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A snapshot of SXSW

South by Southwest (SXSW), the annual 
celebration of film, interactive media, music 
and technology, took place in Austin, Texas from 
8-17th March. 

It featured some of the most inspired thinkers and 
current global trends across 25 tracks of curated 
content, including blockchain, brand marketing, 
entrepreneurship and even ‘Cannabusiness’. 

Some of the overriding trends that ran throughout 
many of this year’s conference sessions included 
the evolution of transportation and mobility, 
conquering the era of digital distrust, blockchain’s 
place in an evolving world, and the value of 
human empathy for a connected population. 

Some of the hottest tickets in town were to see 
Instagram’s co-founders speak for the first time 
since leaving Facebook, and hear from Spotify, 
Gimlet and Anchor following the music-streaming 
giant’s acquisition of the two podcasting start-
ups. 

Interest in some of the high-profile onstage 
tech interviews was ramped up by Democratic 
presidential hopeful, Elizabeth Warren’s social 
post at the start of the week, in which she 
promised to break up large internet companies 
such as Facebook, Amazon and Google if she 
were elected.  

Meanwhile, speakers such as former DreamWorks 
Animation CEO, Jeffrey Katzenberg and the 
former president and CEO of Hewlett Packard, 
Meg Whitman used the conference to pitch their 
new content platform for mobile. 

We hope you enjoy our snapshot of selected 
trends and talking points from Austin, Texas. 
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As part of the celebrations around International 
Women’s Day, SXSW brought together the 
founder of Black Girls Code, along with four 
students who have benefitted from the non-
profit organisation. 

Kimberly Bryant, founder and CEO of Black Girls 
Code, is training the next generation of women 
of colour and aims to have one million girls from 
around the world participate in her programme 
by 2040. 

“We’re doing something wrong in technology 
education in the US, because when we are 
engaging kids in it or inviting people to the 
table, we are trying to erase culture rather than 
embrace it,” Bryant told the SXSW audience. 

“For four years, I was the only woman in my 
electrical engineering class. I never had a female 
professor and I was only one of three black 
women in my whole school. That’s lonely and it 
takes a lot to make it through and persist. We 
have to do something different.”

Using a long-term model, Black Girls Code aims to 
keep girls engaged in its programme throughout 
their school years by cultivating a supportive 
learning environment that champions curiosity, 
imagination and a passion for technology.

There are currently 15 locations of Black Girls 
Code across the world, and many of the 10,000 
students who have benefitted from the scheme 
over the past eight years are now studying 
technology and computer science at college, 
ready to compete for the projected 1.4 million 
computing jobs by 2020. 

A transformational agent of change

“It’s really important that the pipeline into college 
is addressed,” Bryant said. “Partnerships with 
youth programmes and high schools can show 
any child – especially a black or brown kid – with 
an aptitude for technology that support and 
representation exists before they embark on their 
future.”

Speaking about their experiences, the four girls 
focused on the ways in which they’ve struggled 
and persevered in the STEM industry. For example, 
Black Girls Code alumna Alexandra Philip said 
that because of her position, speaking up and 
networking is vital.

“In class you’re mainly seen as a number, so it’s 
important to stand out from the rest of them,” she 
said. “Show that you’re special from everyone else.”

For the future, Bryant said she wants the 
technology industry to promote a more women-
centred culture. She now envisions the future of the 
industry through the young women she teaches. 

“In the past, I would say, ‘I want to create the next 
Mark Zuckerberg’,” Bryant concluded. “Now, I want 
to create the next organisations created and run 
by women of colour.”

As a purveyor of female empowerment, Bryant is 
also the 2019 inductee into the SXSW Interactive 
Hall of Fame. This award recognises pioneers 
within the interactive community whose career 
achievements have charted the course for the 
digital industry’s future.

Kimberly Bryant was speaking at Behind the Click: 
Securing the Future for Black Women and Girls in Tech.
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Malcolm Gladwell, author and the host of 
Revisionist History, joined Chris Urmson, CEO 
of Aurora Innovation for a conversation about 
where autonomous vehicle technology is 
heading.

Malcolm Gladwell is a self-driving vehicle sceptic. 
During SXSW, he premiered his documentary 
on the delight of driving and believes that fully 
autonomous vehicles will only dampen that 
delight. 

