
		
			[image: Cover for The Systems Leader: Mastering the Cross-Pressures That Make or Break Today's Companies, Author, Robert E. Siegel]
		

	
		
			Further praise for

			The Systems Leader

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“In this dynamic era of reinvention, the AI revolution, and nonstop change, every business leader can benefit from the experience and insights of a trusted advisor. The Systems Leader is Robert Siegel at his best—a wise, perceptive, and always practical guide to increasing resilience and agility, driving innovation and creating value.”

			—Julie Sweet, chair and CEO, Accenture

			“Robert Siegel, with his unique blend of practical experience and academic insight, offers a compelling exploration of the challenges facing today’s business leaders. Debunking the myth of the infallible leader, he presents a profile of a leader capable of navigating uncertainty and overcoming obstacles with humility and ambition.”

			—François-Henri Pinault, chairman and CEO, Kering

			“In times where the only constant is change, Robert Siegel’s new book, The Systems Leader, is a brilliant blueprint for navigating the turbulence. Siegel carefully dissects the unprecedented challenges CEOs face, making a compelling case that change is accelerating more rapidly than ever. He proposes a systematic leadership approach to these challenges organized around five major cross-pressures. His observations are based on his own extensive business and academic experience and interviews with dozens of successful business leaders. Although he proposes a systematic way to address challenges, it is refreshing that his approach leaves room for nuance and advocates balance in responding to challenges. This new book is a must-read for leaders in search of practical help to address a myriad of challenges.”

			—The Honorable Rob Portman, former United States senator (OH)

			“Robert Siegel is a dedicated lecturer, operator, and lifelong chronicler of innovation. In The Systems Leader, Siegel outlines profound technological and cultural change all leaders must now contend with, and how to preempt and respond to dramatic shifts that affect their daily actions. Siegel knows better than anyone that leadership is not just management; leaders of all kinds can benefit from his wisdom and stories of how to thrive in times of immense uncertainty.”

			—Katherine Boyle, general partner, Andreessen Horowitz

			“Navigating the many complex pressures of modern leadership, Systems Leadership is Robert Siegel’s new framework to equip leaders on how to harmonize execution with innovation, balancing stakeholder needs and cultivating a culture of accountability and understanding. This book is essential reading for anyone striving to thrive in today’s dynamic business landscape.”

			—Jochen Zeitz, president, CEO, and chairman, Harley-Davidson

			“Robert Siegel has an ability to break through the corporate facades we all present and deliver real insights into the challenges and learnings of a range of leaders. I learn about my own business when speaking with Robert and am delighted to see that I learn from others as well. If we avoid only one mistake or deliver one great insight as a result of reading this book, it’s a huge win—and I think there is a lot more than one apiece in this gem.”

			—Bill Winters, group chief executive, Standard Chartered

			“Systems Leadership is a powerful approach that helps leaders integrate challenges that seem like polar opposites (cross-pressures), allowing managers to drive great outcomes rather than make bad trade-offs. Having worked for a Systems Leader at Roblox, I can vouch for the power of the approach as companies navigate short- and long-term challenges in a highly competitive global economy. Robert’s writing is infused with great examples and all of the enthusiasm that he brings to the classroom.”

			—Michael Guthrie, CFO, Roblox

			“Leadership today isn’t just about hitting targets; it’s about thriving amid complexity and driving meaningful change. The Systems Leader is a master class in balancing bold innovation with execution. Robert Siegel captures the essence of what it takes to lead in a world where disruption is constant. This is the playbook for leaders who aren’t just adapting to change—they’re shaping it.”

			—Dara Treseder, chief marketing officer, Autodesk

			“Robert Siegel’s new book, The System Leader, opens up the dimensions of our complex world with the infinite possibilities and networks of dynamic impact. Robert has beautifully masterminded the framing and reframing of the critical changes of our time with practical approaches for leaders to face these questions. This book provides inspiring insights for anyone interested in the future of leadership.”

			—Pekka Ala-Pietilä, chairperson of the supervisory board, SAP; former president, Nokia Group

			“In this book, Robert Siegel articulately and empathetically summarizes the challenges facing the leaders I work with every day—pressures from rapidly evolving technology, chaotic geopolitics, and changing preferences among employees. But The Systems Leader also provides inspiration in the form of a framework for young and old leaders to thrive in this environment, drawing lessons from real-life examples observed throughout the many hats Robert has worn in his career. It’s a must-read for anyone aspiring to lead their organizations into the future.”

