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			  THINKING THE UNTHINKABLE

				by Nik Gowing and Chris Langdon 

				 

				‘This is an amazing piece of work! It deals with the little known irony that those with the most decision-making power often feel under the most pressure to conform to the systems and norms around them. This explains why our institutions – whether national, regional or international – have been caught off guard. And why we are stuck in reactive – rather than proactive – mode. The need for a strategic overhaul in our thinking is widely acknowledged, though few know how to go about it. I think giving a copy of this book to every world leader would be a good place to start.’

				Miroslav Lajčák, President of the UN General Assembly, Foreign Minister of Slovakia

				 

				‘I can say, very genuinely, that what you’re working on is hugely important. But it is also difficult because it is human nature to react to crises but not to prepare for and pre-empt them. It is also very different today from what it used to be because of the multiplicity of possible crisis events that can overlay each other. We simply do not have the capacity to deal with more than one crisis at a time. I was very impressed by the work Nik presented when he came to the Bank. . . . At that time it was a provocative discussion actually; people did refer to it a number of times.’ 

				Kristalina Georgieva, CEO of the World Bank

				 

				‘This book is timely, scary and important. One hopes it will be widely read – and that it will resonate with those in demanding senior roles in both public and private sectors who are overwhelmed by the fast-changing and complex challenges they confront. Still more importantly, one hopes that it will trigger wide debate and thereby help to reduce the probability of the ‘unthinkable’ setbacks that threaten our current civilisation – threats about which too many people are still in denial.’

				Lord Martin Rees, Astronomer Royal, Co-founder, Centre for the Study of Existential Risk, Cambridge University

				 

				‘With so much change in business and in the political arena, you can either play safe in responding, or – as this wonderful book encourages the reader – you can “thrive on change”. Thinking the Unthinkable urges leaders to engage with ideas that may appear – or may be in the short run – disruptive but will lead to innovative outcomes, products and services. This is a must read for all leaders in all sectors!’

				Professor Sir Cary Cooper CBE, Alliance Manchester Business School, Co-author of The Myths of Management (2017)

				 

				‘In Thinking the Unthinkable, Nik and Chris will challenge and inspire you in equal measure to do just this. Every modern leader should both read it and embrace it.’

				Katherine Garrett-Cox, CEO of Gulf International Bank (UK) Ltd

				 

				‘Organisations and governments are usually poor at adapting to sudden change and Thinking the Unthinkable helps explain why and what can be done to address the leadership pathologies that lead to missing the signs of coming disruption or trouble in the organisation.’ 

				Professor Sir Lawrence Freedman, Emeritus Professor of War Studies, King’s College London. He was a member of the Iraq (Chilcot) Inquiry, 2009–2016

				 

				‘There is constant change and many seismic events have swung the course of history. However as a student of history I believe that viewed in 100 years’ time the issues of today will be seen as a landmark. 

				Globalisation and its perceived unfairness to people and planet is leading to calls for change. Capitalism, at its rawest, is being challenged as the preeminent economic model. At the same time the dawning of the digital era is creating new paradigms in how we live and work.

				Fear, uncertainty and discontent is growing. Politicians and businesses are struggling for the answers. The age of the power of nation states is drawing to a close. But what will replace it? In this thoughtful book the issues are explored, and a well reasoned case put forward to think the unthinkable.’

				Lord Mark Price, Author of Fairness for All (2017), Managing Director of Waitrose (2007–2016), Minister for Trade and Investment (2016–2017)

				 

				‘A connected world is a complex world. Once stable sand piles are cascading all around us in the economic, social and political and strategic domains. As some of today’s most important government and corporate leaders confess to authors Nik Gowing and Chris Langdon, they feel helplessly behind the pace of change. And yet: we are all price takers, but we are not helpless. Read this important book for guidance on navigating a world of unthinkables.’ 

				Dr Parag Khanna, Author of Connectography: Mapping the Future of Global Civilization (2016)

			

		

	
		
			
				PREFACE

				This book is the product and direct result of an ongoing, dynamic research project with the title Thinking the Unthinkable. 

				It started in 2014 with a simple question. Why were so many leaders in government, business, major institutions and non-governmental organisations evidently struggling in the face of the start of what is now recognised as a new normal of disruption globally? 

				For four years we have interviewed and had conversations with hundreds of top leaders. The interviews are mostly off the record, but often recorded by agreement. Throughout we have been astonished by the candid revelations about new fears and being overwhelmed. The process has demonstrated the power of the open question. The project now has thousands of pages of transcripts and a database described to us by others as unrivalled. 

				The trove of insights and findings has led to significant invitations worldwide for the findings and implications to be shared at thought leadership gatherings for both top executives and aspiring leaders. There is a hunger among leaders to discover why they feel so overwhelmed and even scared by the new disruptions. There is an anxiety among millennials that leadership is out of touch with the new realities of the new purpose and values that they expect. It is challenging most and possibly all of their powers to lead as effectively as expected by those they work for. 

				Thinking the Unthinkable (TTU) started with a calculated hunch by Nik Gowing. He initiated the first conversations as part of the Churchill 21st Century Global Leaders Programme to mark 50 years since Sir Winston Churchill’s death. It has since developed and expanded into much more. Chris Langdon joined at the end of 2014. By mid 2018 it became a seven-person social enterprise company that is independent, self-funded and non-partisan. 

				For easy access to our research, the book’s footnotes are also published online on www.thinkunthink.org. You will find clickable links to sources. We recommend that as you read the book, you simultaneously open our web platform on your mobile or tablet. Then you can read the original sources and watch the videos as you go. 

				We will be regularly updating the information as new disruptions emerge. We will provide more case studies and more examples of what leaders are doing to handle the unthinkable challenges they face. 

				The experience should be two way. As well as reading and watching, you can contribute your thoughts, ideas and challenges via the web platform in real time.

			

		

	
		
			
				FOREWORDS

				Thinking the Unthinkable bridges the generations. 

				It reflects how much the older generation and the next generation are in sync with fears about the scale of disruption, and its unthinkable impacts on our society. Why are leaders being wrong-footed and failing to cope?

				So we are delighted to offer two forewords.

				Lord Nicholas Stern (born 1946) is the distinguished British economist who has worked in many national and international institutions. He wrote the Stern Review (2006) which detailed why the world must be seized of the growing, imminent threats from climate change.

