
 

 
 

Sharing Knowledge and Experiences for Growth beyond 
the Coronavirus Era 

 
The 2020 pandemic disrupted our familiar modus vivendi on all fronts: personal, business, political, 
economic, and social. For months, perplexed individual experiences, mixed with collective ones, were 
shared randomly, often incoherently, reflecting the fragmented state of confusion in which we have 
all been simmering. Amidst this chaos, the CEO Clubs Greece focuses on finding meaning and order, 
drawing strength and wisdom from the experiences of its members, and building on their knowledge 
as the post-pandemic era gradually dawns upon us. 
 
As expected, the theme of our first 2021 non-virtual event after a suffocatingly long lockdown was 
inspired by the learnings acquired from last year’s challenges. With our gaze fixed towards the future, 
we, at the CEO Clubs Greece, aim at collecting these learnings to use them as steppingstones, uniting 
our forces to co-create the morrow of the corporate and entrepreneurial world, and preparing 
ourselves for the upcoming tsunami of changes.  
 
Thus, on the 20th of May, five panelists (representing industries significantly impacted by the 
pandemic, namely Technology, Energy, Communications, Pharma, and Aviation) were invited to 
share their insights following the unexpected appearance of Covid-19 more than one year ago. The 
discussion was moderated by Alex Athanassoulas, President and CEO of Stirixis Group, and included 
the individual and industry perspectives of Tom Stratos, CEO of Cosmote E-Value, Agata Jakoncic, 



 

Managing Director of MSD, George Karakousis, Deputy CEO of PPC Greece, Kostis Stavropoulos, 
Managing Director of iSquare, and Dimitris Papamichail, CEO of Goldair Handling. 
 

 
 
Experiences and Key Learnings Leading into the Future 
 
Despite their diverse, industry-related backgrounds, all panelists underlined the importance of similar 
values, which, on the surface, may sound like mere buzzwords, in truth, though, they were the tools 
on which all CEOs relied to navigate themselves and their companies through the turmoil. Resilience 
and agility invariably prevailed after the initial shock and denial. At the same time, the massive shift 
of focus towards the wellbeing of individuals and teams enhanced operations, processes, and 
leadership models, adding a stronger human-centered component that, despite all efforts, was not 
as palpable until recently. Other highlights included: the acceleration of the decision-making process, 
the unparalleled levels of collaborations observed, and the futuristic-like role that technology 
acquired within only a few months. More analytically: 
 



 

Tom Stratos observed that since last year, the CEOs turned into some sort 
of a father figure as all teams looked up to their leaders for guidance and 
reassurance in times of uncertainty. However, CEOs are not trained on how 
to manage such colossal crises – perhaps only astronauts are – and, 
ultimately, they had to learn how to search within and retrieve all the 
courage they could muster to deal with the emergency. Eventually, a new 
business norm emerged, more transparent and human, embraced by 
leaders and teams alike. Within this new norm and given the inevitability 
of change, one must always be prepared, adaptable, and flexible, 

especially when in a leadership position. Transparent collaboration and trust are the cornerstones of 
a team’s success. A human-centric leadership can weather the storm, safeguarding the emotional 
stability within a team and, thus, optimizing performance in such uncertain times. Finally, one of the 
most remarkable silver linings of the pandemic was the unprecedented levels of collaboration 
between the private and the public sector.  
 
 

According to Kostis Stavropoulos, technology – the means used to bridge 
our broken human connections – is not a privilege but a necessity, and 
future strategic planning should be based on this premise. Some 
industries (like retail) will be disrupted to such a degree that they will 
never return to the pre-pandemic status. Challenges like maintaining a 
physical store, managing stock, or securing the necessary human talent 
for physical interactions will be replaced with the needs dictated by an 

online presence. To some degree, this is the end of an era, and one cannot but experience some 
bitter-sweet feelings as we open the door to a new tomorrow. Admittedly, most of the changes 
observed were expected; it was the pace of their implementation that surprised us all. Now, the 
responsibility lies with the leading companies in the industry to ensure that this new era maintains 
its human touch, both in the products’ characteristics and the processes that emerge.  
 

George Karakousis echoed the previous speakers, highlighting the 
resilience and agility demonstrated by the CEOs during the crisis and the 
huge leap in technology in the energy industry. It was impressive to 
observe that we are much more resilient than we think. Ultimately, we can 
deal with change, and, along the way, we learn to be increasingly 
adaptable, even when plans change on a daily or weekly basis. Perhaps 
the most important takeaway was that we are stronger and less afraid 

than we think in the face of disaster. 
 
 
 



 

 
Dimitris Papamichail drew our attention to the aviation industry, which, 
unlike the other sectors represented in the panel, was brought to its knees 
by the pandemic and still faces an uncertain future, expecting to reach 90% 
of the 2018 traffic no sooner than 2024. Such instability has deprived aviation 
and the broader travel industry of its most precious asset: its people. More 
than 70% of the employees – people on whom the company had invested 
for years – were lost to other industries, maybe never to return, creating a 
massive human talent gap. Ultimately, it seems that every CEO’s destiny is to deal with disasters, 
even though there is little related training. The leader should be prepared for the unexpected, always 
remaining strong, allowing no room for weakness. 
 
