while still a student in stanford’s mba
program, Zia Chishti built his first business:
Align Technology, best known for making Invisalign corrective braces. When Mr. Chishti
took the company public in 2001, he became
one of the youngest CEOs of a publicly traded
US company. Its current market capitalization
exceeds $25 billion.
Mr. Chishti followed that by starting The Resource Group (TRG), a private equity fund he
still chairs, with assets estimated at $2 billion.
Today, Mr. Chishti is working on his third
venture, Afiniti, a company that uses sophisticated algorithms to transform how companies
pair customers with employees in real time.
Afiniti closed a $130 million round of funding
that valued the company at $1.6 billion.
As remarkable as being the architect of three
billion-dollar businesses is Mr. Chishti’s age: he’s

set to celebrate his 47th birthday later this year.
Born in the US, Mr. Chishti was raised in
Pakistan, his mother’s home country. He returned to the US to attend college, where he
has remained since. However, Pakistan has
been an integral component for each of Mr.
Chishti’s businesses: It’s where Align Technology manufactured its products, TRG operated
a call center, and a majority of Afiniti’s employees are based.
Over tea at the Four Seasons Hotel in Manhattan, Mr. Chishti spoke with Brunswick’s
Will Rasmussen about building companies
and algorithms, and the opportunities for doing business in Pakistan.
Mr. Chishti was in New York to host Pakistan’s Foreign Minister, Shah Mehmood
Qureshi, at Afiniti’s office on the top floor of
the iconic Chrysler Building.

ia
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tells Brunswick’s
will rasmussen and
edward stephens why
Pakistan is an underrated
and overlooked
investment opportunity.
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ZIA CHISHTI
In 2001, you were on People’s “50 most eligible
bachelors” list, alongside celebrities like Matt
Damon and Ben Affleck. And I think a lot of
people wonder: What happens the day after
something like that goes to print?

Oh, gosh. [Laughs]
Can I make a couple points? First, I wasn’t a
participant in the creation or publication of that.
They had a Silicon Valley quota – so they had to
have somebody. And they surreptitiously managed
to get quotes from people who worked at my company and spun it into that story. The photograph
that you see there is from one of our publicity files.
I’m slightly embarrassed that it exists. So it wasn’t
my doing.
Nothing really changed other than occasionally
people going, “Hey, did you know that when you
Google your name … ?”
So no, my dating life has improved not at all. My
net worth has not changed as a result. I can’t speak
to any noticeable difference.
You often act as an unofficial ambassador for
Pakistan, especially for US audiences. How do
you handle that responsibility?

It’s kind of you to classify me that way, but there are
a lot more successful Pakistanis in the US who play
that role. But I do describe Pakistan in all its glory
because our business has a significant component
there – of the 1,000 people at Afiniti, 650 are in Karachi or Lahore. It’s a legitimate topic of discourse in
pretty much any meeting that’s designed to understand what we do, how we do it. I try to describe the
local economy, the culture, the friendliness toward
business, our success there over time.

THE HOMICIDE
RATE IN PAKISTAN
IS ABOUT
FOUR PER 100,000
PEOPLE;
IN ST. LOUIS,
MISSOURI, THE
RATE IS

30
PER 100,000.

ports, roads. It’s growing at around 5 to 6 percent
annually – putting it among the top ten economies
worldwide.
And I’ve been trying to correct this impression
largely for selfish reasons. Because if we hire people
or look to raise capital, these false snippets tend to
pervade the discourse.
Are facts and firsthand stories enough to counteract that kind of entrenched narrative?

They say you can’t make friends by being factual.
There’s an emotional component to all this that’s
hard to disentangle. And a lot of that is built up
by listening to politicians, or watching shows like
“Homeland.”
One thing that works is actually taking people
there. We organized a ski trip a couple years ago.
And everybody who went there came back essentially with the same impression: “I had no idea Pakistan was like this.”
Even as I sit here talking to you, it might seem
interesting, but there’s probably a kernel of doubt:
“Maybe he is just taking an optimistic view.” Or
“he’s half Pakistani, so he’s got some other motive.”
Going there is important.
Afiniti “pairs people in an enterprise context.”
How, exactly?

