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Hi, I'm Francis Hellyer and welcome to my podcast, Metaverse. Dedicated to
the emerging world of the metaverse, this podcast aims to demystify and
unpack the possibilities of the digital future just dawning over the horizon. In
each episode, I talk to leaders in this growing space who are forging this new
reality, from innovators in AR and VR, to futurists in crypto and space travel
and forecasters in business and tech. Together we'll ask the question: what's
next? Today I'm delighted to be joined by Andrew Hawken, CEO and
co-founder of Mesmerise. Andrew spent 10 years as a current affairs journalist
for the BBC; he was drawn to the world of technology at the dawn of the
internet revolution, much like myself and decided to make the leap to join
Microsoft in 1996. He was a pioneer for the early techniques of online
journalism and helped build MSN as a portal in the UK, he later worked for Sky,
before co-founding Mesmerise. Founded in 2016, Mesmerise is a
business-to-business virtual reality platform that creates unique and tailored
VR products to solve business problems by building rich and immersive
computer-generated worlds. They create and produce virtual ‘gatherings’
which can refer to conferences, multi-day events or company meetings in the
metaverse. They recently created the first-ever VR Morningstar Investment
Conference, which saw hundreds of attendees worldwide watch live talks and
try out immersive role-plays designed to appeal to investors and financial
advisors. The company now has 120 full-time team members and has worked
with several high-profile clients including Morningstar, Allianz, Wells Fargo,
and USA Today. Andrew, quite the CV there, thank you for joining me.
Great to be here, really delighted.
Now you've had a really interesting career date, particularly at the BBC for 10
years, then Microsoft, Sky. Can you take us back to some of the highlights of
your career?

Yes, certainly. So I started off as a newspaper reporter way back in the eighties. And
one of my claims to fame is I led a strike against the introduction of computers into
the newsroom, thought we'd see that one off. And we came back after a humiliating
two-day strike.
Bad news for the fax machines.
Yeah, exactly. So it's felt at times like my entire career is being chased by the rise of
new technology. I'm just keeping one step ahead. So really the journey for me
began, I was a current affairs editor for the Today Programme on Radio Four. And
there was a moment in ‘96 where I really just had this instinct that the consumer
internet was gonna be a thing. At that point, the BBC didn't have a website and I just
felt, if I missed this chance, I'll never forgive myself. I want to be at the dawn of the
new radio, the new television. And I just felt that that was such an amazing, exciting
opportunity. So I left the BBC and joined Microsoft, which has gotta be one of the
biggest company cultural crises you could ever imagine.
I've heard of them.
So it was a huge culture shift, but what I really had during the 10 years at Microsoft
was this extraordinary rise of the consumer internet, which just went beyond
anyone's wildest imaginings, but I can still remember some of the stories about “the
internet’s a fad” and “this is never gonna take off” and it really felt it was the start of
something amazing. And I wanted to be part of that journey. So I really enjoyed my
time at Microsoft in the UK, Europe and then the US. And at that point, I was edition
chief of MSN.com and led a hundred strong product development group as well,
there are two things there. One is you gotta remember at that point, this is
pre-Facebook, pre-Google. It's probably the largest audience ever gathered on the
planet in many ways, insane numbers. And so that was immensely exciting and a
real privilege, but it was also the start of where I really got into the software and the
content people being together and seeing what happens there, you get a particular
real kind of relationship if you do that right. So that was a phenomenal time in my
career. Then I came back to the UK and spent 10 years at Sky and the last 5 of
those as digital director of Sky News, and part of what I was doing was - editorial
responsibility, product development, but also because of my west coast time, I was
responsible for making sure that Sky News is at the forefront of all the developments.