Chris Urmson led Google’s self-driving car team 
before co-founding Aurora, a new autonomous 
vehicle start-up, in 2017. His vision for a fully 
autonomous automotive future involves not 
having to worry about the mundane parts of 
driving and for self-driving cars to be safer than 
humans behind the wheel. 

On stage at SXSW, Gladwell and Urmson got on 
well and their debate on the merits of self-driving 
vehicles was light-hearted throughout. 

For example, when Urmson pointed out that 30% 
of San Francisco traffic is actually just looking 
for a parking space, and in Paris, that figure is 
80%, Gladwell countered that people in self-
driving cars won’t bother letting their car park. 
They’ll just send it around the block a few hundred 
times, which will ultimately lead to more traffic 
congestion. 

On a more serious note, however, both men 
discussed the role that autonomous vehicles will 
play in decreasing the 40,000 deaths a year that 
currently occur on American roads. 

“We have a real opportunity to impact the 

Shaping the driverless future

number of deaths caused by careless driving,” 
Urmson said. “Autonomous mobility represents a 
rare situation in which the economic interest of 
companies is accompanied by a gain for society, 
with fewer accidents and the prospect of a more 
rational transit.”

For Gladwell, however, there’s still the threat of 
more unprecedented catastrophes, caused by 
hackers or programming malfunctions. 

He said: “The automation of aeroplanes meant 
that we now get a different type of accident. It’s 
now exceptionally rare that a plane goes down 
due to pilot error, and the same will no doubt 
be true for autonomous cars. But we will see a 
different type of road traffic accident – a 200 
car pile-up caused by a hacker, for example. My 
general feeling about people in Silicon Valley 
is that they are too blasé about cyber security. 
Self-driving technology will have multiple points 
of vulnerability and there needs to be established 
trust before this technology is shipped.”

Urmson believes that, although cyber security is 
of fundamental importance, it’s not one that self-
driving technologists should take responsibility for 
alone. 

“It’s a connected world problem,” he said. “We’re 
creating solutions relative to the potential risk. 
We all have a responsibility to get this right. 
The public transport infrastructure in America 
is broken. Autonomous vehicle sharing needs 
to replace virtually empty buses where the 
passenger-to-driver ratio no longer makes 
economic sense to have these vehicles on the 
road. 

“Self-driving cars won’t be for the rich. They’ll 
replace public transit and service vehicles. In the 
long-term it will become a social challenge, but 
we’ll look back in 100 years with the hindsight that 
long-distance lorry driving wasn’t good for the 
health of the driver, while increased urbanisation 
and rising pollution meant that switching over to 
electric autonomous vehicles was the right thing 
to do.”

Gladwell conceded that for all his concerns 
regarding self-driving cars, the loss of service 
delivery jobs wasn’t one of them. 

“This evolution will create a whole load of new 
jobs, and humans will still be required to ride 
along on service vehicles for roles such as 
inventory management, customer relations, 
loading and unloading,” he said. 

“I’m more worried that if we turn cars into 
luxurious spaces to relax, watch a movie or catch-
up on office work, more people will head out onto 
the roads in peak driving hours as they won’t be 
worried about the extra congestion. By giving 
people back the time spent inside their vehicles, 
it’ll inadvertently increase traffic problems.” 

Agreeing to disagree on the impact of self-driving 
cars, both men could at least agree that the 
debate had been an enjoyable one, and that 
turning the volume up on discussions around how 
a driverless future would work is vital for its future 
success and safety. 

Malcolm Gladwell and Chris Urmson were speaking 
with NBC News Correspondent Jo Ling Kent in the 
session Self-driving cars. The future is when?  
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Elizabeth Warren’s promise to break up the 
monopoly of big tech if she reaches The White 
House got everyone talking at SXSW. 

One of the key talking points during SXSW was a 
pledge made by Democratic presidential hopeful 
Elizabeth Warren, to break up large internet 
companies such as Facebook, Amazon and 
Google. 

In a post published via Medium on 8th March, 
Warren declared that she would designate these 
companies as ‘platform utilities’ and prohibit them 
from owning any ‘participants’ on that platform. 

This would effectively prevent Amazon from 
selling its own-branded products or Google 
from trading in services such as AdWords or 
DoubleClick. It would also encourage Facebook 
to respect its users’ privacy, and would prevent 
Google from down-ranking competitors’ search 
results.

