in the economy.   However, we should not be over-obsessed to the unicorns as its disruption could harm the overall industrial environment.   Why need to create one unicorn hero by sacrificing the fortune of a large group of employees and investors?  ‘Zebra’ company can bring healthier growth to an economy. 
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