				Aniket Shah (born 1987) is an extraordinary talent. Before reaching the age of 30 he already has a career in the worlds of finance, the human rights sector and at the United Nations to match someone much older. His work focuses on financing a sustainable global future. 

				Both reflect here the concerns about why leadership is ill equipped to handle the new unthinkables from disruption at a crucial time for humanity.

				 

				Foreword by Lord Nicholas Stern

				When we have to cope with or respond to difficult or damaging large-scale disruption we will do far better if we have previously thought about its possibility, about why and how it might occur, and about how we can shape the forces at work. Even better, we can create positive radical changes or good disruptions if we both recognise their necessity and imagine what might be.

				As an economist, two examples of immense importance have had a profound effect on my own thinking about the unthinkable over the last two decades. The world in general, and economists in particular, did not, in the main, see the great financial crisis of 2008 coming. Many policy-makers and economists spoke of the ‘great moderation’. They thought or claimed that the era of boom and bust had gone. They built models where only small shocks could happen and where systems re-adjusted fairly smoothly to cope with them. 

				This thinking largely excluded the possibility of major crises. We have now discovered that the thinking, models and policies were robust against small change but not against large change. Complacency of approach made crises more likely.

				When the crisis occurred, powerful reaction from citizens took a long time coming. But it did come after nearly a decade – in terms of Brexit, the election of Donald Trump and now the pushback against leaderships and systems in other countries too. There was increasing concern about the competence of leaders, policy-makers, institutions and received ways of thinking. We have now witnessed a deepening corrosion of confidence in systems and those who lead them.

				The next two decades will see a doubling of the world economy. In those two decades we have to cut greenhouse emissions by around 20% to have a chance of avoiding dangerous climate change. The investments we make in the next two decades will define our future for this century and beyond. The choice is stark. We can, for example, build cities and their infrastructure which allow us to move, breathe and be productive. Or we can leave our children and grandchildren facing a profoundly hostile environment that would cause hundreds of millions to move, leading potentially to lasting and widespread societal unrest and conflict. 

				We must recognise the unthinkable consequences of inaction, whilst also seeing how attractive the alternative paths could be in terms of rising living standards and more cohesive societies. But are we capable of doing this? Again, economists build models which in large measure ignore or make light of the risks that the scientists are describing. Policy-makers are all too often unable or unwilling to face up to the radical decisions that are necessary.

				This book is full of powerful and vital examples where the failure to think the unthinkable has led and could lead to deeply damaging disruption. All too often there is an asymmetry. Those benefiting from what looks like a stable status quo are those who have the strongest belief in its stability. They are in most need of this book.

				But it can and must concern all of us. The successes of the last seven decades across the world – and there have been many in terms of strongly rising life expectancy and major reductions in poverty, for example – seem to have lulled many into thinking that things ‘can only get better’. That confidence has been deeply shaken over the last decade and for good reason. 

				We are, at last, beginning to recognise that we have to think and act differently. That is not to jettison analysis and rationality, but to apply these in a much deeper, more open, and imaginative way. This book makes a vital step in that process.

				I have been talking to Nik Gowing and Chris Langdon throughout the four years that this book has been in the making. I did not know how it would turn out – and, I suspect, neither did they. At the start I wondered whether it would be mainly a cry of warning that we must think differently. It has become much more than that. It shows us how to begin to do our thinking differently. We owe them a great debt.

				Lord Nicholas Stern, is Professor of Economics and Government at the London School of Economics. He was President of the British Academy 2013-2017. He headed the Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change in 2006. He has previously served as Chief Economist at the World Bank and Second Permanent Secretary at HM Treasury. 

				 

				Foreword by Aniket Shah

				The ‘older’ I get the more I believe in the conversations that I had with Nik and Chris in 2015 on thinking the unthinkable, and the driving impulse behind the Thinking the Unthinkable project. 

				There is a double challenge. Leadership needs to be redefined and leaders have to redefine themselves for the new disrupted, ‘non-normal’ world that we now live in. The shortcomings of leadership are now becoming more and more stark.

				There is an incredible schizophrenia about the world today and where it may go in the future. On any given day you can go from extreme optimism to enormous pessimism. Are we living in the best of times or the worst of times? Technology gets better by the day and so does our ability to make progress. But at the same time there are some structures in this world that are out of sync with what we actually need. The institutions that have governed the world are very much now under question. So are leaders – especially the relevance of their qualities and their awareness of how profound the changes from disruption are. 

				I am amazed at our lack of ability to think outside the box. The box has also lost definition. When you dig under the surface we are still operating within a system that is incredibly slow moving. It is unable to respond to the times we are living in. 

				We know that there is a better way of doing things. Whenever I need to be energised I go and teach a class or give a guest talk at Columbia University or NYU, or even better go to a community college. There’s just so much excitement and optimism about the world and there’s so much energy to live in a better world. If there is a way that, with all of this technology, people can become more independent in their thinking, that would be great. But I worry that we’re not moving in the right direction. I think people are becoming less independent-thinking and more conformist in order to get on and keep a way of making a living. 

				You should read Thinking the Unthinkable because we live in a world where the unthinkable is not just possible – it is happening. We have the ability to do anything that we want to do; technology enables us to do so much and we are aware of so many more things than we were in the past. Put simply: the technology, the ability, those are not the limiting factors. The limiting factor, for some, is imagination. So, if you train yourself to keep thinking the unthinkable, you can actually turn imagination into reality. I think that’s a really powerful thing.

				You have to think the unthinkable because for certain problems that the world is facing, we will require such massive changes. There has to be the total transformation in the global energy system in the next 40 years – in a way that we’ve never done before. We’re going to have to figure out ways to accommodate hundreds of millions of refugees per annum leaving North Africa and the Middle East. The challenges that we may be confronted with will require us to think through the unthinkable today. Because without that, we won’t be able to continue. That needs new approaches to leadership. 

				I don’t think it’s a choice. It’s a necessity. Thinking the Unthinkable lays out new ways to be that brave so we can do that.

				Aniket Shah is a global practitioner in sustainable finance. He is currently the Chair of the Board of Amnesty International USA and is a Senior Advisor on SDG Financing for the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network. He has written this foreword in his personal capacity.