Secondly, Warren proposes focusing on the 
reversal of tech mergers that she calls anti-
competitive. 

The examples she provided were reversing 
Amazon’s acquisition of Whole Foods and 
Facebook’s purchase of Instagram, among others. 
These mergers and acquisitions, Warren posited, 
‘illegally undermined competition’.

The reaction onstage during SXSW from 
Instagram founders Kevin Systrom and Mike 
Krieger was to joke, ‘Does that mean we can have 
our jobs back?’ 

Key talking point:  
the break-up of big tech

Systrom then went on to clarify that he’s sceptical 
that calls to break up tech companies are 
real solutions and not just empty promises to 
capitalise on the mounting anti-tech movement 
he sees brewing as part of the 2020 race for The 
White House. 

“We live in a time where the anger of big tech has 
increased tenfold. There’s a long list of reasons – 
some are well founded, such as Russian meddling. 
It doesn’t mean the answer is to break up the 
companies,” he said. 

“Being big in itself is not a crime,” Systrom 
continued. “My fear is that a proposal to break 
up all tech is playing on everyone’s current feeling 
about anti-tech rather than doing what politicians 
should do, which is to address real problems with 
real solutions.”

Krieger similarly thinks there’s a lack of nuance in 
the discussion around regulating tech platforms 
and rolling back acquisitions. 

“Breaking up tech and having those 
conversations, I think those will go better and lead 
to better policy if we’re really specific about the 
problems we’re trying to solve,” he said. “Amazon 
selling white label products is much different to 
Facebook owning Instagram, for example.”

Meanwhile, Roger McNamee, an early mentor 
to Mark Zuckerberg and the author of the new 
book ‘Zucked’, applauded Elizabeth Warren’s post 
during his SXSW chat with Nicholas Thompson, 
the editor-in-chief of Wired.

“I would love to see her try to unwind some of the 
mergers that have happened,” McNamee told 
Thompson. “YouTube would be much better off 
as an independent channel, because Google isn’t 
in a position to rid the video sharing site of the 
toxic waste within it. While Oculus was convinced 
it would have a consumer VR product out in the 
market before now. Has Facebook’s ownership 
stifled that ambition?

“My core point is that competition is often crushed 
by these tech monopolies. These guys have 
overplayed their hand and something has to be 

done. Surely it’s better than regulations that hurt 
everyone. We need an approach that will allow 
more entrepreneurs to flourish, greater protections 
for personal data and more products that can do 
good in the world,” McNamee concluded. 

Roger McNamee was interviewed by Wired’s Nicholas 
Thompson during Zucked: How Facebook Has 
Upended the World We Live In. Instagram founders 
Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger were speaking 
during Capturing The Moment: A Conversation 
With Instagram’s Founders and TechCrunch’s Josh 
Constine.
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In a powerful keynote address, Jamil Zaki, a 
world leader in empathy science, argued that 
our ability to care is not a fixed trait, but a skill 
we can grow through practice. 

Empathy is in short supply. Alienation and 
tribalism are rampant and research shows that 
people are less caring than we were just ten years 
ago. 

At this year’s SXSW, this theme of inspiring a 
collective feeling of culpability by bringing more 
human values to technology’s evolutionary march 
was evident throughout many of the talks and 
workshops in Austin, Texas.

Sessions with titles such as ‘How to Put Empathy 
Into Business’ and ‘Empathetic Technology 
and the End of the Poker Face’ discussed the 
opportunities for AI and biometric technology. 

While Jamil Zaki, a psychology professor from 
Stanford University, outlined the importance of 
societal empathy in mending gaps within cultures.

According to Zaki, empathy benefits the self, 
others and our communities. It can result in a 
decrease in depression and loneliness, an increase 
in marital satisfaction and a stronger generosity 
toward strangers.

However, our ability to feel empathy started to 
erode due to urbanisation and the fact that we no 
longer live in close-knit communities. 

“Being surrounded by people isn’t the same as 
knowing them,” Zaki said. “Humanity is alone in a 
crowd. We see more people than we did before 
but know fewer of them.”

Nurturing empathy for a fractured world

Zaki’s hypothesis is that empathy has not 
been allowed to develop because of how we’ve 
continued to live our lives. Smartphones, urban 
living, connected technology and shortened 
attention spans all contribute to a reduction in 
empathetic feelings. 

