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In 2025, the Global Innovation Forum brought together innovators 
from across the globe for 2 days of inspiration and provocation. 
This year ’s theme was ‘Infinite Horizons’ – a call to explore untapped 
potential, break boundaries, and shape the impossible.
But we began with a challenge – asking ourselves who is killing 
innovation? The answer wasn’t a lack of technology or ambition. It 
was a failure to understand human behaviour.
From two days of discussion, we have distil led five key themes that 
bridge the gap between the finite reality of human needs and the 
infinite horizon of possibility. These themes are by no means 
exhaustive - but we hope that they provide a helpful reminder of some 
of the great talks and insights shared this year.
Once again it was a privilege to be your Chairperson and huge thanks 
to all our amazing speakers, workshop leaders and exhibitors – as well 
as all of our amazing attendees. Together you are what makes the 
Global Innovation Forum a true – and special – community.
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Welcome to the Global Innovation Forum 2025!

Tom Ellis
CEO, Brand Genetics
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With thanks to all our speakers and contributors, including…. 



4

#1: The Safe 
Zone is the 
Kill Zone



Key GIF 2025 learnings:

• Escape the Yellow Circle: Unilever ’s Ricky Shah warned 
we are addicted to the "Yellow Circle" -  mass data and 
certainty. But to find the next big thing we must hunt 
for the "Blue Triangles” - the weak signals and fringe 
behaviours hiding in plain sight.

• Hunt at the edges: Samsung and C-Space showed that 
growth lies at the edges  - innovating for the "deniers”, 
"rejectors," and the 68% who feel excluded by brands.

• Strengthen the Core: Meanwhile Jen Whyte of Haleon 
argued for ruthlessly protecting your Core, doubling 
down on what you are famous for to ensure: her rule 
was “Core, then more — never more instead of core”.

The Insight: You must either fortify your castle (the Core) 
or hunt on the frontier (look to the Edges). Anything in the 
middle ground is doomed to do neither thing well. 
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#1: The Safe Zone is the Kil l Zone

In a polarized world "average" no 
longer exists. Innovation that 
aims for the middle hits nothing.

“Snow melts at 
the edges”
Rita McGrath



6

#2: Simplicity 
Wins



Key GIF 2025 learnings:

• Simplicity Wins: CDP reminded us that our attempts to 
be clever often add "friction” that can kill an idea’s 
appeal. Complexity is the enemy of adoption

• Hide the Tech: Aimee Schier of Universal Destinations 
showed how "when the tech disappears the magic 
happens” while Ben Feuerstein of Snap reminded us 
how the ideal is tech that “meets you where you are” 
enhancing your experience.

• Stories > Lists: Adidas’ Niko Fernandez reminded us 
that the human brain craves the simplicity of a story. 
We remember narratives; we forget bullet points.

The Insight: People are not impressed by complexity; they 
want to be relieved by simplicity. Innovation success will 
correlate with how much friction we can remove from our 
audience’s lives.
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#2: Simplicity Wins

We assume innovation means 
"addition" but evidence suggests 
the opposite: innovation success 
is often a result of “subtraction”

“Simplicity is the 
ultimate 

sophistication”
Leonardo Da Vinci
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#3: Alchemy, 
Not Apology



Key GIF 2025 learnings:
• Waste is Gold: Plastic Bank and Ananas Anam (even 

the UK Space Agency) proved we don't have a resource 
problem, we have a perception problem. By reframing 
plastic as currency or pineapple leaves as leather, they 
help turn waste into wealth.

• Make it Desirable: Stuart Trevor, founder of All Saints, 
talked about turning "dead stock into living stock" 
showing how you don't sell sustainability by being 
worthy; you sell it by being cool.

• Be the Remedy: The Terra Carta Design Lab challenged 
us to stop being "victims" and choose to be the remedy. 
Tony’s Chocolonely and Pip & Nut shared their solution 
– working collaboratively to solve systemic issues.

The Insight: We need to stop marketing sustainability as a 
duty and start marketing it as an upgrade. Real 
innovators are alchemists who turn "waste" into value.
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#3: Alchemy not Apology

We must stop marketing 
sustainability as a duty and start 
selling it as an upgrade – using 
creativity to fuel desire

“We turn what others 
have viewed as garbage 
into diamonds & gold”

David Katz
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#4: 
Imagination is a 
Discipline



Key GIF 2025 learnings:
• Imagination is a Discipline: 8th Day argued 

imagination isn't a creative add-on; it is a strategic 
discipline with distinct modes that must be practiced.

• Slow Down to Go Fast: Adobe’s Laura Herman and 
Rama Gheerawo highlighted how meaningful 
innovation requires "slowing down" to find moments of 
inner stillness to allow for deep thought and curation.

• Get out from behind the desk: We all need fuel for our 
imaginations – and spending time with your audience, 
in their environment, learning about them will help 
spark new insights and ideas.

The Insight: The ability to imagine – and convey - a future 
that doesn't yet exist can be the hardest work of all. In the 
age of Generative AI, it requires discipline to make space 
to tap into this deeply human skill.
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#4: Imagination is a Discipline

We have treated imagination as a 
soft skill for too long. In a data-
overloaded world, it is a rigorous 
strategic necessity

“Imagination 
decides 

everything”
Blaise Pascal
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#5: The 
'Humanity' 
Premium



Key GIF 2025 learnings:
• Humanity-Centered Design: Peter Skillman of Philips 

declared "Human-Centered Design" as dead; long live 
"Humanity-Centered Design." Empathy is the 
di!erentiator that code cannot copy.