			—Sagar Sanghvi, CFO, Abridge; former partner, Accel; and CFO, Instacart

			“In this era of constant and unprecedented changes, leaders are tasked not only to manage both the short-term business and long-term strategic goals but also to align the interests of diverse stakeholders both within and outside the organization. Robert Siegel tackles this seemingly impossible task through his latest book, delving into real-life success stories of leading executives, offering insights and thought-provoking perspectives on how leaders can effectively create a harmonious yet accountable workforce and environment. The Systems Leader is an essential read for leaders seeking to thoughtfully explore and address the multifaceted demands of leadership today.”

			—Shigeki Yamaguchi, CEO, NTT DATA Institute of Management Consulting and QUNIE
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			To my teachers and mentors across the years—those who paved the way, those who walk beside me, and those who come after. Your wisdom has been a blessing.

		

	
		
			
				If [we] have seen further, it is by standing on the shoulders of Giants.

				—Sir Isaac Newton, 1675

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				The Tide Is Staying Out

				The Problem: Even Great Companies Face Cross-Pressures

				It’s 2:00 pm on a Tuesday in a classroom at Stanford, and I’m standing in front of seventy-five executives who work at companies from all over the world. For the past day and a half, these men and women have been listening to my colleagues speak on aspects of innovation and managing change in their organizations. I suspect that many are wondering what the title of my session, “Systems Leadership,” actually means.

				My first slide is just a brief quote: “Oh Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes-Benz?” I ask who recognizes it; about half of the audience raise their hands. The rest learn that it’s the first line of Janis Joplin’s classic 1971 song, “Mercedes-Benz.” Then I show these pictures I took in Stuttgart, Germany:

				
				
					
						[image: Grayscale photograph, an outside view of the Mercedes-Benz Museum.]
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				I tell them that 800,000 people a year visit the Mercedes-Benz Museum to admire hundreds of beautiful, historic cars, some of which go back to the company’s origins in the 1890s. I ask the room: “How many of you wish your company was so universally known and widely loved that rock stars would write songs about you and tourists would go out of their way to see your corporate museum?” Every hand flies up.

				“Mercedes-Benz[*] has all the advantages any company could dream of. It has one of the world’s most prestigious global brands. It has premium pricing power. It employs many of the industry’s most talented engineers and designers. It has superfans who won’t even consider driving other kinds of cars.”

				Then I throw a curveball: “But despite all of those advantages, this iconic company is facing serious challenges.”

				I go through some details from a Stanford University case study about the transition from gasoline-powered to electric vehicles, the rise of autonomous driving, the connectivity and digitization of the automobile, and the global boom in ride-sharing—all of which might pose existential threats to Mercedes-Benz. Of course the company’s leaders are investing in EV models; every automaker on Earth is doing that. They are also investing in software and autonomous driving. But the big questions are how much they should be investing and how quickly they should try to nudge their customers toward EVs and other innovations. Every dollar (or in this case, euro) invested in the future equals less profit this year.

				I ask the room to predict how long it will take for these trends to become existential threats to the company. We do a series of raised hands for different time frames; most think it will take ten to fifteen years. Then I point out that the average Fortune Global 250 CEO serves only 4.5 years and is compensated mainly via stock grants and stock options—whose value is largely tied to near-term growth and profits. Suddenly, what seemed like a no-brainer priority to go full speed ahead on innovation is a lot more complicated.

				I ask them to imagine being members of the Mercedes-Benz senior executive team. “Would you tell the CEO that these changes to the industry are existential threats, or merely evolutionary steps that can be managed without making radical changes? If they are existential, how much annual profit are you willing to sacrifice to catch up with Tesla and BYD? Which aspects of these transformations, such as software or batteries, would you design from scratch and own exclusively, even if that requires building entirely new competencies? Which aspects would you buy from partners, even if that means sacrificing some control and uniqueness? Is it safe to create a supply chain for building EVs in China, or would it be safer to refit some of your factories in Germany, even if that costs more? Would you focus on the large market for $30,000 EVs, like we see coming out of China, or the narrower market for $80,000 EVs?”