				[image: p4.jpg]

				‘Beyond Reach’, drawing by Adam Korpak

			

		

	
		
			
				1

				RED ALERT…FOR UNTHINKABLES

				‘There isn’t a single CEO out there that doesn’t appreciate this strange new world that they’re trying to lead through.’ 

				Aron Cramer, President, Business for Social Responsibility.

				 

				This book has a red cover. Why so? It is a red alert for leaders confronted by an end to the conformity that got them to the top. 

				Ignore the colour and the warning at your peril. 

				How ‘woke’ are you to the implications of the new disruption and turbulence you are facing?1

				For so many reasons and in so many ways, this is a call to action because of the new struggles facing those at the top. This is not imagination. Leaders and leaderships have confirmed confidentially to us the scale of their concerns. They are enduring great difficulties in the business of leading. They have described how they are looking for new solutions and ways forward.

				Thinking unthinkables is what this book sets out to do. We reveal here how a number of smart leaders are finding ways to handle them. We analyse the challenges from disruption using a host of examples. Those we are sharing come from the hard-won lessons of leaders at the top who have taken big risks, and been willing to be open about them. Importantly, having shown courage, humility and flexibility, most are still in their jobs. They still relish the challenges they have been confronting and found ways to overcome.

				The lessons are clear. The aim must be to thrive on change, not be derailed by it. Your aim should be to disrupt yourself. Your ambitions should create a new culture, mindset and behaviour, with new purpose, values, courage and humility. Bear in mind these seven words at all times as you read the book. But how can culture, mindset and behaviour be changed in a world of new disruption which is ‘zig-zagging towards the future’,2 and where ‘negative economic and political forces are … unleashing a global revolt’?3 

				Our main finding is this. The conformity which gets leaders to the top disqualifies most of them from gripping the scale of disruption and knowing what to do about it. This is the spine which binds together everything that follows. It underpins our findings and analysis. 

				We are in a time of ‘zombie orthodoxies’4 which are no longer fit for purpose. A new, ill-defined normal has put those orthodoxies under deep stress. We report and audit the human capacity of leaders to handle all that is being hurled at them, often in unprecedented form from unpredictable directions. How can leaders learn to cope and manage such unthinkables? It is the question many have told us they keep asking themselves. Are you one of them?

				This book is designed to embolden and empower leaders – both current and aspiring – to embrace the massive scale of disruption. It will identify the enormous, almost superhuman scale and pace of what must be done at a necessarily high speed. 

				One top leader graphically describes the enormity of the challenge as like ‘eating an elephant in one mouthful’. Will it be done? Can it be done? Can the elephant be eaten at all? We argue that it must be, even at a slower pace by eating smaller bites, however formidable the prospect. 

				Thinking the Unthinkable is for everyone worried about whether leaders can handle this. And if not, why not? Leadership has not necessarily failed when judged by the qualities and skills that qualified it for the top. Instead the world has moved on dramatically. ‘We need to create a new form of thinking for business, away from orthodoxies.’5 ‘We must adapt and not in nostalgic, sentimental ways.’6 

				This book is for ‘you’ if you are already a top leader, an aspiring leader, an anxious member of the next generation, or one of the zillions of concerned citizens alarmed by apparent failings of leaders in this disrupted world. That means almost everyone. All of us are impacted if leaders are struggling. All of us have an interest in first understanding and accepting what is going on, then defining the problems, assessing what can be done, and finally calibrating which ‘solutions’ might work, and which have little or no chance. 

				Are you an aspiring leader, a millennial or member of Generations Y or Z?7 If so, have you assumed that a career path in a corporate or government was your way ahead in life? But are you now disillusioned by what you see? Alternatively, are you somebody who does not understand why the highest paid executives or officials cannot see what is obvious to you? 

				Are you an angry citizen or consumer who feels misled or betrayed, and expects leaders to pay a price? If you are none of these, then you may think this book is not about you, that it is about someone else, that it is only for and about ‘them up there’ who are somehow screwing up the system and leaving the world an even more resentful place. 

				Wrong! It is about you too. It will help you understand why, if we are heading for some kind of ‘hell in a handbasket’, many of those at the top are finding they cannot cope. That may astonish and anger you. But those at the top have human weaknesses too, and they are becoming remarkably more frank about them – as we have discovered and reveal here. 

				So stick with us. There is a much-improved chance that you will be able to eat the elephant of disruption and uncertainty. We will lift the veil on how you might achieve it.

				In this book we analyse the embedded and failing leadership processes which mean unthinkables are not actively thought about. What we report and write is not about criticism. It is about making a cold analysis. We challenge whatever orthodoxy we have found. Then find positive ways to face up to new realities, however intimidating they might seem. Overall, for so many reasons and in so many ways, those processes are no longer fit for purpose. They need to be dispensed with. Yet they remain firmly entrenched. 

				Recalibrating those zombie orthodoxies is a necessary and exciting prospect. But it is also a formidable one. Can leaders do it? They have to, even though there are plenty of myths about what makes good leaders and what they get wrong.8

				Hence the urgency of this Thinking the Unthinkable analysis and ongoing work. 

				But trying to do all this by way of a book carries a high risk. In principle, a book captures the spirit and detail of the drop-dead moment when it is submitted, then published. Traditionally that impact is long delayed by months of editing. This means the content can easily be out of date and overtaken by developments. For a project like Thinking the Unthinkable, that would be pointless. 

				So in tune with the high-speed disruptive changes highlighted by Brexit, Trump, Putin and all the findings of our ongoing research so far,9 we are disruptors too. This book challenges many tenets of publishing. It will have been printed within days of the current text being submitted. It will also be a living digital book. As well as the book there is a dynamic web platform – www.thinkunthink.org – which will be regularly updated as new issues and insights develop or emerge. The platform will also be expanded to reflect what we expect to be the fast-growing leadership community of what we call ‘lily pads’. 

				When reading this book, just like buying a subscription to computer software, you will buy into a living process of Thinking the Unthinkable research, analysis and documentation that is updated by an ever-expanding team. You will be passing frequently through a digital door. Beyond it we expect to reveal the ongoing human impact on top executives of the intense pressures and stresses from the current disruption and resulting turbulence. This is because all the evidence is that the process and realities will become even more troubling. As it analyses unthinkables, our output will be both immediate and at times perhaps rough and ready. Don’t always expect perfection, but it will be up to date. And as a result, so will you be. 