So that's where I did the first deal with Snap for outside of the US, we were on
Facebook instant articles, Facebook live. We were right at the forefront of that. And
that's where I really got the, again, this sort of sense in 2016, a long time later, I
really got the sense that there was another big computing revolution coming. So
during that time, we've seen the desktop to laptop, to mobile internet. And then in
2016, I could really see the level of investment that the technology companies were
putting into this. I got very excited about the opportunity of being back at the forefront
of another wave of innovation, like in ‘96. But this time, I decided to do it on my own
and met my co-founder, Daglar Cizmeci, and created Mesmerise. So, after 33 years
in corporate life, I became a tech entrepreneur.
So with politeness, Andrew, it took you a while, but you got there eventually, is
what you were trying to say now. Let's talk about Mesmerise. Obviously, you
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talked about the journey that led up to that, albeit long gestation, shall we say?
Can you tell us more about your vision at Mesmerise and how you actually got
there?
Yes, exactly. So we went through a lot of the usual start-up kind of journey. So what
we've ended up doing is nowhere near where we started, we were gonna do
something very different. But as we got into this, we really locked on this idea around
enterprises and business-to-business as our kind of core focus. We went from a
small team, we grew and grew, and then there were a couple of really key moments I
really highlight, which I think brings out a number of themes that I've seen a lot in my
career. So I think if we were trying to do a VR experience or a demo for anyone in
2016, 2017, and 2018, you would need a very powerful gaming laptop. We had one
laptop that was so powerful - it had two power inputs. Just to give you a sense of the
scale of these laptops. You had an expensive headset, you had wires, you had
sensors and on the whole, I wouldn't even go and do a demo without a developer
with me to troubleshoot. So it went from that, really one of the absolute key moments
was the arrival of the Quest. So Facebook had bought Oculus and then they really
did a phenomenal job of going through all of the trouble areas in how to achieve a
VR experience and came out with a portable, untethered headset that was $299.
And suddenly we were like “wow, that has solved so many problems”. And the
themes that came up for me, I've seen time and time again, in my career, I would see
price comes down, the power of the advice goes up and it becomes portable. And
those three themes we've seen in many ways during my career. And we've seen it
again with the Quest. So that was a really kind of key moment, that we could
suddenly see that a lot of things we wanted to do were suddenly available.
Now, can you describe for our listeners what’s the difference between, for
example, being on a Zoom or Microsoft Teams conference call and what you
are proposing?
Yeah. So I think the keyword is co-presence. So I think Zoom and Teams are
phenomenal products.
They've helped us out. We’ve overused them all.
Yeah, exactly. But again, if we just look at this example we are not in the same
space, I'm looking at you on a screen, you are looking at me, we're not looking at the
same things, we're not inhabiting the same environment. And it's good when it's just
the two of us, when we have 10, 15, 20 people, it then becomes really quite
problematic. People often have their cameras off, are they paying attention? Are they
doing something else in the background? And the thing that's different about what
we've built-in VR with our product gatherings is the sense of co-presence. It's a fully
immersive environment. We create meeting rooms, boardrooms, company plazas.
We kind of reimagine what is the perfect environment. And then you show up as an
avatar. And as you start having your discussions, we see a number of things. One is
that suddenly you kind of form semicircles. If there are four or five of us, we would
form a semicircle. And with spatial audio, you start to look in the direction of the
person that's talking. And then you start to look at the same things together. So we
have skylines of Hong Kong and the desert and Miami and Hong Kong. And again,
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when you start to look at the same things together, you get this really powerful sense
of being together. And so we do meetings with people in New York, Washington DC,
Seattle, London, Istanbul, but we are in the same environment. And this sense of
co-presence is a key thing in terms of feeling like you're together.
I think one of the challenges certainly with these online meetings, which I feel
like you almost didn't get with conference calls, is the fact that the time zones
make a huge difference. I think the idea of trying to be in the same place is
fundamental. Now let's move on to your VR Morningstar Investment
Conference. What was that like for you? Can you talk us through that
experience? Both the genesis of it and the actual conference itself.
