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			Preface

			by Dominic Barton
Global Managing Partner Emeritus, 
McKinsey & Company

			“The whole problem with the world is that fools and fanatics are always so certain of themselves, and wiser people so full of doubts.”

			Bertrand Russell

			In the mid-1990s, Henry Kissinger wrote that “the statesman can always escape his dilemmas by seeing the future in its most favorable light; but he will be judged, among other things, by the art with which he protects himself from unpleasant, even unpredictable surprises.” Twenty-five years later, the same challenge faces leaders, whether in politics or business. Faced with a world that is more complex and volatile than ever before, decision-makers must not simply navigate their comfort zone by relying on perfectly established patterns or on optimistic omens alone. Their fundamental mission is to embrace risk through a collective culture of daring and controlled improvisation. This practice, which resembles that of a jazz band more than that of a classical orchestra, is now one of the essential components of the art of decision making. 

			In this timely book —especially after the crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic— Xavier Durand offers a series of stimulating reflections on management and leadership in situations of uncertainty. By inviting us to “reenchant” risk and juggle contradictory alternatives, he makes us hear a dissonant music to the traditional chorus intoned by the champions of strategic planning and risk reduction. His experiences in crisis management at GE and in the transformation of Coface offer a fascinating insight into the issues that face the vast majority of contemporary leaders. 

			His message seems to me more than ever at the heart of current issues for organizations. In a regulatory environment where we must constantly reconcile the need for growth with the imperative of control, the management of contradictions advocated by Xavier Durand has become an essential element. It is both an antidote to immobility and a remedy for the disasters caused by total laissez-faire. I am thinking, for example, of financial regulators who allow fintech experiments while ensuring that the banking system functions properly. Or food safety regulators who encourage innovation in new products while protecting and guaranteeing consumer safety. This observation is now valid in all fields. 

			All companies and sectors are affected by these complexities and ambiguities. No manager can be satisfied with a single scenario or roadmap, even if it is supported by a battery of indicators, statistics and mathematical forecasts. Only a culture of agility, boldness, transparency and information sharing allows to embrace different options and to avoid unpleasant surprises. It is therefore up to leaders to delegate some of their decision-making power to broaden the field of possibilities and maximize the chances of success for their company. 

			Accepting uncertainty and the virtues of risk is no longer an option for decision makers. But this means giving up the excessive pride, confidence and certainty that characterize too many leaders. Today’s organizations really need humble, values-based personalities who embrace their vulnerabilities and biases to energize their teams and stay ahead of the curve. As the Covid-19 epidemic has reminded us all too well, those who imagine they have revealed truths or miracle recipes will sooner or later come up against the wall of reality and the unpredictable forces that govern the current ecosystem. 

			I have always believed that it is essential to look to the future in order to understand the present and stay in touch with reality. This conviction, which also runs through Xavier Durand’s entire essay, implies accepting risk as a primordial principle of existence and of human societies. Behind this philosophy, expressed in values and actions, there is an imperative to which all leaders of the 21st century must subscribe. 

			“Daring to take risks” does not mean that we will burn all our ships to achieve the desired goal, but that we will learn to walk on the hot coals that separate today’s crises from tomorrow’s solutions and value creation. I am confident that readers of this book will learn valuable lessons from this call to boldness.

			***

		


		
			Introduction

			“Life is a lot like jazz… 
it’s best when you improvise.”

			George Gershwin

			An overly simplistic metaphor

			In the late 1960s, Peter Drucker, the world-famous management consultant and expert on corporate culture, popularized the figure of the conductor of a symphony orchestra as a way of describing the role and mission of a modern business leader 1. Through this metaphor, which is now a classic in management literature, he outlined the natural qualities usually expected in this figure: a sense of leadership, the art of authority, communication skills, the ability to bring together and coordinate teams, a broad vision of the issues. While these abilities obviously have their place in management roles, they unfortunately do not reflect the reality and complexity of the job. Especially in the twenty-first century.