However, through that same logic, empathy must 
not be a fixed trait that we’re born with and can 
therefore be nurtured for positive gain. It’s also a 
muscle that can be exercised and shaped through 
personal experiences. 

In Zaki’s case, he experienced a continual 
recalibration of empathy when alternating from 
each parent’s house as a child after their divorce.

“For me, empathy was a survival skill,” he said. 
“The more it became the norm, the more I could 
develop and grow it. Encouraging empathy to be 
a norm can grow empathy.”

To prove this, Zaki’s team worked with seventh 
graders and told them stories about how 
empathy was considered ‘cool’. They discovered 
the more they presented empathy as a norm, it 
impacted the children’s beliefs and kindness.

When they returned to the school some months 
later, they discovered that more children had 
nominated their fellow classmates for kindness 
awards due to increased levels of empathy. 

Zaki also proposes that empathy can be nurtured 
by focusing on an individual experience. 

His Stanford research team conducted another 
study using Virtual Reality to create an immersive 
experience of a homeless person. They found 
even after a month, individuals who went through 

the experience felt a greater empathy for 
homeless individuals.

“If we want to cross boundaries between us 
and them, a great way to start is with you and 
I,” Zaki said. “By developing empathy, society 
can begin to take this renewable, precious 
resource and use it with purpose. If we can all 
do that, something special might occur. We 
might start to mend tears in the social fabric.”

Jamil Zaki was speaking in The War for Kindness: 
Building Empathy in a Fractured World. 
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Roger McNamee explains why he’s Facebook’s 
most outspoken critic and assesses Mark 
Zuckerberg’s recently revealed plans to move 
the company-owned platforms into areas of 
greater privacy. 

Mark Zuckerberg’s recently announced ‘manifesto’ 
to fix Facebook came under scrutiny at SXSW 
from an early advisor to the Facebook CEO. 

Roger McNamee, a Silicon Valley investor and 
outspoken critic of the social network, believes 
that we should have a global conversation about 
the legitimacy of Facebook’s technology model – 
one that tracks humans, claiming domain on their 
personal data before using it to make behavioural 
predictions, and then using the tools of machine 
learning and Artificial Intelligence to steer people 
towards outcomes that make those predications 
more valuable.

“The terms under which Facebook has grown and 
succeeded are hostile towards humanity. We have 
to start having this conversation as nobody has 
ever told Facebook where the edges should be,” 
he told Nicholas Thompson, the editor-in-chief of 
Wired, on stage in Austin. 

“But it’s not only Facebook. Why is it okay for 
credit card companies to sell financial records? 
Why is it legal for cell companies to sell location 
data? Why is it legal for companies that make 
apps for health and wellness to sell or trade our 
data? Why is it legal for anybody on the web 
to transact in our web history? Why is it legal to 
collect data on kids under 18, much less sell it?”

On 6th March, Mark Zuckerberg addressed 
the whole issue of digital privacy by setting 

We need to talk about Facebook

out his vision for rebuilding Facebook and 
merging WhatsApp, Messenger, and Instagram’s 
messaging features, in a shift towards encrypted 
and more ephemeral content across the 
platforms. 

“As I think about the future of the internet, I 
believe a privacy-focused communications 
platform will become even more important than 
today’s open platforms,” Zuckerberg wrote.

Ideas that will guide this new ‘privacy-focused 
platform’, include private interactions, encryption, 
reducing permanence, safety, interoperability, and 
secure data storage. 

“Over the next few years, we plan to rebuild more 
of our services around these ideas. The decisions 
we’ll face along the way will mean taking 
positions on important issues concerning the 
future of the internet,” Zuckerberg’s post said. 

McNamee believes that the announcement is a 
‘very effective public relations move that once 
again is deflecting us away from the core problem 
of Facebook.’ 

He says: “I’m a big believer in end-to-end 
encryption, but I think we all need to understand 
that encrypting your messages and encrypting 
your posts addresses about 1% of the problem.

“It has a convenient byproduct, which makes 
me think there must be something bad coming. 
Maybe it’s an FTC fine. Maybe it’s something 
else. But Facebook is doing something that it 
would do anyway. If you end-to-end encrypt, 
your moderation problem goes away. So from 
Facebook’s point of view, what it’s trying to do is 

get credit for something. But it doesn’t address 
the real problem.