Agata Jakoncic underlined one of the most outstanding positive outcomes 
of the pandemic: the unprecedented reaction speed and collaboration 
observed in the healthcare industry, which, finally, led to the creation of 
effective vaccines in record time. The last vaccine (for Ebola) took six years 
to finalize, so the levels of collaboration, coordination, agility, research, and 
resources that were required to end up with a new vaccine within 12 months 
are breathtaking – and indicative of our potential. The pandemic reminded 
us that the healthcare industry – and people’s health – is an investment, not an expense. During the 
past months and besides the focus on Covid-19, the industry was also concerned with securing the 
production and distribution of medication for other serious diseases, dealing with the depression 
and the deterioration of mental health that emerged during the pandemic, and handling the effects 
of the digital acceleration that disrupted the face-to-face doctor-patient relationship in ways that 
are not yet fully embraced. As far as the CEOs are concerned, they are undoubtedly expected to be 
strong, adaptable and resilient; yet, they should also tap into their vulnerability to communicate 
effectively with their teams, creating a feeling of solidarity and trust based on the premise that, 
ultimately, we are all in this together. Introducing a more human-centric leadership can go a long 
way when the world, as we know it, falls apart. 
 

Changes in Customer Behaviors that Define the Future Modus 
Operandi 
 
The fast pace of change, the technological acceleration, and the behavioral shift of both employees 
and customers promise that the coming years will be demanding for all industries, booming or 
challenged. Digitalization, data management, sustainability, and tailor-made solutions are some of 
the buzzwords repeated by most panelists. In general, the consumer has become more demanding, 
tech-savvy, and values-oriented, forcing all companies to change fast and adapt to the new needs if 
they wish to thrive, or, even survive, in the new era. More specifically: 



 

 
(Tom Stratos) 
In the communications industry, the customers’ behavior changed significantly. Today, people 
demand instant gratification; they want to feel important, cared for, and thus, they have become 
impatient. To respond to this shift, a company needs to move fast towards digitalization and carefully 
assess where to invest in IT infrastructure while adjusting its internal processes to make both 
employees’ and customers’ lives easier. Undoubtedly, technology will be critical for future growth. 
However, a mindset of belonging should be incorporated in the delivery of service, leading to a 
connection with the clients and a seamless experience. 
 
(Kostis Stavropoulos) 
Technology companies do not have any more the luxury of time. To rise to the challenge and the 
new needs that emerged during the pandemic, the management of such companies has to go 
through a huge shift, acquiring, among other things, a decision-making pace that far exceeds what 
we know so far. In the future, technology must become invisible as it turns into a necessity, while 
issues like data privacy will become more important. Brands will learn to work with experiences, 
physical or virtual, to maintain their connection with the consumers. 
 
(George Karakousis) 
The energy sector faces similar challenges. Customers today ask for bespoke, tailor-made, 
sustainable, green energy solutions. They ultimately buy a whole experience, including service and 
values. On an internal level, a company needs to change its human management processes, 
respecting a work-life balance, and offering its people the necessary space and tools to perform at 
their best. After all, burnt-out people cannot deliver, and this is a significant risk when changes must 
be made fast. 
 
(Dimitris Papamichail) 
The aviation industry is fighting on several fronts, while the next day remains uncertain. In civil 
aviation, it seems that tourism (pleasure traveling) will lead the way, while business traveling will 
take time to recover. The accumulated staggering debts will lead to price increases, internal reforms 
and restructures, and inevitable governmental intervention. The traveling procedures should 
improve, and initiatives like the health passport may instill peace-of-mind and reassurance, hopefully 
facilitating the traveling experience soon. Most importantly, the companies need to support and 
inspire their people to retain them and build on their expertise for the industry’s next steps. 
Ultimately, like all crises, this one too shall pass. For now, it offers us the opportunity to re-define, re-
start, and re-think our priorities, preparing us for the challenges that lie ahead. 
  



 

 
(Agata Jakoncic) 
The pharma industry is also getting ready to face the next crisis, including new mutations of Covid-
19 or other pandemic emergencies in the future. Once again, time is of the essence. Besides the new 
structures of collaboration and knowledge-sharing that recently emerged, the healthcare industry is 
focusing on leveraging the data collected, developing the concepts of tele-health and tele-medicine, 
and helping people embrace the option of virtual consultations and e-monitoring. In addition to 
physical and behavioral health, attention should be paid to mental health as well – which, so far, is 
discussed only in hushed tones. To achieve such ambitious plans, the management style should 
change from a vertical one (like an orchestra) to a horizontal one (like a jazz band). The employees 
need to be aware of both the strength and the vulnerability of their CEO. They want to connect with 
a bigger purpose (for example, the impact on society or sustainability) and request a safe space 
within which they can experiment even if they sometimes fail. Eventually, if we work together, 
tomorrow will find us united and, thus, stronger. 
 
 

Some last words 
Although the massive changes in technology and consumer behavior that we experienced in the 
space of only a few months are critical and define the evolution of each industry, most CEOs are 
concerned about managing and inspiring their teams. To achieve the desired results, the employees 
also need to adjust to the new norm, while the managerial processes should respect people’s time, 
personal life, and overall wellbeing. The emergency that prevailed last year created a sense of unity 
and human-centered transparency that should be maintained and further enhanced. This requires a 
mindset shift and internal culture changes, which usually take time to implement. When time is not 
in our favor, such changes promise to challenge people and organizations alike as we all step into 
the unknown. 
 
 
 