				These questions epitomize the concept of cross-pressure—that is, pressure to achieve seemingly contradictory goals at the same time. In this case, the leaders of Mercedes-Benz feel they must hit their profit targets this year without falling behind competitors in five years. Navigating these kinds of cross-pressures is hard, I tell my audience of executives. It’s hard if you have one of the world’s greatest brands. And it’s even harder if you don’t.

				As the session continues, I see that the room has perked up. People are nodding and engaging attentively. They know they need help because they, too, face cross-pressures in their own companies—more so with each passing year.

				The Context: Permanent Low Tide

				Warren Buffett famously said, “It’s only when the tide goes out that you learn who’s been swimming naked.” He was referring to economic cycles, which inevitably (if unpredictably) move through booms and busts. In some years, it seems like any businessperson can find success due to a healthy economy; in other years, the naked swimmers are exposed and humiliated. But leadership—actually running companies, departments, business units, or other organizations—is independent of cycles. When times get especially tough, leaders can’t count on the tide returning anytime soon. They might be facing powerful, compounding forces that will make it exceptionally difficult to fulfill their missions for years to come.

				Since the start of this century, businesses have confronted a host of extreme disruptions and transitions, including technological upheavals, economic instability, geopolitical conflicts and wars, a worldwide pandemic, a global financial crisis, the increasing rise of activist investors, and fundamental changes in the socioeconomic structure of society. While business leaders in every era of modern history have faced disruptions, we’ve never before seen such a constant, unrelenting, and diverse blend of them.

				Today’s leaders at all levels, from new startups to global giants, face cross-pressures from their bosses, investors, customers, peers, suppliers, and employees that their predecessors never did. And these stakeholders are sometimes far from aligned. Leaders face pressure to do opposing things at the same time, which can make them feel like no matter what they do or how well they do it, they are getting it all wrong. And these cross-pressures, while acutely felt, are rarely articulated in a way that makes them graspable and actionable.

				I’ve seen the impact of these cross-pressures firsthand—both as a teacher and a business practitioner. As a Lecturer in Management at Stanford’s Graduate School of Business, I host global CEOs and prominent executives who provide insights to my students about running real-world organizations. As an investor in startups around the world, I talk to entrepreneurs struggling to find clarity in the chaos of conflicting tensions. And as a consultant and executive education teacher, I see countless teams of managers, at all sorts of companies, struggling for a path forward.

				CEOs are far from the only ones feeling such cross-pressures. I’ve heard similar frustrations from a wide range of middle managers, business unit leaders, and entrepreneurs. The principles and rules of thumb that once guided them now seem less and less useful. These days it often feels like Warren Buffett’s tide is staying out, with no hint of when it might return.

				I have good news for them.

				The Solution: Systems Leadership

				I’ve spent the last eight years developing a new leadership framework in collaboration with Jeff Immelt, former CEO of General Electric. We call it Systems Leadership, and we’ve shared it not only with the students we coteach at Stanford but also with my consulting and executive education clients, with startup teams, and with leaders of all stripes. As you’ll see in chapter 2, it’s a “third way” that contrasts with both traditional, command-and-control leadership and disruptive, Silicon Valley–style leadership.

				We came up with the name as a play on “systems thinking,” a phrase technologists often use. Systems thinking was made popular by Peter Senge in his influential 1990 book, The Fifth Discipline. Senge emphasized the interplay of actions and reactions between components of any kind of system, and the importance of studying those relationships holistically, not as isolated parts. Whether one is trying to improve a car engine, heal a sick patient, or predict the weather, there are significant limitations to focusing on a single component rather than on the complex, simultaneous interactions of multiple forces.

				Thus, Jeff and I approached leadership not as a collection of discrete skills that one could learn in separate courses (finance, marketing, operations, and so on), but as a holistic, interdisciplinary path to figuring out the right things to do and then consistently accomplishing those goals. Systems Leadership includes strategies to balance short-term execution and long-term innovation, the needs of both internal and external stakeholders, holding employees accountable while treating them with respect and empathy, and much more.

				Systems Leadership resonates with virtually everyone I explain it to, because it gives leaders at all levels and in all industries a new language to discuss their biggest pain points and toughest trade-offs. It shows them how to address the cross-pressures they feel, instead of trying to wish away, steamroll, or run from them. It empowers them to be proactive instead of reactive, which helps them feel more in control of their own fate. It offers them a playbook for riding turbulent waves without drowning. In short, it takes them from chaos to clarity.