• Creators to Curators: Adobe’s Laura Herman noted how 
AI is shifting us from "creators" to "curators” - taste, 
judgment & empathy matter more than technical skills.

• Buoyancy, Not Resilience: Jodie Cariss taught us we 
don't need to endure the pain (“resilience”); we need 
“buoyancy” to embrace the “mess” and grow through it

• Math for Magic: Kalindi Mehta of Estée Lauder showed 
how AI can handle the "perspiration" (data crunching) 
so humans can focus on the "inspiration"

The Insight: Technology is the commodity. Leaning into 
our humanity is the unique competitive advantage.
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#5: The Humanity Premium

As AI increasingly makes creation 
free and instant, the value of 
human curation and empathy has 
just skyrocketed

“Empathy is the 
source of all 

great design”
Peter Skillman, Philips



#3: Alchemy, Not Apology: We need to stop marketing sustainability as a 
duty and start marketing it as an upgrade

#2: Simplicity Wins: Innovation success will correlate with how much 
friction we can remove from our audience’s lives

#4: Imagination is a Discipline: The ability to imagine – and convey - a 
future that doesn't yet exist can be the hardest work of all

GIF 2025: Five Rules to Break the Innovation Deadlock
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#5: The ‘Humanity' Premium: Technology is the commodity. Leaning into our
humanity is the unique competitive advantage.

#1: The Safe Zone is the Kill Zone: The ‘middle’ is a death knell for innovation –
fortify your castle (build the Core) or hunt on the frontier (look to the Edges)
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Usually, conferences are a bingo card of the latest hype cycles – but GIF always 
bucks the trend. So here are some insights from what we didn’t talk about:

We didn’t worship AI: Of course, it was there. But for the first time in a while, 
it wasn’t the hero of the story: it was demoted from "Master" to "Servant." 
From Philips to Adobe, the consensus was clear: AI is the commodity; 
Humanity is the premium.
We didn’t talk about 'Gen Z': We avoided the lazy habit of averaging 
humanity into amorphous generational blobs. Instead, we spoke about 
people at the Edges: like "Deniers" and "Rejectors". We stopped looking at 
birth years and started looking at behaviours.
We didn’t talk about the Metaverse: There was no talk of building virtual 
worlds to escape to. Speakers like Snap and Universal focused on "Heads Up" 
technology that enhance the physical world rather than replacing it. The 
focus was on Reality, not Virtuality.
We didn’t talk about Macro-Economics: While the world is volatile, we didn't 
dwell on the things we can't control. We zoomed in. We focused on the "Blue 
Triangles" - the small, human details that can guide and inspire innovation.

My Takeaway? When you strip away the hype, the buzzwords and the tech-
worship, you are left with the only thing that has ever truly driven innovation:
the human being. This is always the true key to innovation success.
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What we didn’t talk about?!
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Introducing 
Brand Genetics



Brand Genetics is a global brand growth consultancy.

We decode the DNA of human behaviour to reveal the hidden pathways to 
brand growth for some of the world’s leading businesses 
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Our DNA framework is an evidence-based, science-backed model that 
reveals the hidden forces behind what people do, why they do it & 

where opportunities lie

D rivers eNablers A bilities
Deep human 
motivations, values and 
emotional needs that 
guide behavior.

Contextual, social and 
environmental influences 
that facilitate (or prevent) 
behavior.

Capabilities, habits and 
knowledge that shape 
behavior.
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Enabling us to support clients across every stage of their brand growth journey

Decode Opportunity
Decode real world behavior, context and 

cultural signals to reveal the hidden 
pathways to growth

Generate Solutions
Create behaviorally-informed 

innovation platforms and ideas that 
survive in the real world

Optimise Impact
Maximise your ROI by ensuring innovations, 

creative and executions align with real 
human behavior

Deep insight into the 
tequila category to 
help drive premium 

brand growth

Mapping new 
categories to 

identify growth 
opportunities

Fil l ing a no-sugar 
innovation pipeline 
with best-in-class 

concepts

Create behavioral 
initiatives that can 

help consumers 
reduce food waste

Optimizing two 
award winning 

Football World Cup 
campaigns

Instagram
Refining the Reels 

Together proposition 
and messaging

Introducing Brand Genetics



And join the dots across markets & cultures
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o London (UK - HQ)

o New York (USA)

o Rio de Janeiro (Brazil)

o EUROPE (inc. UK, France, Germany, Belgium, Italy, Spain,  
Sweden, Poland, Russia) 

o N. AMERICA (US, Canada, Mexico)

o S. AMERICA (Brazil , Argentina, Chile, Colombia) 

o ASIA (China, Japan, India, Korea, Vietnam, Thailand, 
Indonesia)

o AFRICA & ME (S. Africa, Nigeria, Saudi Arabia, Egypt)

o AUSTRALIA

O!ces

Market Expertise

Introducing Brand Genetics
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brandgenetics.com

If you want to learn more about how deeper 
understanding of human behaviour can help you 

unlock brand growth – please get in touch

Tom Ellis | CEO
tom.ellis@brandgenetics.com

+44 (0)7815 896 098

Kate Parry | Head of Innovation
kate.parry@brandgenetics.com

+44 (0) 7970 790494
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https://brandgenetics.com/