				So we urge that you are not just passive in your reading and engagement. 

				For leaders: you and your corporate or government institution could be active partners in our living process of research and capacity building on unthinkables. The scale and nature of the problem does not automatically lend itself to a swift, ready-made one-off solution. It is about developing what we are labelling a community and a process. The salutary experiences and anxieties of being a leader can be shared. The value of that sharing is already clear. ‘It is incredibly cathartic to talk about what isn’t working with another CEO,’ tweeted one Chief Executive.10 Then options can evolve. This two-way process will benefit everyone. Into the future you can help us audit experiences, find common factors and then converge all your challenges with the experience of others. All confidences will be respected. If requested, we will of course sign a Non-Disclosure Agreement.
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				Join us at www.thinkunthink.org. We hope you will. 

				Please even consider inviting us to hear and share your own C-suite perspectives, anxieties or experiences as others have already done. Please also think how you, and we, can engage the millennials and Generation Z or 3.0 in this process. They hold in their hands the future of organisations like yours. Then their concerns and even resentment of conformity can be reflected in the ongoing iterations of our research. They have a voice and views that are just as important as the leaders already at the top, and arguably more so. 

				So this Thinking the Unthinkable book is a call to arms at a moment of mass, destabilising turbulence for us all. Having detailed in this book the scale and nature of the problem for you, we will analyse and signal what many at the top would hope can be solutions. 

				Solutions? 

				Technical problems have technical solutions, of course. But we do not yet see compelling evidence of neat overarching solutions to the many profound problems from disruption that leaders in government, business and the non-government sector confirm they are desperate to find. 

				Why is that? Is the natural expectation of finding ‘solutions’ in itself a product of conformity? Is it as conformist as the mindset that causes so much heart-searching for leaders who are having to confront unthinkables? 

				A doyen of radical strategic thinking believes that is the case. Peter Ho’s career path to the top of Singapore’s civil service was blooded by embracing the often-uncomfortable implications of risk across government and beyond. We heard him argue that trying to break down today’s challenges in the expectation of neat solutions misses the point. Solving what many now describe as ‘wicked problems’11 cannot be achieved in a world of extraordinary uncertainty and change. ‘Their causes and influencing factors cannot easily be determined. Furthermore, they have multiple stakeholders who see these problems from different perspectives, and who have divergent goals. This means there are no immediate or obvious solutions, because nobody can agree on what the problems are in the first place, never mind what the solution should be.’12 Another doyen of the impact of risk on leaders agrees. Ronald Heifetz of Harvard University calls them ‘adaptive challenges’, ‘often murky, systemic problems with no ready answers.’13 

				So while you struggle with disruption and unthinkables, don’t be overoptimistic that the solutions are out there somewhere, hidden from your view but ready to be picked like ripe fruit. In the push to embrace unthinkables there has been blossom and some fruit is showing positive signs of ripening well. But tender young fruits are readily blown off the branches by the wind from unexpected storms, meaning there is no crop to harvest. In this world of new disruptions there continue to be plenty of unexpected storms.

				So how can you move ahead productively in the search for new insights and possible solutions? We urge you to conceptualise and visualise the challenges of how to think unthinkables in the following way. Please picture the 3D image of an enormous, limitless pool of water that is dotted with a huge number of lily pads. 

				You are likely to be one of those lily pads in this infinite ocean of anxiety. Each pad represents a concerned leader or institution of the legacy era, or a frustrated millennial, or a member of the Next Gen. 

				The surface of the pool soon becomes hidden as the number of lily pads of anxiety multiplies dramatically. This is indicative of the mounting scale of concerned leaders, institutions and millennials who become willing to share their leadership worries about the scale of the unthinkable problem. Soon, the water is no longer visible because it is covered by the proliferation of green pads of concern. You are probably one of them. This lily pad process is designed to share anxieties you have so far been keeping to yourself. 

				But how to get there? How to build among leaders a consensus on the scale of disruption and options for solutions?

				The ride could be as rough as the new torrent of unthinkables emerging all over the place in ways no one ever imagined, let alone predicted, expected or feared. Ask yourself: did you see this scale of disruption and unthinkables coming? 

				Leaders are struggling. How do we know? We did not just ask them. An extraordinary number of them carved out significant amounts of time from their mad schedules to unburden themselves and tell us. Then they volunteered many more details. We will share with you a good part of what they told us. You will be both astonished and reassured. 

				Hold on tight. 

				 

				End notes

				1 ‘Woke’ was originally African-American slang. The Black Lives Matter movement gave it a new, massive, common, popular conversational profile globally in 2017. For a better understanding of its implications and relevance see ‘He’s trying to be woke*. Are you? How one word became ubiquitous’, The Times 2, 12 March 2018.

				2 ‘Zig-zagging toward the future’ (2017) by Gregory R Copley, Defense and Foreign Affairs Strategic Policy 45 (3) p. 4.

				3 ‘Brexit was just the start of a global revolt, IMF warns’ by Philip Aldrick, The Times, 5 October 2018.

				4 ‘The core phrase is from Geoff Mulgan, Chief Executive of NESTA, (National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts), in a speech to the ESPAS (European Strategy and Policy Analysis System) conference at the European Commission, Brussels, 16 November 2016.

				5 Interview with Norman Pickavance, CEO of Tomorrow’s Company, 6 February 2018.

				6 Speech by Air Chief Marshal Sir Stuart Peach, UK Chief of Defence Staff, Royal United Services Institute (RUSI), 14 December 2017. To watch the video of the event, go to www.thinkunthink.org/digital-footnotes. 

				7 Millennials or Generation Y or Next Generation are born after 1980. Generation Z are post-millennials born after 2000. 

				8 See for example: Myths of management: what people get wrong about being the boss (2017) by Stefan Stern and Cary Cooper. London: Kogan Page.

				9 See www.thinkunthink.org

				10 See the potential for this in the Twitter stream sparked by Ryan Caldbeck, the CEO and co-founder of @CircleUp, 25 March 2018. 