				We’ll get into the details soon, but the gist of Systems Leadership is reframing and learning how to master five key dimensions of cross-pressures that I’ve gleaned from years of studying and interviewing leaders. These dimensions are:

				
						
						Priorities: The need to succeed at both execution and innovation

					

						
						People: The need to project both strength and empathy

					

						
						Sphere of influence: The need to focus both internally and externally

					

						
						Geography: The need to think both locally and globally

					

						
						Purpose: The need to pursue both ambition and statesmanship

					

				

				These pressures, of course, don’t exist in silos. I believe the interdependence of these cross-pressures is a major reason why they feel so frustrating and complex. For instance, how you balance execution today and innovation for tomorrow affects how you manage your people, and vice versa. How you deal with both internal and external stakeholders is shaped by your company’s purpose, and the reverse is also true.

				Fair warning: Systems Leadership is not a magic bullet. I understand the appeal of books that claim to offer simple answers to complex challenges. But in my decades in business and academia, I have never seen any specific strategies or tactics that are guaranteed to elevate a company or career. Systems Leadership begins with embracing how much you don’t know at any given moment, and gives you a way to move forward with reasonable confidence but not delusional overconfidence. It’s only human to crave certainty, but true leaders accept that much of business (and life) depends on both contingencies and luck. You can make great decisions that factor in all the relevant probabilities but still get terrible results. Even clueless leaders can look like geniuses when times are good.

				This need for humility is especially true with respect to the five primary cross-pressures. For instance, it’s easy for me to say that you need to focus on both executing your current business plan and innovating for the future, but what does that mean in practice? Your time and energy are extremely limited, so how much of them should you devote to product development or other forms of innovation? I wouldn’t presume to tell you whether it’s 20 percent or 80 percent or anywhere in between. Nor will I make up some formula to decide for you. Instead, I offer a framework for you to do some well-informed wrestling with such trade-offs yourself, along with stories of how some of the best leaders I know have wrestled with them.

				The Interviewees

				In this book I will introduce you to a wide range of impressive leaders who have found themselves facing these turbulent cross-pressures in their roles. No one gets it right all the time, and it’s overly simplistic to divide leaders into sharp categories of winners and losers. For instance, Jeff Immelt worked at GE for thirty-five years, including sixteen as CEO. During most of that time he was hailed as one of the best corporate executives in the world—until he was widely blamed for all of his company’s problems. The truth is that he was neither perfect nor terrible; he was a talented CEO who did his best to confront extreme cross-pressures, many of them created by forces beyond his control, and others through his own choices.

				The Systems Leaders I’ve interviewed have climbed to the top echelons of their fields. They generally opened up to me with great candor, in conversations that went far beyond typical CEO interviews about new products and projected growth. Among those you’ll get to know:

				
						
						Revathi Advaithi at Flex

					

						
						Naomi Allen at Brightline Health

					

						
						Michael Dowling at Northwell Health

					

						
						Jim Fish at Waste Management

					

						
						Aaron Levie at Box

					

						
						Kathy Mazzarella at Graybar

					

						
						Khaldoon Al Mubarak at Mubadala

					

						
						François-Henri Pinault at Kering

					

						
						Charlie Scharf at Wells Fargo

					

						
						Julie Sweet at Accenture

					

						
						Bill Winters at Standard Chartered

					

						
						Anne Wojcicki at 23andMe

					

						
						Jochen Zeitz at Harley-Davidson

					

				

				What unites these and other diverse Systems Leaders is that none claim to be heroic role models whom the rest of us should emulate. They all face nonstop ambiguities, uncertainties, and problems that have no clear solution. They all recognize and admit that they don’t get every decision right. Yet they all have a lot to teach us—not what to think, but how to think about our own unique situations.

				Where I’m Coming From

				Since we all have biases shaped by our experiences, I should tell you a bit more about myself before we continue.