“At the end of the day, the thing that really 
worries me, and this so-called manifesto doesn’t 
touch that, is that the problems are associated 
with data collection outside of Facebook. Zuck 
made very clear that he’s not getting out of the 
tracking business. 

“My problem with Facebook is not whether it’s 
end-to end-encrypted. It’s what are they doing 
with the tracking, what are they doing to invade 
my private spaces. I don’t want them buying 
my credit card history, I don’t want them doing 
business with health and wellness apps, I don’t 
want them buying my location data from my 
cellular carrier, I do not want them tracking me all 
around the web.”

McNamee, who has a book out called ‘Zucked’, 
did, however, conclude with some positive things 

to say about Zuckerberg’s proposed new strategy. 

He said if Facebook follows through on its 
promise to not have data centres in authoritarian 
countries, it would be a ‘righteous’ move and 
could see them getting out of places like China, 
Vietnam and Singapore. 

He also doesn’t think Mark Zuckerberg or Sheryl 
Sandberg should step away from Facebook.

“I don’t think this is about the people. I believe 
that this is about the business model,” McNamee 
concluded. “Mark and Sheryl at Facebook have 
the moral authority to change the business 
model. They can do 100 times as much good 
by reforming their companies than they could 
possibly do with a foundation.” 

Roger McNamee was interviewed by Wired’s Nicholas 
Thompson during Zucked: How Facebook Has 
Upended the World We Live In.
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Instagram’s founders took to the stage at SXSW 
to reflect on their entrepreneurial journeys, how 
they scaled the photography app to over one 
billion users and what they hope their legacies 
will be.

Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger founded 
Instagram in 2010 and sold it to Facebook for  
$1 billion in April 2012. 

In September 2018, both men abruptly left the 
photo-sharing social network amid reported 
concerns over their autonomy. Having largely 
maintained a dignified silence since then, it was 
little surprise that their appearance on stage at 
SXSW was one of the hottest tickets in town.

During the past seven years, Instagram has scaled 
to over one billion monthly unique users. Following 
the introduction of Instagram Stories in 2016, 
there are now more than 500 million people using 
the ephemeral storytelling function every single 
day. 

The first revelation from Systrom and Krieger 
was the unspoken, yet inferred admission that 
the inspiration for Stories did, in fact, come from 
Snapchat. 

“For a long time people’s profiles were filled with 
Snapchat links and it was clear people were 
trying to bridge the two products,” Systrom told 
the audience. “By bringing them into one place, 
we gave consumers what they wanted.”

In 2018, Bloomberg reported that it was Mark 
Zuckerberg himself who had ordered that 
Instagram add the Stories feature (something that 
Facebook denies). Whether that is true or not, the 

Capturing the moment

autonomy that Systrom and Krieger had been 
promised was certainly beginning to erode as 
Instagram’s scale and popularity made it a much 
more valuable asset to Facebook. 

The consequential departure from Instagram of 
its founders, therefore, was perhaps inevitable. 
So should they have sold to Facebook in the first 
place?

“We wanted to bet on the company. If you 
are going to sell, you should always try to sell 
to a rocket ship,” Systrom said. “We looked at 
Instagram and asked ourselves, ‘How many 
more people can we reach?’ We believed that by 
strapping it to Facebook’s rocket ship we could 
reach a billion people, and that’s exactly what 
happened.”

“It was almost irresponsible not to sell to 
Facebook if we wanted to give Instagram and all 
the amazing people who worked with us every 
chance of success,” Krieger added. 

Still, both Systrom and Krieger remain 
philosophical about losing their grip on the 
photo-sharing app. 

“In some ways, less autonomy is a function of 
Instagram winning,” Systrom offered. “If Instagram 
had remained a niche app for photographers, 
we’d probably be working on that app for 20 
years as a niche app. Instead, what happened 
was it got better and better and better. It 
improved and it got to a size where it was 
meaningfully important to this company.

“We pushed hard on the monetisation side, 
as we wanted to be a successful unit within 

Facebook. What matters to us is that it succeeds 
and Instagram’s community is happy. We killed 
Instagram so many times with changes and new 
products but the gamble was always that new 
is better. It doesn’t matter that we’re no longer 
around. If we wanted Instagram to be around in 
ten years’ time, we couldn’t afford to hold on to 
existing ideas.”