			While pleasing, the metaphor used by Peter Drucker is certainly too simplistic. There may have been some truth to it in the 1970s and 1980s, but it is no longer suited to today, to an age filled with disruption and permanent crisis. Henry Mintzberg, a professor and management expert, has a very different vision: “In the metaphor of the manager as orchestra conductor, we have leadership captured perfectly in caricature. The great chief stands on the podium, with the followers arranged neatly around, ready to respond to every command. The maestro raises the baton, and they all play in perfect unison. Another motion and they all stop. Absolutely in charge—a manager’s dream. Yet all of it is the perfect myth […]. If managerial work is like orchestra conducting, then it is not the grand image of performance, where everything has been well rehearsed and everyone is on his or her best behavior, the audience included. It is rehearsal, where all sorts of things can go wrong and must be corrected quickly 2.” At a time when the economic environment has never been so unstable, so uncertain, his analysis makes perfect sense.

			In contrast to normative and administrative management, in which you try to predict, write, and orchestrate everything according to a centralized approach, there should be a model in which everyone is given a voice in real time, in which there is plenty of room for interpretation and teamwork, in which interaction takes place without a prearranged score to reassure everyone. In this sense, a manager is less an orchestra conductor than the leader of a jazz ensemble 3 whose talent lies in establishing a culture of controlled risk-taking at the heart of the organization. These people give collaborators the means to improvise and to compose spontaneously, making them both decision-makers and followers.

			Risk, a matter of culture 
and controlled improvisation

			This notion of “culture” proves to be essential if we want to understand the challenges of our time. In a world of risk—often referred to as VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, Ambiguity) environment 4—too many businesses imagine they will overcome incertitude and danger by increasing the number of processes, reporting rules, strategic planning efforts, and all the controls intended to reduce or eliminate uncertainty. But they are going down the wrong path. Trying to reduce risk or to overly regulate it is at best an illusory quest, and at worst an obstacle to innovation and performance.

			Throughout my career, I have observed many different phases in business culture. In the 1980s and 1990s, the emphasis was on creating processes, strategies, matrix organizations, and policies. Then came the time of governance and controls, reinforced by financial and economic crises as well as the complexification of legal and regulatory frameworks.

			In today’s ecosystem, there is more to be gained from acknowledging the reality of risks and setting up a governance capable of identifying and tackling them, instead of either trying to avoid them at all costs, forgetting about them, or postponing short-term decisions which might contain them. Decision-makers have to assume risk. This means accepting the fact that they are evolving in an erratic environment, that they cannot hide behind the illusion of infallible control mechanisms. To this end, they should create a culture capable of instilling trust, agility, transparency, and a sense of motivation in their teams.

			Concretely, to explore the frontiers of risk, you have to rely on a management culture and enlightened leadership that transform uncertainty into opportunity, and stimulate the art of useful improvisation within the company—working as a team and combining expertise; abandoning the myth of the omnipotent, omniscient leader; sharing and disseminating information at all levels; being able to embrace new situations and operate effectively in a multitude of scenarios; managing contradictions; decentralizing decision-making and delegating at the appropriate level.

			In short, it is not a question of being irresponsible or reckless, but of accepting risk as a foundational principle of life and of the economy. As Anne Dufourmantelle, a French psychoanalyst, explained, “Risk is a kairos, in the Greek sense, a decisive instant. And what it determines is not only the future but also the past, a past behind our horizon of expectation, where it reveals an unsuspected reserve of freedom. […] Risk is akin to acoustic phenomenon, the sort of feedback (or Larsen effect) that causes sound to return to its source. […] The instant of decision, the one in which a risk is taken, inaugurates an other time, much as trauma does. But a positive trauma 5.” In other words, risk is not just the cause of chaos, disharmony, or a loss of guidelines. It can also offer a favorable opportunity for inventiveness, reflection, self-examination, and questioning—all things that open the way for the creation of value(s).