				One of my first jobs after college and graduate school was at Intel during its glory days as a foundational player in the personal computer revolution of the 1990s. I was fortunate to serve as a manager in the company’s Corporate Business Development group, and then as a product manager in a business unit. I also had the good luck to work closely with our legendary CEO, Andy Grove, who in retrospect was a Systems Leader decades before we envisioned that concept. Andy was one of the most driven and brilliant leaders I’ve ever met, a master of everything from running a high-tech factory efficiently to understanding global interdependencies. (I remember him saying in 1993, in regard to the United States and China, that no country will ever go to war with another if that’s where they place their factories. His insights have held up for more than three decades, even through increasing geopolitical tensions.)

				After leaving Intel in 1998, I founded one startup and was an executive in another; I would later return to the tech startup world as an early-stage venture capital investor and an adviser to founders. Those roles gave me new perspectives on the ways that startup leadership is both similar to and extremely different from corporate leadership. It was exciting to work with visionaries who embraced cutting-edge technologies and wanted to change the world. But just like big companies, startups could only survive if they got good at the practical details of delivering goods and services, on time and on budget.

				Along the way, I did a stint at another famous global corporation, General Electric. GE taught me the importance of people development and how an exceptional investment in talent can be a huge competitive advantage, increasing loyalty while building a deep bench of new leaders. GE also trained me to appreciate the executional rigor required to manufacture high-quality goods in high volumes around the globe. A commitment to both excellence and scale ran throughout the organization.

				Meanwhile, in 2003, I started teaching and researching at the Stanford Graduate School of Business, which gave me yet another way of seeing the world. My experiences as an operating executive, investor, consultant, and board member helped me be a better teacher, while the insights I gained from studying and writing about companies with academic detachment helped in my other roles. As I have increased my activities and taught nine different courses at Stanford over the years, I’ve gotten to know companies across different geographies, industries, and stages, and I’ve observed the best (and worst) practices of many organizations.

				After wearing all these hats, I like to think I can offer a perspective on highly effective leadership. And I’m passionate about sharing what I have learned.

				What’s Ahead

				Here’s what you can expect in the pages ahead.

				Part 1 will give you deeper understanding of the perfect storm of unprecedented forces now causing chaos at many organizations. It shows the grim consequences faced by leaders who failed to respond to those challenges with appropriate thoughtfulness and gravitas. Then the book turns to introducing the concept of Systems Leadership and some of the amazing men and women who already apply it, even if they don’t use that terminology.

				Part 2 digs more deeply into the five major cross-pressures that tend to recur—priorities, people, sphere of influence, geography, and purpose—and strategies for navigating them. It also highlights the fascinating, candid, sometimes deeply personal stories of my interviewees, many of which have never been shared publicly until now.

				By the time you finish the book, I hope you’ll agree that even though running any kind of business is harder than ever in many ways, great leadership is still both possible and worth the effort. If you want to improve your corner of the world while also reaching your personal and professional goals, I can’t think of a better strategy than studying and practicing Systems Leadership.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* In 2022, the company known as Daimler split in two, spinning off its truck business as Daimler Truck. The car company is now called The Mercedes-Benz Group AG, or simply “Mercedes-Benz” in casual use.
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			Why Is Leadership So Hard These Days?

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Perfect Storm of Chaotic Forces

			Pulled in Opposite Directions

			In the mid-2000s I ran the video surveillance division of GE Security—one of the most rewarding leadership roles I’ve ever held. We made high-quality cameras and video recording equipment for companies that needed to protect their operations. It was a strong B2B model, with great people, steady growth, and reliable profitability. There was just one problem: our industry was about to transform from analog to digital video. You didn’t need to be a futurist to see that digital was on the path to becoming both cheaper and more convenient. If my unit didn’t get a jump on that transition, it wouldn’t matter how much our customers liked us or how much they trusted the GE brand. They’d switch to another vendor for video surveillance.

			We needed to offer a high-end digital video management system, which is basically a complex software overlay that controls networked cameras, the recording process, and the storage of digital video. We could either build our own proprietary system or acquire one from an independent company. This was a classic “make or buy” problem that almost every company confronts at some point and learns to evaluate. By my math, it would take six quarters to build and launch a digital offering (perhaps twice as long as it would take to buy one), and we’d have to invest roughly $2.5 million of our $19 million quarterly profit for each of the six quarters. But that would still be cheaper than buying someone else’s system, and it would give us the freedom to control quality and features. The investment seemed like a no-brainer to maintain our lead in the market.