So, I think Morningstar has really been at the forefront. Everyone now says they've
got a metaverse strategy. We've been working with Morningstar since 2017 and
they've been at the forefront of really trying to experiment with what is the potential of
this new technology. So in terms of the genesis of it, we were actually doing location
based VR and AR experiences for them. So they have these big landmark
investment conferences in Chicago, London, Australia, Mumbai, and we built VR
experiences to be showcased at the physical event. So we did one, which was really
about empathy - the financial advisors who attended the conference became the
person they would normally be advising. So a real kind of role reversal empathy. And
then we did a whole series of experiences around ESG, really using VR to
demonstrate the power of your decision making and over a 30-year timeframe, what
kind of decisions and consequences they would have. So that was the genesis, but
then the pandemic hit and suddenly all physical events, the Morningstar event was
being postponed, and then went purely digital. So at that point we said “actually, you
know what, we can allow people to really attend that event in VR and get that sense
of they're really there”. And so we built out the product called Gatherings, which we
debuted two years ago. And that was a solitary experience. So you would attend the
event and you would see all of the live streaming of three days of talks and panels in
a beautifully constructed environment, we weren't trying to recreate the actual event.
We were trying to reimagine what is the perfect conference environment. And that
was the first one. And then the second one we did really is around the co-presence.
So at that point, again, purely digital and the people attended in VR, but it was a
communal co-present experience. So at that point you were in the theatre that we'd
created watching the live events, but you were with 50, 60 other people, there was
networking. And again, these people were coming from all around the United States
and they couldn't travel or didn't want to travel.
Obviously with the pandemic, we were all locked up in one form or another. We
were very grateful for things like Zoom and Teams, etc, so we could continue
communication. Is there a danger of that kind of Zoom fatigue, of not wanting
to be on a screen, not wanting to be in the digital universe, wanting to be with
fellow humans, does that have a detrimental effect on the things you are
proposing and the things you're talking about now?
I don't think so. If you think about the event we're doing this year, which is actually a
hybrid event, so in this one, there is a physical event, so people will be together in
Chicago and we will have a VR installation at the event where you can try out our
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ESG experience, but also you can then put on a headset and network with the
people who are remote. So it is this sort of blurring of the VR and the physical event
together. But to your wider point, I definitely believe that we're not saying that you do
everything in VR. We're just not saying that. I think for me, when I think about VR, I
think it's part of the toolkit that you will have in your workspace, for example. And
there are certain things that are really great, particularly the sense of co-presence.
So we think about it in a number of ways. One is it's definitely undivided attention.
You can't really multitask in VR, or you would be very clever if you could. So it really
is the sense of when you're in VR, you are properly present and you've got people's
attention, and you can see that when we're doing presentations, you can see people
nodding and they feel like they're really present. And also, it is this ability to create
the perfect environment, to have the best chance of success. However, I always
think of this as it's part of the toolkit. There are certain things that are just better done
on a 2D screen. There are certain things you just wanna be together in person. So I
think it's part of the toolkit that you will use in your life.
In my last podcast recording with Miz Feiler, she mentioned that her teenage
sons, I believe, struggled with what she conceived to be ‘the metaverse’. In
other words, it kind of felt almost like an old hat to her. Are we in danger,
slightly kind of us all reaching a certain age and then imagine what we thought
the future would look like and sort of it becoming a, with respect, a Microsoft
version of that. We're all walking around with our goggles on. Do you think
that's a problem?
I don't think so. I think, first of all, this is really, really early. We're definitely at the
dawn of this. And it will evolve in many different ways. Our view of it is that it's an
assistant 3D environment where you turn up as an avatar and you interact in ways
that are really kind of human and that there are lots of things that the metaverse can
enable that's difficult right now. So you kind of think about people who are
geographically disadvantaged and they can't get access to high-class education, for
example, suddenly if we do this right, using the metaverse and the VR, those people
could be in the same environment as Harvard students for example. There's a whole
raft of really interesting use cases here that I think will bring enormous benefit. And I
think that the development will evolve rapidly. And as I say, I think we'll look back on
where we are right now and it will be like the days of those big clunky mobile phones
that needed a suitcase. We're nowhere near the real kind of potential of this yet,
we're in the early stages.