				11 Wicked problems are problems that are not easily defined or solved. The term was developed in the 1970s. See: ‘Dilemmas in a general theory of planning’ (1973) by Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber, Policy Sciences 4 (2) pp. 155–169. 

				12 Peter Ho, opening remarks to the International Risk Assessment and Horizon Scanning Symposium (IRAHSS 2017), Singapore, 17 July 2017.

				13 ‘The work of leadership’ by Ronald A Heifetz and Donald L Laurie, Harvard Business Review
January–February 1997, pp. 124–134.
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				‘OUR MAGIC IS FAILING’

				This book does not take a view that disruption is bad. After all, history confirms how often ‘shit happens’ and leaders have read things wrong or made a miscalculation. Nor does it suggest it is wrong to challenge the comfort zone of a political and economic status quo that has benefited many, but which huge numbers of people believe is failing them. 

				Who can argue against the sudden and welcome disruption created by the #MeToo movement highlighting sexual abuse? 

				#MeToo was not unthinkable. So please reflect. Would you have been putting this on your priority risk agenda as late as – say – mid 2017? Yet surely it was inevitable that one day the unpalatable truths of long-tolerated sexual abuse would be revealed. In 2017 the shock waves of disgust spread at lightning speed well beyond Harvey Weinstein or Hollywood. Swiftly they burrowed deep into corporate and public life everywhere, plus more widely into the media, schools and religious institutions. Even the Nobel committee in Sweden, which recognises professional distinction in multiple disciplines, was rocked by the unthinkable of resignations. It was ‘in a state of crisis’.14 This was after it emerged that complaints of sexual harassment had been ignored for 20 years.15 Suddenly the scandal put the future of the Nobel Prize for Literature in doubt.16 Then extraordinarily, the prize for 2018 was cancelled to ‘safeguard the long term reputation of the Nobel Prize’.17 No longer was it taboo to speak of the appalling scale of abuse, with the fear that careers would be cut short by revealing long hidden truths. 

				The long-hidden pain and resentments of abused women had found both a voice and profile.18 Many men at the top had long believed they could exploit their position of power and abuse their victims with impunity. It was unthinkable to them that eventually they would be named or shamed. They were wrong. The result has been the unthinkable of the summary end to their careers and acclaimed status, and the bankrupting of companies and sky-high statuses that most assumed were untouchable. The unthinkable brought them down, sometimes in a matter of minutes in ways they never believed possible. The US veteran comedian Bill Cosby had been super confident as he entered the Pennsylvania courtroom for his retrial on a specimen charge of indecently assaulting a woman. His foul-mouthed outrage after a jury found him guilty19 epitomised the shock at what to him over decades had been the unthinkable of discovery and one day being held accountable.

				#MeToo reinforces our overarching focus, which is clear and broad. It is about culture change. We examine the ability of leaders to handle every kind of impact from disruption, and then the personal and professional trauma that is created for those at the top. There is also the corporate and political cost of such an unthinkable shock. Most leaders are ‘myopic, viewing it as a public relations blip that will not alter a firm’s operations or its competitive position,’ The Economist concluded when it calculated the impact of Facebook’s data security crisis on its value long term. Those leaders are wrong. Corporate crises since 2010 ‘were deeply injurious to the companies’ financial health, with the median firm losing 30% of its value since its crisis, compared with a basket of its peers’.20

				Yet remarkably, the vast majority of people – those conditioned to believe that there is natural entitlement to a better life and improved fortunes – somehow still assume that such upheavals are a blip. They cannot accept there is a new normal that is marked by a profoundly different shape and reality. Somehow they continue to assume that the old normal and a new optimism will return, that fractures will be healed, and value will be restored. They say that cyclical change always happens. They try to find comfort in an ‘obsession with patching up the present’21 in an era of ‘deferring risk’.22 

				So they ask: why is it different this time? Why worry? ‘The future is not an extension of the past, but a re-invention of everything we have ever been.’23 And the lessons of history hold little comfort. ‘Forces of change release forces of change, which were disastrous. … The worldview we had is no longer secure. Our magic is failing.’24

				The new scale of disruption, uncertainty and curve balls means we are enduring an inflection point of massive proportions. All your assumptions about your capacities and skills are at stake. What secured your job and role is being challenged and found wanting. The challenge might easily intimidate and overwhelm. Yet it is also a challenge brimming with those positives and opportunities of the kind that history has long primed us to expect from moments of adversity and ‘shit’ happening.

				The rate of change is not gradual and measured. It is ferocious, rapid, harsh, destabilising and above all unexpected. The moral and institutional compass of good governance and a certain predictability has been imploding. The height of public fashion has been to push back on the established ways of doing politics and business by challenging the system and those who run it. There seems to be a new (if undefined) moral code. Overall ‘we have never experienced so many simultaneous tugs at the fabric of everyday life.’25

				‘Normal’ in politics and business has not only been questioned and confronted. It has been forced into a somersault, catching out and blindsiding those at the top who assume they have both the wisdom and capacity to know what is coming and what to do about it. After all, surely that is what leaders are elected or appointed to do. They are assumed to be wise, visionary and able to impress with their leadership. Or had the unthinkables been signalled by some who are the more enlightened and farsighted, yet whose views were rejected as too unpalatable or irrational? 

				Overall, you must assume that the past you believed you understood will not return. There is still progress in many areas. But, ’at the same time we must recognise that in some fundamental ways our world is going backwards,’ we heard the UN Secretary General, Antonio Guterres, warn publicly – not just once but twice in one morning, at a meeting on peacebuilding at UN headquarters in New York.26 He added over lunch that, in his view, disruption the world is currently confronting ‘is more difficult than I remember at any stage of my life’. 

				Secretary General Guterres is one of the few leaders to articulate publicly the potentially overwhelming scale of the changes we are facing. This goes a long way to explain why for so many reasons the new normal is an existential threat to both corporates and systems of government. It is engulfing and destabilising all you assume you understand and have a grip on. ‘We are not sure where we are heading. There is a struggle over how to respond’ is how we heard one leader confirm the predicament to hundreds of colleagues. ‘We suck at confronting the skeletons in our own closet. We are dreadful at it,’ said another about the scale of problems.27 ‘We do not have consensus visibility on what we are getting wrong. Our models are inadequate.’ 