When people hear that line about pairing, they often say, “That sounds like Tinder or Match.com,”
and that’s actually good insight. Except that our application of that matching process exists in the enterprise domain, and solving a different problem. If
you’re on Tinder, you can swipe … which way is it?
Is right good? [Laughs]

What’s a common misconception?

I think so.

The relative levels of risk. You say to somebody,
“Hey, do you want to go to Pakistan?” and in the
US, most people go, “My God, I’m going to get
killed in the streets.” They think there’s some kind
of war afoot.
That’s diametrically opposed to the reality. The
homicide rate in Pakistan is about four per 100,000
people; in St. Louis, Missouri, the rate is 30 per
100,000. The relative risk is vastly greater in any major US metropolitan area than Karachi or Lahore or
Islamabad.
In terms of economic growth, I think the first
image people have is it’s an incredibly poor country. And again, it’s just not the case. Pakistan is actually a middle-income country. The PPP GDP per
capita is around $6,000. It’s got infrastructure, air-

Whatever is the good way to swipe, you can swipe
that way 100 times on those apps and have 100 potential matches. In the enterprise context, you have
five calls and five agents – you can’t assign one to
more than one.
This one-to-one matching has multiple incarnations for an enterprise, by the way. The way people
are most familiar with is how we optimize calls. But
if you think about it, there are so many other ways
that an enterprise interacts with its customers. You
can have a human sales force, for example, who are
assigned based on geography: west of the Mississippi, east of the Mississippi. Or seniority, “I’m the
CEO, I talk to the CEO, my counterpart. You’re the
junior sales guy, you talk to procurement.” That’s a
good start. But aren’t we missing a critical compo-
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nent of that? What if we examine the behavior of
the sales person, examine the behavior of the customer, and then pair also based on that?
Or say you call a cable company because you have
a technical issue. They then have to send a truck to
your home. Which truck do they send? Normally
it’s the shortest possible geographic route. But if
you could analyze the behavior of the truck technician and analyze the behavior of the individual
that you’re going to see, couldn’t you pair better? So
you send a truck that’s slightly further away, but hit
upon interpersonal pairings that are more efficient.
Was Afiniti inspired by a poor experience you
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had on a call?

No. My PE firm [TRG] owned a call-center outsourcer. These are hard businesses to run. They’re
very close to marginal costs, highly commoditized.
So we sat down and said, “How can we optimize
this business so that we actually make some money
on it?” We examined how you win clients, how you
serve clients, how you train and hire agents, how
you compensate. We concluded that there were
some optimizations to be had. But the most obvious
one was how calls flowed. Because nobody had challenged the orthodoxy for 40 years.
For 40 years calls flowed in the order received.
If you were the first person who called, you got the
first available agent. And I said, “That just can’t be
right. There’s gotta be more information that we
can bring to bear that can improve that outcome.”
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In 2017, Zia Chishti and
his Afiniti colleagues led
a heli-skiing trip in
Pakistan – a country The
Economist once called
“the world's most
dangerous place.” The
trip was meant to show
business partners that
the country was far safer
than many believe.

It took us four years before we had an algorithm
that worked at all. And I remember exactly the moment we cracked it. I was going up a set of stairs –
actually here in Manhattan – to see a friend. And I
was mid-way up the staircase, thinking about this
problem. And I was like, “Oh, I know what I need
to do.”
That makes me feel badly about what I think
about when I’m climbing a set of stairs. Did you
see your friend? Or leave to write code?

I got to my friend’s place and picked up the phone
and called our chief scientist. He said, “that’ll never
work.” But I told him, “Just try it. Try it.” The intuition was around perfect squares. I won’t spend too
much time, but I’m a math geek so I’m going to
have to throw in my two cents.
If you think about behaviors, your intuition
may be to pair like with like – if I have an outgoing
personality, pair me with an outgoing personality.
That’s not actually correct. But if you can characterize behaviors in a certain way, then you can fit them
together where larger impact behaviors are paired,
as are the smaller impact behaviors. The closer you
can align those, the bigger result you get.
Now, the best use of the circumference of a
four-sided object is a square – that grants you the
greatest possible area. If you have a two-by-two
square, that’s an area of four; whereas if you have
a three by one rectangle, that’s an area of three.
So the closer you can get to a perfect square is the
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”IF YOU
THINK ABOUT
BEHAVIORS, YOUR
INTUITION MAY
BE TO PAIR
LIKE WITH LIKE –
IF I HAVE AN
OUTGOING
PERSONALITY,
PAIR ME WITH AN
OUTGOING
PERSONALITY.
THAT’S
NOT ACTUALLY
CORRECT.”

closest you can get to optimizing for area. And I realized, what if we could classify behaviors for two
people in a way such that you can line them up in
a perfect square?
What’s your response to leaders who say, “We’ve
heard how AI is going to transform our business.
It hasn’t. Why are you any different?”