			When I explained the situation to my boss, however, I learned that it wasn’t so simple. He said that if I wanted to spend an additional $2.5 million per quarter on R&D, I’d need to come up with an extra $5 million in revenue to make up for it, so our profit wouldn’t take a hit. I replied that if I had an easy way to sell another $5 million of product per quarter, wouldn’t we already be doing it? I stressed that if we stuck with our status quo offerings, this year’s numbers would still be strong, but we’d start bleeding customers within eighteen to twenty-four months.

			We danced around this topic for more than an hour, as I tried to convince my boss that this was a necessary—even existential—step for our business. He kept challenging me to find some other way to pay for it. If the world was changing, it was my responsibility to sustain our current profits while also finding more money to pay for the investment.

			Finally, my boss shook his head and firmly said, “Rob, you’re missing the point. In eighteen months, you and I will both be in different jobs. And the way for you to get a better new job is to hit your targets this year. The CFO is counting on your profits to subsidize other divisions that underperform. If you spend all that money on R&D, you and I will take the pain this year, but we’ll get none of the benefit in two years when revenue comes in. By then you and I will be in different roles.”

			I was simultaneously stunned, perplexed, and angry. How had my boss become so short-sighted? Weren’t leaders like us expected to pursue long-term domination of our markets? Why were my personal incentives misaligned with GE’s best interests? Why couldn’t we find a way to execute now while still innovating for the future?

			Long story short, my unit didn’t invest in the digital transition, and I left GE a few months later. One reason I departed was my frustration that the balance between short-term and long-term priorities in my division had gotten out of whack. I hated feeling pulled in opposite directions.

			About eighteen months after I resigned, I got a surprise call from the senior executive at GE who had replaced my former boss shortly before my departure. We hadn’t worked together long and weren’t close, but Jerry was a thoughtful and considerate leader. He told me that the scenario I’d predicted was coming true; the video surveillance unit had already lost half its revenue to competitors with digital offerings. “We should have listened to what you said before you left.”

			I replied, “Jerry, I really appreciate the update. But I didn’t want to be right—I wanted us to win. I wanted us to do the right thing. It still breaks my heart that the company couldn’t get it done, and I feel like I failed because I couldn’t convince people to go with the plan.”

			I didn’t have a name for my experience at the time, but the dynamic I encountered at GE was a classic cross-pressure. The top leaders talked about investing for the future, but other parts of the company signaled that short-term financial targets were the true priority. The unspoken culture was that leaders who missed their numbers lost their jobs, but if you found a way to ignore the problem, you could pass the buck to someone else.

			Another thing I didn’t realize at the time was that such cross-pressures were becoming both more common and more intense, for all sorts of leaders around the world.

			Future Shock on Steroids

			A book that has stuck in my head for many years is Alvin Toffler’s Future Shock, the 1970 bestseller about the forces transforming the world. He argued that the rate of change of different aspects of modern life—technological, economic, and social—had accelerated beyond the human capacity to adapt to those changes. As a result, Toffler predicted drastic upheavals in how we all lived and worked. He was decades ahead of his time in foreseeing the boom in personal computers, migration into cities, and fast fashion. He even popularized the phrase information overload to stress that humans weren’t built to handle the modern flood of continuous inputs.

			It’s ironic that from the perspective of the 2020s, Toffler’s era looks calm and peaceful, a paradise of easily manageable information flows. Those of us who began our careers before ubiquitous cell phones, email, and texting can get nostalgic for leaving work fully behind at the end of each day. The limits of technology enforced a de facto work-life boundary; almost no boss would call us at home except in a true emergency. So I wasn’t surprised when a 2023 poll found that “most Americans would prefer to live in a simpler era before everyone was obsessed with screens and social media, and this sentiment is especially strong among older Millennials and Gen Xers. Asked whether they would like to return to a time before…people had wide access to the internet and smartphones, 77% of Americans aged 35–54 said they would.”[1]

			Despite his foresight, even Toffler couldn’t have predicted the stunning acceleration of technological change since roughly the year 2000. Every piece of data that could be digitized has been digitized. Every product that could be upgraded by adding microchips, Radio Frequency Identification (RFID), and/or GPS has been upgraded. Robotics and artificial intelligence are improving every month. Cybersecurity is becoming a bigger and more complex challenge. Even accidental glitches, like the global computer outage caused by a faulty CrowdStrike software update in July 2024, now have bigger consequences than ever before. Staying on top of these and other technological changes, as well as knowing how to deploy resources to address them, can be overwhelming for most businesspeople.