So what’s next for Systrom and Krieger? 
Unfortunately, there was no big announcement, 
but both men did admit that six months on, 
they are getting curious again and they would 
definitely start another company together.

“When you decide what to do, you should always 
try to predict the next wave,” Krieger concluded. 
“Where are the opportunities and what problems 
are there to solve in a mobile tech society? You 
can’t force the next wave. You just have to wait. 
So we’re in no rush.”

With $1 billion in the bank, they have every reason 
to take their time. 

Instagram founders Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger 
were speaking during Capturing The Moment: 
A Conversation With Instagram’s Founders and 
TechCrunch’s Josh Constine.
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Will the next stage in the evolution of content 
see entertainment studios help deliver mobile 
rendered content through a new platform 
launching in 2020?

In April 2020, a new platform for mobile-produced 
short-form content will launch, and there’s a 
chance it will change everything, especially if it 
catches a tsunami-powered wave fuelled by 5G. 

Quibi stands for quick bite content. It’s the 
brainchild of former DreamWorks Animation CEO, 
Jeffrey Katzenberg and the former president and 
CEO of Hewlett Packard, Meg Whitman. 

In short, it brings together the best of Silicon 
Valley with the very best of Hollywood to create 
a mobile video platform that will produce TV 
and movie content, filmed and rendered for 
mobile and then broken up into bite-sized chunks 
between six and ten minutes long.

Both Katzenberg and Whitman have been doing 
the rounds in Hollywood and Silicon Valley, 
drumming up both investors and talent for their 
$5-a-month subscription service. To date, all eight 
of the major entertainment studios are on board 
with promises to invest both money and talent in 
order to realise this new content era with a high 
quality level of programming. 

During SXSW, the pair announced that Quibi 
would launch 100 pieces of new content every 
week, while over the past couple of months, 
they’d received more than 2,000 programming 
submissions. 

Both stressed that Quibi was not a Netflix or a 
YouTube competitor – despite angling for the 

The era of Quibi? 

same share of consumers’ mobile minutes and 
a set amount of downtime not spent on social 
media and mobile gaming, for example. They 
instead believe that Quibi will be additive and 
other services, like Netflix and Disney+, can still 
win, even as Quibi wins.

Katzenberg explains: “Today, people spend 70 
minutes watching short-form video. A year and a 
half ago, it was 40 minutes, and six years ago it 
was just six minutes. What we know is that users 
are watching a lot of video on mobile and this is 
only going to increase. They’re excited about the 
opportunity to see something differentiated, but 
we’ll only know whether or not it takes off once it 
launches.”

When asked what would prevent any of the eight 
major entertainment studios replicating Quibi’s 
model and effectively crushing the start-up, 
Whitman stressed that because the storytelling 
would be produced specifically for mobile, no 
single studio could make enough content, and 
therefore a collaborative approach with Quibi as 
the delivery platform was the only way forward.

She says: “We’re creating original format content. 
There’s no existing library to buy and you can’t 
just cut a film into six parts. This needs to be done 
properly. Everyone needs to be in the boat at 
the same time. It’s too big for one person to row 
alone.”

In addition to ‘lighthouse’ major films and TV 
series, every morning on Quibi there will be a six-
and-a-half minute curated segment on the best 
sketches, interviews and moments from late night 
TV. Then at noon, the BBC, which Katzenberg 

said is the most trusted news source for US-
based millennials, will produce a global news 
programme.

Katzenberg continues: “The average US 
household currently spends $120 per month on 
OTT (over the top) content they barely watch. 
The next generation, starting with millennials, 
won’t do that. They will only pay for the 
content they use. With more choice currently 
accelerating the growth of the OTT market, at 
some point it will start to consolidate as users 
decide between the channels or platforms 
they want and the ones they don’t.

“I’d like to think that five years from now, we’ll 
be back at SXSW and it’ll be the era of Quibi.” 

Jeffrey Katzenberg and Meg Whitman were 
speaking during The Next Form of Storytelling:  
The Future of Technology-Enabled Entertainment.
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Ripple CTO, David Schwartz shared his thoughts 
on a wide range of topics relating to blockchain 
and cryptocurrencies at SXSW.