I’m in that camp myself. We’re big AI skeptics at
Afiniti. We think it’s all kind of a bubble and a mania.
It just doesn’t do anywhere close to the things that
people think it does. It’s just a bunch of algorithms
used to find some patterns. And it’s clearly blown
way out of proportion. Another in that vein, by the
way: blockchain. This is unfortunately part of a generalized hype engine that Silicon Valley pumps out.
But what I tell leaders is that we’re not “AI.” I walk
them through how we’ll measurably add millions –
or depending on their size, billions – of dollars in
revenue. And how we’ll do it in a way that leaves
their customers and employees happier.

how we interact with our customers. They’re all
valuable and important to us.”
And he kind of smirked and basically told us to
get out of his office.
I tried to re-purpose that. I said, “We’re making the experience for everybody better.” But he
couldn’t get over the hang-up that treating people
differently was inherently wrong.
Fast forward six years and I’m meeting the same
executive. And he said, “We’re really into customizing the customer experience and micro-targeting
these days. We understand that you guys can help us
in this journey.” [Laughs] I try not to let the irony of
those two statements rile me too much.
There’s growing recognition that the information
you have about people leads to better outcomes for
those people. And if you manage your technology
well and thoughtfully, everybody can be better off.
This is a parade of optimal outcomes.
That is the dominant narrative now, or at least
getting to be the dominant one. We’re headed in the
right direction.

People tend to have such an implicit, immediate
will rasmussen is a
Director specializing in
cybersecurity and crossborder issues.
edward stephens
is Deputy Editor of the
Brunswick Review. Both
are based in New York.

behavior. How do you overcome that?

I think time is in our favor. I recall a conversation
I had seven or eight years ago with a large credit
card company. We walked a leader through our
pitch and, with this dripping look of disdain, he said
something to the effect of, “We would never vary

HOW AFINITI WORKS
THE TRADITIONAL APPROACH to
Caller 2
Caller 3
Caller 4
Caller 5
pairing agents at a call center with
customers is first-in, first-out (FIFO):
The next person in line gets directed
to the next available customer service
representative. It’s the same as
boarding a plane or buying a movie
First-In,
First-Out
ticket.
The sole
factor(FIFO)
that determines
when a person is helped, and who
they are helped by, is the caller’s
place in line.
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AFINITI CHANGES THAT APPROACH
and instead “discovers and predicts
patterns of interpersonal behavior” to
pair customers with agents. It’s not your
Afiniti
place in line that determines a pairing,
but the behavioral patterns of both you
and the agent. Afiniti does this by
examining past data and any
commercially available information. It
weightsAgent
these
factors
inAgent
realC time
and Caller 5
A
Agent B
Agent D
makes a recommendation.

That’s quite a change – from “treating people differently” to “customizing customer experience.”

Exactly. “Micro-targeting.” [Laughs] The difference
between 2010 and 2018.
What’s next? Billion-dollar business No. 4?

This is my last real run at business. I’d like to turn
to something more philanthropic. I’ve always been
interested in education. And I’ve been wanting to
build a peculiar kind of school for a long time.
Peculiar how?

In countries like Pakistan, it’s insufficient to have
a school that’s free. Government schools are free,
but there still remarkably low levels of literacy. The
reason is that a lot of Pakistanis rely on subsistence
farming. They can’t feed everybody if they send the
kids to school – so they don’t send the kids to school.
The insight is that you could pay the families to
send their kids to school. If you look at a country
like Pakistan, I’d say that’s a potential target population of ten million kids that we could send. I suspect we’d get a few million applications if we gave
out $1,000/month, which in Pakistan is a serious
amount of money.
Out of those applications, I’m confident I could
find 20 or 30 absolute stars and give them 15 or 20
years of education. That’s the idea, my “Professor
Xavier’s school for the gifted” sort of thing. So that
might be what’s next. u
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