			Businesses today tend to overlook—or even repress—this fact. The positive aspects of risk elude them with increasing frequency. Without dwelling on the panic that took hold of us during the Covid-19 epidemic nor on the difficulties our leaders faced in this unprecedented context, the health crisis showed us how horribly difficult it is for us to manage risk and uncertainty. The pandemic was less an “unpredictable event”—in recent years, countless reports had informed us of this possibility—than one revealing our lack of agility, reactivity, and efficiency in the face of a danger whose contours are more or less unknown, as if coming back to reality rather than maintaining the comforting illusion that we can anticipate and control everything. Many governments, oscillating between trying to eliminate the threat and intense fearmongering, seemed to be playing things by ear, as if confused by the irruption of this scenario. At the same time, they refused, at least at first, to admit they did not know what to do, that they were moving ahead in a sort of fog….

			In the face of these risks, the vulnerability of our economies seems all the more apparent, so much so that we may ask ourselves: Which is more alarming, the epidemic or our collective inability to cope with this type of crisis? What would happen if a cataclysm of a completely different magnitude were to occur in the coming years? Could we overcome it without a real culture of risk, evaluated and test-driven? This does not mean lapsing into catastrophic scenarios; it is a matter of asking the relevant questions. To what extent are our organizations, whether political or economic, capable of withstanding certain shocks, of adapting to the volatility of their environment? Can they free themselves from the illusion of being in control, from searching for total security, which is as unrealistic as it is unproductive? How can they push back margins for uncertainty while also learning how to come to terms with new risks and creating more value?

			These questions are particularly significant for twenty-first-century businesses and their leaders. In recent years, large companies have been plunged into financial, technological, or industrial disaster because they reduced risk management to a simple exercise in compliance or strategic planning. By trying to model or encapsulate as much risk as possible, by reducing hazards linked to the human factor or to economic downturns, they actually prevented their businesses from strengthening their flexibility and maturity, thereby increasing the threat. In addition, their leadership left no room for controlled improvisation based on trust, the ability to delegate decision-making, and transparency—principles crucial to establishing risk culture and to thriving in the long term.

			This book is not meant to provide ready-made solutions to minimize uncertainty and reap the benefits of our VUCA world. But it is driven by a deeply-held conviction, one linked neither to a moral bias nor to a naive optimism that would question the harsh realities of capitalism and modern economic warfare, one that is pragmatic and utilitarian. Companies do not need orchestra conductors, who are convinced they know all the symphony’s movements by heart and have already mastered them; they need enlightened leaders conscious of their vulnerability and limitations, capable of composing a score in real time, echoing their collaborators’ thoughts and actions, resonating with the special tempo of our time.
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			Chapter I.

			The Law of Motion Versus 
the Law of Inertia: the Gradual Domination of Risk

			“It was when I found out I could make mistakes that I knew I was onto something.”

			Ornette Coleman

			A civilization in motion

			The contingencies of war…

			In The Art of War, which was written in the fourth century BC, Sun Tzu, the famous Chinese strategist, wrote, “In making tactical dispositions, the highest pitch you can attain is to conceal them; conceal your dispositions, and you will be safe from the prying of the subtlest spies, from the machinations of the wisest brains. […] Military tactics are like unto water. […] Water shapes its course according to the nature of the ground over which it flows; the soldier works out his victory in relation to the foe whom he is facing. Therefore, just as water retains no constant shape, so in warfare there are no constant conditions. He who can modify his tactics in relation to his opponent and thereby succeed in winning, may be called a heaven-born captain 6.” Although so much has changed significantly in the space of two millennia—the earth’s topography, the theaters of operation, the nature of conflicts, and the army’s equipment—one constant remains: the control of movement, speed, and flexibility are still the essential components of strategy, whether it is military or economic. Sun Tzu understood that even with little room to maneuver, it was possible to battle brute force, a large number of opponents, and vast crowds by means of cunning, the art of adaptability, and a certain kind of humility 7.