				Behind closed doors, we discovered a large number of leaders anguishing privately over the new loneliness and vulnerabilities they were experiencing at the top in these suddenly hyper-turbulent and unstable times of anti-globalisation, populism and nationalism. ‘The lifestyle is shit,’ said one highly regarded chairman.28 ‘At the top of the organisation you are not normal.’ 

				Another described a ‘huge number of balls’ to juggle with the constant worry: ‘are you going to drop them?’ One compared himself to a boiled frog: ‘The conformity just boils you. I mean, you just get overweight. And so, the temperature goes up, and up, and up... You’re reading compliance and regulatory reports, and anything else... You lose perspective. You get railroaded into a narrow set of tracks because that’s how the game’s played. The ability to stand back and think: what if? You know, the broader implications, it’s completely ... You’re completely reacting to historical data. You’re not anticipating anything of the future. That’s why it’s become form over substance. You analyse one set of data, which is a reflection on the past, the past month, the past quarter, the past year. Nothing is about anticipating what’s coming next.’29

				So under sometimes-acute pressures from unthinkables, all too often the default is to assume you can return to the way it has been. ‘Sooner or later everyone wants or expects their past back.’30 But they delude themselves. This is not just an era of change; it is ‘increasingly a change of era’31 at a dramatic pace. The direction of travel now must be assumed to be clear and inexorable. It should not conveniently be assumed to be a projection of the recent past.32 ‘The lessons learned from 75 years creating wealth and stability are [being] attacked from all quarters.’33 There is ‘rising intolerance, hate speech, escalating rhetoric, and more and more disregard for the principles and systems we have spent seven decades building up’, we heard the President of the UN General Assembly, Foreign Minister Miroslav Lajčák of Slovakia, warn at a UN high level meeting convened to find ways to build peace globally.34 

				It is a time of profound alert: ‘All over the world the ghosts of conflict past … have reappeared in modern but no less vicious or dangerous guise. … Do not diminish or forget the danger of this moment’, warned John Kerry, the former US Secretary of State, ‘Do not forget for an instant what happens when fear about economic circumstances is exploited by rank demagoguery and a combination of sectarian, ethnic and religious distortion.’35 As a result, there is a ‘combustive cocktail of challenges that are confounding western leadership’ in what is the ‘greatest period of global uncertainty since the Cold War’s end, and perhaps since World War Two’.36 

				Overall, emboldened by the conformity which got them there, far too many leaders have made the profound and costly error of thinking only they know best. The global push back by populists, demagogues and nationalists against leaders and the establishment is the outcome. Here is a warning from former US President Barack Obama: ‘I think a great danger that often befalls leaders is that the people they are supposed to be serving become abstractions. They are not abstractions. And if you don’t understand that what you do every day has a profound impact on somebody else, then you should not be there.’37

				Can leaders’ minds, attitudes and behaviour change? The insights of those, like ex-President Obama, just out of office, have consistently been the most valuable and revealing for finding answers to the ‘thinking the unthinkable’ conundrum. ‘It is not just a generational divide. It is about the bias of those who are comfortable with power as it is currently exercised. People get invested in the old ways of doing things, because in part that is where their power has come from,’ said Obama, reflecting a year after he left office.38 

				Remarkably, a huge number of leaders indicated to us that they are at least unsettled. Many of them went much further and used the word ‘scared’. But in contrast a huge number seem to see no dramatic scenarios unfolding which require equally dramatic action. Indeed, too many don’t seem to see this. Here is the former top corporate leader and UK government minister39 Lord Mark Price: ‘We are now petrified at a lot of the things. … In my limited experience of change management, the one thing that is difficult to do is achieve change when there is no particular burning platform or reason to do it. Yet we now have some serious, potentially existential, threats and other things where Chief Executives are going: “OK, I’m now absolutely petrified.”’ 

				All of us have built-in assumptions that things will conform to what we expect from the present and our recent past. On balance things will just keep getting better because that is what has always happened in recent decades. We assume the upward path of stability, improvement, growth and a general upward progression will…well…just keep happening! The best-selling cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker captures that spirit of unbounded optimism in his new study ‘Enlightenment Now’. Every global measure of human flourishing is on the rise, he argues. So, what justifies pessimism? If there are problems, then they can be solved.40

				But there is an equally powerful counter view emerging. It is that the last 70 years – from World War Two through to the end of the Soviet empire in 1989 and the Soviet Union in 1991, plus what we now know to be the temporary loosening of communist shackles in China41 – have not been a normal situation. Instead, the growing signs are that they have been disruptions and an aberration or freak of history. 

				Hence the sober reasons to assume that the waters of instability, rivalry and confrontation are closing in on us. We are enduring a ‘world in disarray’42 where there is a ‘crisis of the old order’. There is a ‘crisis of small thinking’ and ‘global irresponsibility’ which means global governance has ‘catastrophically collapsed’.43 Europe is even facing the prospect of a ‘civil war’ between liberal democracy and authoritarianism, the French President Emmanuel Macron has warned. Europe must recommit to democracy. ‘I don’t want to belong to a generation of sleepwalkers that has forgotten its own past.’44 The former US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright – herself a refugee from totalitarianism – warns of a new fascism in the 21st century.45 It is distorting the liberal morals and enabling structures we have assumed we can take for granted.46 Overall, there are new ‘threats to democracy within the democratic system’, warns Francis Fukuyama.47 It is leading to ‘illiberal democracy without rule of law, without constraints on executive powers’ and a growing number of ‘charismatic, anti-institutional leaderships’. It is ‘ossifying political correctness’ and the problem is ‘going to get worse’ as skills are eroded, and immigration increasingly becomes ‘a dirty word’.48 

				This was already tough stuff. But new threats to democracy have now opened a second flank. 