			You’ve probably seen a graph similar to the one on the this page, showing the steadily increasing pace of mass adoption of transformative technologies.[2] Whereas it took almost fifty years for a quarter of Americans to have used electricity, more than thirty-five years for the telephone, and twenty-five years for television, it took less than three years for more than 25 percent of the U.S. population to use Generative AI. How much shorter will future lines be for other innovations that are still ramping up? We’re living through Future Shock on steroids.

			Moreover, tech innovation is only one of multiple forces that can contribute to a widespread sense of dislocation and unease. And those other forces have also accelerated in this century—arguably just as rapidly and distressingly as technology has accelerated. A piece in The Guardian in December 2019 offered a pithy and dismal summary of the 2010s: “There have been crises of democracy and the economy; of the climate and poverty; of international relations and national identity; of privacy and technology. There were crises at the start of the decade, and there are crises now. Some of them are the same crises, unsolved. Others are like nothing we have experienced before…. It has often felt as if everything is up for grabs—from the future of capitalism to the future of the planet—and yet nothing has been decided.”[3]

			
				
					[image: Graph title, Generative AI Has a Steeper Initial Adoption Curve Than Other Recent Technologies.]
				

			

			We can sort these nontechnological upheavals into several distinct buckets:

			
					
					Economic dislocation. We’ve experienced a nearly nonstop economic roller coaster—from the dotcom crash to the bubble of the mid-2000s; to the global financial crisis and the worst recession since the Great Depression; to the uneven economic growth of the 2010s, with prosperity seemingly concentrated in only a few industries and areas; to the COVID supply shocks and layoffs; to the return of significant inflation.

				

					
					Ubiquitous globalization. Not so long ago, it was almost exclusively giant corporations that had to figure out how to do business internationally. But today even small startups feel pressure to seek supply chains and customer bases across borders and oceans, which exposes them to complex international issues and unanticipated risks. With the growth of communication and collaboration tools, even small companies can sell internationally in ways previously not possible.

				

					
					Political instability. For all the downsides of the Cold War era, at least it offered a degree of predictability in international and domestic politics. But our century has seen greater political instability worldwide, including the rise of various extreme movements and even small countries willing to curtail democratic processes to achieve their goals and upend the international order. Such instability makes everything harder for business leaders.

				

					
					Changing labor force dynamics. Generational attitudes toward work are substantively different from the past. Newcomers to the working world generally used to accept the norms of their elders, even if they quietly disagreed with those norms. But Millennials and especially Gen Z have been far more outspoken about what they expect from employers and how they expect to be treated.

				

					
					Changing expectations on social issues. Workers have pushed companies to take public positions on societal challenges, reversing the traditional norm that most companies would avoid politics and controversial debates (such as abortion rights) to focus on their own business imperatives. Even if there has been some rebalancing of expectations on companies speaking up on social issues over the last couple of years, the business environment is very different today than ten or twenty years ago.

				

					
					Changing expectations for personal development. Another norm that has seemingly changed forever is that employees used to be responsible for their own work-life balance, career development, and personal needs. Now managers are increasingly expected to pay close attention to such matters for their teams, or face significant disapproval.

				

					
					“Black swan” shocks. One major lesson of the pandemic was that virtually all leaders, in both the public and private sectors, were unprepared for a prolonged, unexpected disruption to the status quo. In general, we’ve gotten much better in recent decades at modeling predictable trends, but not at anticipating extremely rare “black swan” events, to use the term popularized by Nassim Nicholas Taleb.[4] We also learned that such shocks are especially vexing if they require collective action across many public and private organizations, on a global scale.

				

					
					Conflicts over climate change. Science shows that the

				

					
					
				

			

			
			How This Perfect Storm Drives Cross-Pressures on Leaders

			
			
			
			
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			Priorities: “It’s a Lot Harder Now”

			
			
			
			
			
			People: “We Can’t Have Blinders On”

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Sphere of Influence: “Confidence and Reputation Really Do Matter”
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			Purpose: The Need for Nuanced Thinking About Complex Issues
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