During a conversation with Sarah Silverstein, the 
editor-at-large at Business Insider, Ripple CTO, 
David Schwartz discussed the impact of the 
‘Crypto Winter’, what Ripple is doing to encourage 
more smart people to work with blockchain 
technology in order to discover real-world use-
cases, some of the myths surrounding blockchain 
and cryptocurrencies, and why greater clarity on 
securities law is urgently needed. 

“It’s hard not to think of the current price of crypto 
as a reflection on the projects being developed 
for blockchain,” Schwartz told the SXSW audience. 
“It’s frustrating and demoralising as it makes it 
harder to bring more smart people into this space. 
However, even though the prices are down, the 
potential use-case projects continue to rise. It’s 
these projects that make blockchain an exciting 
space to work in.”

Although Ripple’s use-case work is entirely 
focused on simplifying and solving the issues 
around international payments by creating a 
network that connects financial institutions 
and closes the loop between point of purchase 
payments and actual settlements, Schwartz is 
acutely aware that predicting where blockchain 
will breakthrough and emerge from the Crypto 
Winter is an impossible task. 

That’s why in June last year, Ripple launched a 
University Blockchain Research Initiative (UBRI) 

The Ripple effect on  
the world of blockchain

to accelerate academic research, technical 
development and innovation in the blockchain, 
cryptocurrency and digital payments space. 

“We want this space to succeed but for that to 
happen, we need smart people working on issues 
such as Quantum resistant algorithms, use-case 
research and how to build ecosystems around 
blockchain networks,” he said.

“We don’t tell the universities how to spend the 
money. We are placing full faith in them, knowing 
that both the students and faculty are the most 
capable individuals in the field. Therefore, it’s 
under their discretion to deploy the funds in 
ways they see fit to help advance the study of 
blockchain research.”

Ripple initially committed over $50 million in 
funding, expertise and technical resources to 
UBRI’s first wave of university partners, which 
included 17 institutions from around the world. In 
February, the blockchain based global settlements 
network added 11 more universities to the 
programme.

When asked, ‘what are the most common 
misconceptions surrounding blockchain and 
crypto?’, Schwartz returned to his frustration about 
those people who believe that the current price of 
tokens is indicative of the success of blockchain 
projects. 

He then also added that mistrust in how secure 
blockchain is, how expensive it is and how 
competitive it can be, were all on his list of pet 
peeves. 

“Certain types of security attacks are 
fundamentally impossible on blockchains due to 
their inherent transparency,” he retorted. “In the 
same way that no-one could have predicted how 
email would compete with the postal system or 
who would rise to the top in search before Google, 
the future of blockchain and where it’ll have a 
competitive advantage is equally impossible to 
predict.”

Schwartz did suggest however that any use-cases 
to do with payments have a much better chance 
of success and, “the further you are away from 
payments, the harder it’ll be to develop successful 
use-cases for blockchain, although I don’t wish to 
discourage anyone from proving me wrong.”

Schwartz ended his talk by dealing with the 
thorny issue of securities law. 

Within the last year, the SEC (The Securities and 
Exchange Commission) has taken the position 
that the majority of initial currency offerings 
(ICOs) are “unregistered securities” offerings and 
therefore illegal. 

However, last June SEC Director William Hinman 

said he believes that bitcoin and ether are likely 
not securities. So what does this mean for XRP 
(Ripple’s crypto)?

“Securities law has not changed with respect to 
blockchain technology in a long time,” Schwartz 
concluded. “We’re pretty comfortable that XRP 
is not a security, but ultimately it’s going to be 
the SEC, and perhaps the courts, that make that 
decision. 

“It’s very hard to decide how the laws are 
applied. And that’s why I think you’ll see many 
organisations – Ripple and many others – 
lobbying regulators. Not so much to change the 
law, but to clarify it. What you don’t want is a 
regulator showing up several years after a crypto 
project has been in business and being blindsided 
by unclear laws. ‘We meet with you, like, every 
week about what we’re doing. And now you’re 
telling us we should have realised four years ago 
that it was fundamentally and completely illegal?’ 
That doesn’t make any sense.”

Ripple CTO, David Schwartz was speaking to Sarah 
Silverstein, the editor-at-large at Business Insider 
during Blockchain Beyond the Hype: The Ripple Effect.  
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In February this year, Spotify announced it 
would be buying Gimlet Media and Anchor in 
a move that will see the music-streaming giant 
move further into the podcasting space. 