				In 2018, evidence suddenly emerged of digital tampering with elections and democratic processes on an industrial scale. This was not just the misuse during the 2016 US Election of vast amounts of private data held by Facebook. It emerged that the data hijacking was probably repeated to some extent in at least Kenya’s presidential election in 2017 and other elections such as in Nigeria. It may also have happened in the UK’s Brexit referendum in 2016. A whistleblower and data scientist from the company, Cambridge Analytica, at the heart of the allegations, said, ‘It makes me so angry. To irrevocably alter the constitutional settlement of this country on fraud is a mutilation of the constitutional settlement.’49 

				In a new study, The Jungle Grows Back, the neoconservative American historian Robert Kagan argues that while ‘it has been a democratic era … when democracies appear it is an accident’.50 The norm we have taken for granted for 70 years ‘is in defiance of human nature’. When people feel weak or insecure they are ‘prone to want to seek strong leadership’. That is what is happening now: a return to type, a return to geopolitical competition, with potentially ‘an almost endless cycle of conflict’, especially in Europe and Asia-Pacific. There is a ‘pretty profound geopolitical recession’.51 The established US determination to put right global wrongs has had its day because historically ‘it was a big and unusual load to carry. … Normal nations don’t have global responsibilities … they have much narrower definitions of their interests.’52

				So the message is this. Don’t take cosy comfort in the belief that on balance the curve of life, opportunity and prospects will just keep rising. It appears we are in the early but dramatic stages of twisting and jerking towards an increasingly uncomfortable downward spiral of increasing shocks.

				Are you still holding on tight?
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				THE NEW WORLD THAT’S ‘COMING RIGHT AT ALL OF US’ 

				This book and our research continue to look for what many have urged us to come up with: ‘solutions, please, guys!’ We have already made clear how difficult that is. But as you will see we have identified some.

				‘Recognising that the world is changing, and engineering a very complicated systemic change to the basis on which we power our prosperity. That’s a very heavy lift,’ said Aron Cramer, of Business for Social Responsibility. As a result, so many at the top find it hard to break with what they know and what got them there. ‘Too many things are scripted and programmed, and people are not willing to speak up anymore,’ Paul Polman, CEO of Unilever, told us.53 

				For all the reasons we list below (and please do share more with us via www.thinkunthink.org), what is needed to address the new nature of disruption and uncertainty must be assumed to be extreme. The need for leadership to embrace them is just as extreme. But so are the obstacles and the creaking mindsets. Hoping against hope cannot be an option. 

				‘What are your solutions?’ ‘Do you have a framework for me?’ The questions keep coming to us from concerned leaders. But to repeat: we don’t believe there are neat, easily defined ‘solutions’. This conclusion is based on our case studies and the huge number of interviews. Then it comes from our closed-door work rattling the cages of businesses and organisations who invite us to embolden them to first understand then embrace these unthinkable challenges, 

				No ‘solutions’ then, at least for the moment. But there is a process of steps which we know can move you and your organisation in the kind of positive, forward direction needed. These steps can be dainty, risk averse and cautious in the style of the fictitious detective Hercule Poirot.54 Or they can be far bolder in the kind of giant Colossus strides that Shakespeare evoked to describe Julius Caesar.55 Certainly we recommend that these are more appropriate to the scale and pace of disruption. 

				Whichever style is chosen, the steps chosen must firstly calibrate the impact of disruption. Then they must offer options for consideration as solutions so that leaders can thrive on change. We call them ‘the TTU progressions’. The progressions are a series of five sequential stages through which you and your organisation can travel.

				
						
Status quo. This is the situation most people and businesses find themselves in. Conformity, short-term thinking and other embedded traits of behaviour that we detail in this book stop them from understanding and embracing the scale of the disruption, then what to do about it. 

						
Audit the external reality. Understand and embrace the new realities of the extraordinary, disrupted world we now live in. This is what has driven the Thinking the Unthinkable project, and now this book that captures our work. 

						
Audit the internal reality. Understand and define frankly the nature and impact of what confronts you as a leader. What behaviour, cultures, mindsets and structures prevent you and your organisation dealing successfully with the new, fast evolving external and internal challenges you face? 

						
Address your challenges. With a new awareness of the scale of what you face, and the resources available to handle it, discover and scope your own ways to deal with disruption and change. Assess your own abilities to embrace disruption and adapt to it. Be inspired by the details in the case studies we have found and reported for you.

						
Thrive on change. There is no one-size-fits-all solution. So through these progressions this process of adaptation must be iterative, loosely structured, flexible and inspiring. It must become a core way through which you and your organisation think and work. As our case studies highlight, the need to be super sensitive and flexible is of paramount importance. But ask yourself: are you brave enough? Do you have the necessary capacities and skills? Through what we liken to that community of lily pads, you will discover this by staying up-to-date through linking up with like-minded leaders. Via this lily pad community of mutual concerns you will be able to share each others’ experiences and learning in real time.

				

				What you read later in our case studies brings together what leaders themselves shared with us after months and sometimes years of experimentation. There is much for you to learn from this that should stiffen your resolve. Like you, they have been following their own often frustrated processes in order to identify and hunt down positives. There have been many false trails and culs de sac. Like them, you will need to dip or plunge your toes into the increasingly hot tar of disruption in order to learn how to adapt and find new approaches. Frequently, good progress has been derailed by new unthinkables! The new world is merciless and unrelenting. 

				Are you still struggling to accept how profound the impact of disruption is, and will be? To frame the positives and possibilities, let us quote this sobering, up-to-the-minute alert and assessment from Steve Schwarzman. He leads one of the world’s largest and most cash-rich companies. He is Chairman and CEO of the Blackstone Private Equity Group, which he founded in 1985. It is now a leading global asset manager worth $434 billion.56 It owns around 120 companies. It employs up to 600,000 people and is the second- or third-biggest corporation in the US. Schwarzman’s personal fortune is said to be $11.2 billion. We heard him give this advice to 3500 of the world’s top corporate leaders sitting in a giant gilded hall alongside the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia.57 His sage words struck at the heart of the challenge for leaders in both corporates and governments, or those manoeuvring to become one of them. 

				‘There are now no more conventional types of investments. Technology is affecting almost everything we know. … Nothing remains the same. And this is a warning to all of you who live your lives and think everything is going to be the same the next day. It is changing so fast. … It is happening everywhere. And we are sending our people in effect back to school so they can learn. ... Even as more conventional investors you have to learn, you have to know or else your children won’t be able to inherit businesses that you have. They will be damaged. … It will not happen if you don’t engage and understand the different things that are going to be affecting your life. You can’t see those. I am starting to see them. … But it is a world that is coming right at all of us. There are big benefits. And there are dangers for not knowing and adapting.’

				Dangers for not knowing and adapting! 