So Andrew, you just confirmed to Miz’s teenage sons that we are cool after all,
so they’re wrong and we're right. So, in your imagination, VR will become an
integral part of the business. Are we gonna see lots more virtual conferences
and meetings in the future? And the point of that personally I find some
conferences tend to be quite dry and long, and it's almost an effort to go
through it. Certainly being at a conference on Zoom is probably my worst
nightmare. How do we enliven them? How do we make them exciting? Is this
also part of what you're offering?
So I think there's a number of factors at play here. If you think about the world of
work, I think there's a social change that's happened in that people realise that
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actually this hybrid remote working actually can be very effective. So I think there are
people, I believe, who want to go back to the way we were before. I see that in my
own life, I like being in the office, but I like working at home. I like organising it so I'm
at my most productive. So I think that there's definitely social change, which I think
will mean that VR becomes more prevalent. I think there's also organisational
change. So I think companies have also looked at travel budgets and things like that
and saying do we really, really need to fly around the world for that one meeting? Is
there not a different way we can do it? So I think that's a significant change. I think
there's also a whole carbon neutral and ESG aspect to this in that companies are
signing up rightly to these big ambitious goals. And that means they're gonna have to
change their behaviour. So I do think that is gonna have pretty profound changes.
And I think it's also raised the bar for the actual physical event. So if you are really
gonna go around the world to attend a physical event, it's now gonna be
demonstrably better than doing it on Zoom. So I think if you're gonna travel
significant distances to attend something, you'll really expect something special. And
I think that will be around the networking and the level of the speakers. But I think
what we can do in VR is we can really take that to a whole new level because of the
way we can create environments that are inspiring and just make you feel like you
are attending something special. And then for me, what I see is it's really the sense
of when you start networking and talking, that's where you really get the most value.
And you forget that you're not in the same space. And I think that's incredibly
powerful. So one of the things we're gonna do at the Morningstar event coming up is
that the speakers at the physical conference, some of them, after they've done their
keynote address, will go and put on their VR headset and will then take questions
from a VR audience live, who are around the world. So, yeah, it's a really exciting
time.
Now, if our listeners have businesses, they're looking for some advice in terms
of establishing their brands in this new virtual world. What advice would you
give them?
So if you look at where we are right now, I think the fact that Facebook renamed
themselves Meta. We've seen Microsoft's acquisition of Active Vision. We know
Apple is likely to bring in a VR kit. I'm confident this is now really gonna happen. So
when I made that bet in 2016, it was around instinct and there have been various
points I thought “have I got this right”? So I think now I'm very confident. This is
gonna be the next computing platform. I think we'll have very significant
consequences for the way people run their companies, for the way people do work.
So I think the right thing right now is to understand it's gonna happen. And I think you
can now start to get involved. And I think the part of what we are trying to do is be a
real kind of trusted guide in terms of “we think about nothing else, this is all we think
about”. So we're across where the headsets are going, what's available in the
technology. So I think right now, it's time to get yourself educated on this. Don't
ignore it because you can miss out again like lots of companies did last time around
with the mobile internet. And then I would say actually starting small is really the way
to go. What we see is it’s one thing to talk about it. When we then get executives
from enterprises into VR and they meet us in gatherings, you suddenly see, I get it.
And then a whole raft of ideas start to emerge. I would say just a recap, it's time to
pay attention to it and I think it's time to start experimenting. Starting small is good
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because you'll learn so much from those initial forays into it. And then that will really
help you think about what does it mean for my business in particular.
I mean, there's some industries where it's easier to experiment like fashion, for
example, it's like give it a go, see how it lands. But I think going back to your
initial point, back when the internet wasn't a thing that you said you liked, I
was told it was a fad and wouldn’t last. Luckily I believe it would, so that's
good for me. But I think you're absolutely right, I think it's about people trying
to conceive this as a new phase of our online presence, of our lives, and
seeing where it takes us. I think what's important though, is that we all get the
message out there about what examples are working, what companies are
doing the right things. Are there any companies you've seen online or in the
metaverse that are excelling in this space other than your own?