Founded in 2014, Gimlet is a New York-based 
professional podcast studio and network. 
Anchor is a podcasting start-up that makes it 
easy for anyone to record audio on the move 
and distribute the recording directly from their 
smartphone.

During SXSW, Spotify’s chief content officer 
Dawn Ostroff, Gimlet’s president Matthew Lieber, 
and Anchor’s CEO Michael Mignano appeared 
together for the first time since the deal – 
believed to be worth around $340 million – was 
announced. 

In an effort to explain how the three companies 
will come together to build a business and 
help pull the medium forward, Spotify’s Ostroff 
kicked things off by admitting that dipping a toe 
into the podcasting waters 18 months ago just 
wasn’t enough for the world’s number one audio 
platform. 

“This is a medium that is on the verge or has 
already started to explode, and if we want to 
continue to be the world’s largest audio platform, 
podcasting has to play more of a part in that,” 
she told the audience.

Gimlet’s Lieber backed this up by showing that 12- 
to 24-year-olds are the fastest-growing segment 
for podcast listening and Spotify is their most-
used podcast platform.

“We are now at a tipping point,” he said. “We’re 

Spotify’s plans for podcasting

very driven by impact, and what we noticed 
over the last few years was our fastest growing 
distribution partner was Spotify. So two and a half 
years ago, approximately 0% of our audience was 
coming from Spotify. At that point Spotify wasn’t 
seriously into podcasts. That then grew to 15% 
to 20%. And so we looked at Spotify as the next 
wave of growth in the industry, and we thought 
we could reach a global audience.” 

Anchor’s Mignano also cited the industry’s growth 
for his decision to sell to Spotify. “More podcasts 
were created in 2018 than in any other year, and 
we’re seeing the rate of new podcasts double 
each year,” he said. 

As the companies come together, a big question 
has been whether Gimlet and Anchor will 
remain autonomous, or will a similar scenario to 
Facebook’s acquisition of Instagram play out over 
the coming years.

Ostroff said Spotify is approaching the deal much 
like Disney did when it bought Pixar, by allowing 
both Gimlet and Anchor to do what they do so 
well. 

“Why rock the boat when Gimlet has been having 
incredible success,” Ostroff said. “Spotify and 
Gimlet have already been working together, and 
now being more closely aligned will allow us to 
explore new podcast genres beyond those which 
have already proven successful.”

A second question that has hung over the deal 
is whether the current model of putting out 
podcasts across multiple platforms will now be 
challenged as Spotify looks to create exclusive 
content. 

“We think these two companies should be 
ubiquitous at this point and distribution should 
not be the issue,” Ostroff said. “But as the 
podcasting business matures, we are going to 
experiment with some windowing and exclusivity 
for different time periods. But it’s really on a 
case-by-case basis, and we haven’t set any 
specific parameters around how we are going to 
approach it.” 

Lieber played down the concern by telling the 
audience that Gimlet has already done some 
windowing of shows that it has produced for 
Spotify, such as with Mogul and Crime Time, 
but eventually each show will “go wide” to other 
podcast listening platforms. 

Mignano added that there’s more incentive 
to steer away from exclusivity on the podcast 
distribution side. 

He explained: “Creators right now want to 
be everywhere because their listeners are 
everywhere. So if we were building a creator tools 
platform that forces you to only distribute in one 

place and not to distribute where your listeners 
are, you probably wouldn’t want to use that 
platform.”

When Spotify announced the acquisition of 
Gimlet and Anchor, CEO Daniel Ek said that, over 
time, 20% of listening on Spotify would be non-
music. For brand creators and advertisers, this 
growth will see them having to find their tone of 
voice and set audio style guides alongside current 
brand parameters. 

As the medium matures further, Mignano 
promised that analytics and measuring actual 
listening data, rather than just downloads, will 
also improve. Spotify’s Ostroff promised that 
podcast discovery mechanics will also evolve at 
pace. 

“Netflix can currently programme to different 
audience segments. This is definitely where 
podcasting is heading,” she concluded. 

Dawn Ostroff, Matthew Lieber, and Michael Mignano 
were interviewed by Cheddar’s Alex Heath during The 
Second Golden Age of Audio: Podcasting keynote.
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