				You will read shortly that as leaders themselves told us, none have ever got everything right. Most have travelled down those dead-end streets, sometimes with a high cost due to excessive optimism and expectations. At least they have tried. In doing so they have created a new resilience. They have stiffened institutional spines for the inevitability of unthinkables hitting them from left field or right field. They have established the urgency for a new, embedded culture of change. Universally the risks and setbacks have been worth it under the principle ‘nothing ventured, nothing gained’.

				Is there a greater willingness to show that new courage and humility? ‘We are seeing the rise of the new “humble CEO” – someone who talks about “we” rather than “I”,’ one leading Chairman told our study. Patricia Seemann agrees. She founded the 3am Group. It advises CEOs who are willing to air their new anxieties that – as the name suggests – keep them awake at night.58 ‘There are now some leaders who admit they do not have all the answers and are asking “Do I get the right set of skills capabilities, to come up with a couple of solutions that we can try out and see what works?” But we do not have a workforce who knows how to “follow” such leaders – with some exceptions. It is not that they are stupid; they have been beaten into that mould since the dawn of industrialisation.’ 

				That is the troubling question: how to break the armlock created by the cost of challenging conformity and risk aversion. Our tracking down of examples has revealed important possibilities. 

				The imperative for new will, speed, agility and a positive attitude to risk is paramount, whether in corporates or governments. Both face the same superhuman challenge. ‘The demands of frankness and honesty here are austere,’ said Professor Michael Ignatieff.59 ‘Careerists and “yes men” who are not warning their ministers are not doing their job. But the penalties for “Chicken Little, the sky is falling”60 – and then it not happening – are huge. So our systems reward “Keep calm, don’t make a crisis.” Our systems don’t reward Cassandras. Our systems don’t reward whistleblowers. Our systems punish them. Our systems don’t reward people who say, “This could be much worse than you imagine.”’ 

				In those words Ignatieff confirms the imposing nature of the cliff face of disruption to be climbed. One former official revealed the scale of the dilemma. ‘There is a fine line to be trodden – and I was very conscious of this when I was [job title redacted] – between saying the difficult things (but have an impact because they make people think differently) and just saying it so often and so wildly in areas that they’re not going to be able to do anything about that you just lose credibility because you’re banging on again, like Cassandra, about things that there is no capacity, resource, will or political willingness to do.’ 

				Our search for examples of solutions was driven by significant evidence of caution and greater concern about taking responsibility. The fear of making a CLM – a career-limiting move – was cited time and again as a massive psychological swerve for those below the leadership level to negotiate. If they dare, how can leaders inspire those who work for them to reverse this totally justifiable fear? This prompted the question we now address to all of you. How can you put in place a newly energised determination to overcome the default to the bureaucratic imperative of ‘managerialism’ when you are being ‘demotivated’ and ‘do not feel empowered’? 

				Many have described how what was once inspirational leadership acting on insight and vision has been replaced by that ‘managerialism’. Where is the space for the maverick? Why are those with ideas which are regarded by conformist minds as ‘wacky’ not given air, space and encouragement? After all, there is a good chance that they could be right! 

				Why all these suspicions and negatives? 

				Managerialism has in too many cases taken precedence over what should be the political priorities for understanding and action. This is especially true within public and government service.61 It constrains clarity of analysis. In turn this handicaps the radical thinking needed for action. In governments this is compounded by acute strains from multiple pressures, including austerity and spending cuts. Ever-tighter budget restrictions constrain the ability to think the unthinkable too. These cash-strapped ministries in particular are no longer equipped to handle the scale of multiple disruptive threats to their operational effectiveness with the kind of capacity, insight and commitment needed. 

				Which means we turn to that ugly but important word invented by one senior public sector insider: ‘de-responsibilisation’. Too many shared with us how ‘de-responsibilisation’ heightens fears that the personal cost of standing ground on facts and arguments is real, and therefore a big limiter for first imagining then tabling any unthinkables. This helps us to understand how risk-taking is discouraged. It stops dead the airing of what some view as the kind of maverick but well-informed analysis that is required to identify unthinkables. ‘This blame culture … has gone to the top,’ said a Whitehall observer. ‘This helps to explain why, increasingly, civil servants see it as career-limiting to be seen to go off-piste,’ explained one top business leader who has previously been a key player in civil service reform. Ngaire Woods, Dean of the Blavatnik School of Government at Oxford University, told us: ‘If you’re asked to write a policy brief, and you know that the minister’s not really going to read it, and that the minister’s actually asked his or her advisors to write a brief that’s more likely [to get a hearing], how much effort are you going to make on your own policy brief? You tell me!’62 

				These are big hurdles. But what follows are examples we have found of how they can be jumped with inspirational vigour and determination, both for the highest C-suite63 levels and – just as important – the Next Gen levels. 

				The barriers to the profound changes needed in mindset, culture and behaviour were openly crystallised for us by Lord Mark Price. He was in business for 33 years. He rose to become managing director of the supermarket giant Waitrose. He left the John Lewis Group as Deputy Chairman in 2016. Then for 17 months he was Minister for Trade and Investment in the UK government. He is now a prolific author and commentator and campaigner for change in the workplace.64 Now he can speak without corporate or government restrictions on what stands in the way of leaders doing what is needed to recalibrate leadership. 

				‘It’s about turning a whole company on its head and saying the answers are with our people, not with our management. … [But] people that are running our big companies have given their heart and soul for decades to get to that position. And once they have got there, their instinct is to preserve the status quo. It’s human to want to do that,’ Lord Price told us.65 ‘Where they are struggling is they can’t make their numbers add up any more. I think that’s causing them real angst. … CEOs are really struggling for an answer to the challenges of squeezed profitability and they are all opting for faster horses. … I think they’re getting an increasing amount of pressure. [In the UK] they have a pressure to deal with Brexit. They have a pressure to deal with shareholders and profitable returns. They’ve got a pressure from government saying that the system we have got isn’t working. They have a pressure from their workers who are saying this doesn’t feel fair to us. So they are managing multiple pressures and they are really struggling to find an answer for it. That is their challenge. If they had a more-engaged business they should be turning to the workers and saying, “Look, we have got some challenges here. How can we work through this together?” But they can’t do that, so what they will feel is a sense of isolation.’
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