Yeah, so I think it's definitely early. There are a few things that are really clear. So
clearly the Meta with the Quest headset and what's happening in that ecosystem
around the store is really interesting. So I think gaming in VR is clearly a hit. And
then I think there's some really interesting variance on that. So for example, fitness in
VR is really, really good because when you start Beat Sabre and Fitness HR, etc,
you get into the physical motion of it, it becomes really kind of powerful. So I think
that's one thing that is really a good example and it also gives you indications of what
the technology can do, the sense of you really are immersed and you kind of forget
that you are in VR. So when you take the headset off, it's a real shock. So I think
we're also seeing pockets around training that again, I think are really good. I don’t
know if you saw - Accenture bought 60,000 headsets, there's some real innovation
going on in that area, particularly around onboarding and training, etc, but there's
many other opportunities that I think will come. I think healthcare, mental health,
there's a lot of really interesting work to be done there. And lots of interesting
projects.
Exciting stuff. Now, what's next for Mesmerise?
So for us it really is about taking our kind of core product, which is Gatherings. So we
are now very confident in what we've created there and we are now selling, scaling
it. That for us is a real important, initial product. We're actually building out a core
platform with data at its heart so that we can build experiences and that we have
insight and real time data from the experiences. So we believe that we will kind of
continue to scale the company. We're now 120 people and for us, it's now getting
that product right. Really turning this into a very successful business.
It's quite the achievement. So congratulations on that, first of all. What are
your predictions for what we describe as the metaverse, whether it's Web 3.0
or metaverse, where do you think we're gonna end up in the next 10 to 15
years? Bearing in mind you got it wrong!
For me, the real metaverse is this sort of 3D environment, so I think there will be a
raft of amazing, lightweight, portable devices that actually bring the metaverse to life.
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I think the form factor is really key here. So where we are right now, in that journey, I
was saying 2016, to where we are now, it's transformed. You think about where it's
gonna be in 5 years when we've got some other players as well, like Apple. So I
think that form factor is key. And I think at that point, you add in things like 5G
connections, AI, etc. I think we'll have a really interesting environment there. And I
think you won't wanna leave home without your metaverse device, but I think it sort
of coexists with the mobile internet, I don't think it replaces it. In the same way, I'm
now actually on a laptop rather than my phone, because the laptop is better for what
we are doing right now. So I think it will be like that. So this will become part of the
mix, but I think the real development will be driven by not only the form factors, but
also as we build out the real best use cases that make the most of the technology.
Oh, you're old school, Andrew. I've got my metaverse contact lenses in, that's
how I’m speaking to you. What's next for you, Andrew? Any new plans or new
ventures? What's down the line?
For me, it's really about making Mesmerise a success. I wanna be able to look back
on my career and think I did newspapers, current affairs, journalism, internet, wave
one, wave two. And I want to be able to look back on my career and say: “I founded
a company and it became a real success”. And for me, it being right at the kind of
forefront of that technology is what really excites me. So one of the things that I
really like is that there's no real taillights to follow here. We're inventing new things.
We want to invent some category defining applications. So I wanna look back on that
and say “that's what I've achieved with this latest chapter in my career”.
“I just became cool”- that's what you wanna say. “I just became really cool. I
basically invented the metaverse”. Well, listen, Andrew, it's been an absolute
pleasure having you here on Metaverse.fm, thank you so much for your time
and hopefully many more conversations in the future.
Yeah, I'd be delighted.
Pleasure. You've been listening to Metaverse with me, Francis Hellyer. Thank
you to my guest, Andrew Hawken for a really interesting and fun conversation.
Tweet us @metaversepod with any suggestions or feedback. And if you
enjoyed the podcast, please do share a link on social media. You can sign up
to receive an email when every new episode drops at a website metaverse.fm.
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