			This is highlighted all too well in the stinging defeat suffered by the French army during the German Blitzkrieg in May and June 1940: the Maginot Line, the reflection of an outdated, immobilistic conception of the laws of war, was nothing more than an illusory rampart. Faced with military action conceived in the mode of a “lightning attack,” as military theorist Carl von Clausewitz’s had described much earlier in Vom Kriege [On War] (1832-1835) 8, the hexagonal lines of defense were shattered. Unable to match their enemy’s speed and mobility, the French troops were destroyed in record time. Ignoring the warnings of its most astute minds, notably those of Colonel Charles de Gaulle, the French locked themselves into a rigid approach to military operations. As the future hero of Free France warned in the opening pages of his memoir The Edge of the Sword (1932), “the men and material that we have at our command have no absolute value; the efficiency of the equipment and the morale of the troops are dependent, within wide limits, on a situation that is never static. […] The fighting formations therefore, find themselves perpetually engaged in circumstances that are new and, in part at least, unforeseen 9.” The ability to manage the contingencies of military action presupposes a propensity for overcoming uncertainty.

			Since the end of the Second World War, conflicts have merely accentuated the primacy of these rules and the laws of motion. Confronted with the rise of asymmetrical confrontations and guerrilla logic, military strategists are perpetually obliged to adapt their troops to an unstable and changing environment. Modern warfare no longer comes down to two large masses confronting each other with two generals on a hill and assessing how many soldiers will be alive after the battle; it means committing to a multiplicity of urban battles that are simultaneous, unpredictable, and erratic, in which troops are at once autonomous and closely coordinated, managing situations in real time based on a minimal corpus of rules. General Lazare Carnot did this intuitively in the late eighteenth century by imposing “upon the revolutionary masses an organization which made it possible to handle them with ease” and “by forming them into autonomous, homogeneous and interchangeable divisions 10.” This innovation, which gave the soldiers of the young Republic a clear advantage over the armies of the European coalition, foreshadowed the evolution of modern warfare.

			…to the imperatives of economic battles

			Although their characteristics may be somewhat different, economic battles cannot escape this paradigm shift. We have established a civilization of movement in which organizations are obliged to “transform or die,” as Jean-Louis Beffa, the former head of the Compagnie de Saint-Gobain, aptly explains in his book on the digital revolution 11. As prestigious and successful as it may be, twenty-first-century companies are no longer pyramidal organizations, immutable entities, or centuries-old institutions promised to eternity. They are, above all, living organisms subject to learning processes, organisms that gradually strengthen themselves by confronting the ecosystem, conquering threats, and taking risks.

			Let’s be clear: taking risks does not mean gambling or jumping headlong into something you know nothing about. Rather, it means progressively and continuously exploring areas of uncertainty and discomfort, while learning to walk on an increasingly narrow tightrope. All value creators have learned to use movements that are complex, rapid, and perilous. Just think of athletes, musicians, circus performers, or painters—all virtuosos of mobility, adaptation, and improvisation, of controlled slippage and repeated movement. In the same way, art has evolved over time, from being a form that reproduces reality as faithfully as possible to being open and unexpected, leaving the spectator room for interpretation, inspiring a wide range of emotions. Going from impeccable craftsmanship to open-ended creation. The advent of the modern world coincides with the sanctification of movement, speed, and a certain kind of liberty. Whether we celebrate this or deplore it, we have slipped into a universe in which rigid systems and intangible forms—longtime emblems of stability and legitimacy—have lost their value.

			Accelerated movements and ruptures

			In his most recent book, The Game: A Digital Turning Point, the writer Alessandro Baricco expresses a similar idea in analyzing the mental revolution and technological upheavals that have taken place over the last thirty years. “We gave movement priority over everything else,” he states. “If you make movement obligatory for everything that exists in this world, the movement will come back to haunt you at every layer of your experience, from the simplest to the most complex. There’s no point in expecting millennials to do one thing at a time, aim for a permanent job, or stick to the same truth from one day to the next. Everything that requires stagnant immobility in order to have meaning […] sounds vaguely sinister. This is why we prefer systems that set things in motion and don’t allow them to sit there rotting. We have reached the point where we give value to things on the basis of their ability to generate or host movement 12.” This observation, which applies to all areas of life, is particularly valid in today’s business world. The last thirty years have been marked by accelerated ruptures, reinforcing the laws of motion. Several phenomena have come together to profoundly reshape the environment in which organizations evolve, exposing them to greater risks than ever before.
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