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“The illiterate of the twenty-first century will not be those who cannot read and write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn.”
Alvin Toffler
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“Only those who risk going too far can possibly find out how far one can go.”    T. S. Eliot



In 1983, in a place that seemed peripheral on the map—Fremantle, in Western Australia, far from the great yachting centres of the world—a group of engineers, designers, and sailors decided to challenge one of the most solid sporting traditions of modern history: the America’s Cup.

For 132 years, the trophy had belonged to the New York Yacht Club. More than a century of uninterrupted supremacy, with million-dollar campaigns and the best naval talent available to the defenders. Nothing suggested that an Australian team, working from “the end of the world”, could change that story.

And yet, Australia II did.

The feat is often told as a story of technical innovation: a revolutionary winged keel designed by Ben Lexcen; a hull optimised in water tunnels; design decisions taken with limited resources, far from the major shipyards of Europe and the United States. But behind the engineering, there was something more profound: a different way of thinking about the problem.

Instead of accepting that the only way to compete was to replicate traditional models, the Australian team decided to explore the limits of the rulebook, to look at wind and water differently, and to take a risk on a solution that many considered almost heretical. It was not just a question of technical talent; it was a mental bet: leaving behind the safety of the known, in a high-pressure environment, to explore a new path.

In a sense, Australia II did more than win a race. It showed that, from a geographically and economically “disadvantaged” position, it is possible to redefine the rules of an established game by combining technical rigour with a genuinely exploratory mindset.

That is the doorway into this book.

The story of Australia II is not the only one that helps us understand what it means to lead in uncertain environments. Long before that regatta, another leader faced a scenario in which carefully crafted plans began to make little sense: Ernest Shackleton and the Endurance expedition to Antarctica.

His original objective was clear—almost simple at a conceptual level: to cross the Antarctic continent from sea to sea. The plan was well prepared, the men carefully selected, the ship outfitted for the ice. However, reality imposed itself with a brutality no amount of planning could avoid: the Endurance became trapped, was crushed by the ice, and eventually sank. The expedition, as initially conceived, ceased to exist.

At that point, Shackleton did something that very few plans allow: he changed the goal. The “summit” was no longer to cross Antarctica; the summit became that no man should die. The journey stopped being a geographic expedition and turned into an operation of survival and human leadership. And in this new context, other protagonists emerged: the Chilean Navy and the courage of the crew of the small steam tug Yelcho, which set sail in mid-winter from Punta Arenas towards the Antarctic seas under the command of pilot Luis Pardo to complete one of the most remarkable rescues in polar history, through one of the most treacherous passages: the Drake sea.

Decades later, in 1992, a group of Chilean mountaineers decided to face another extreme scenario: the East Face of Everest, the so-called “Forgotten Face”, above the Kangshung Glacier. Instead of joining the more crowded routes, the expedition chose a remote, complex wall that had barely been climbed. It operated on a frugal budget, lean logistics, and a team of seven people who assumed much of the route would be defined as they went.

The summit reached on 15 May 1992, by Juan Sebastián Montes, Cristián García-Huidobro, and Rodrigo Jordán, was the third ascent of that face. But, as in Shackleton’s case, the most important thing was not only the highest point, but the way the journey was approached: rigorous preparation, limited resources, complex decisions in moments of absolute risk, and a very clear understanding that, in the mountains, the real test is to come back alive, not just to reach the top.

Australia II, Shackleton–Yelcho, and Everest 1992 belong to very different worlds—elite yacht racing, polar exploration, and extreme mountaineering—but they share a pattern: the combination of preparation and exploration in contexts where terrain becomes unpredictable.

At first glance, the world of extreme expeditions seems to live in a different galaxy from technology projects in companies: a new ERP module, a fleet of autonomous trucks, a data platform, generative artificial intelligence systems, changes in digital business models, and so on.

However, when you look more closely, an uncomfortable connection appears: in both cases, decisions must be made in environments where information is incomplete, the risks are real, and the consequences of getting it wrong can be very high.

In many organisations, technology adoption is still imagined as something relatively linear: a solution is selected, an implementation plan is drawn up, the plan is executed, and once the system is installed, the organisation “adapts”. Big Gantt charts, go-live dates and steering committees suggest a world in which, with enough effort, everything can be kept under control.

Reality is usually different.

The problem is that adopting the technological innovations that matter most for organisations today—such as artificial intelligence, advanced automation, autonomous machinery, data platforms, or new digital business models—rarely amounts to simply adding one more piece to an already established system. On the contrary, incorporating these technologies rearranges processes, professional identities, power structures, and organisational cultures simultaneously, thereby turning their adoption into a transformation project.

The language of complexity theory provides one perspective that helps explain why this is so different, and in particular, the Cynefin framework, which this book will use to refer to the complex domain: contexts where causes and effects are not linear and where learning is part of everyday work, not something done only at the beginning (see Annex 1).

Throughout the book, two concepts will be used that warrant clarification from the outset: the standard mindset and the exploration mindset.

The standard mindset dominates when the world is perceived as something that can be planned, controlled, and optimised. It is the mindset that made mass production, continuous improvement, reduced variability, and operational efficiency possible. It is valuable and necessary when the problem is clear or difficult but manageable through expert analysis.

The exploration mindset is what is required when the terrain is complex. It does not abandon discipline or preparation, but it understands that an essential part of the work consists of learning while moving forward, using pilots, small, well-chosen teams, and successive cycles of test–adjust–scale.

Organisations are usually very well trained in the standard mindset. They have built their success on stable processes, clear indicators, and structures designed to repeat what works. The challenge appears when they face technological innovations that cannot be integrated with a “plug-and-play” logic, because they imply changing the very way the organisation creates value.

In those cases, insisting on the standard mindset—big, closed plans, big-bang deployments, triumphant announcements—is not just ineffective; it can be dangerous. Data on cost overruns, delays, and partial failures in large-scale technology projects show that continuing to do “more of the same” with better PowerPoint is not a safe option.

This book does not aim to be a catalogue of technologies or a technical manual. It does not explain in detail how a machine-learning algorithm works, nor does it compare brands of autonomous trucks or ERP providers. That type of analysis is necessary, but it belongs elsewhere.

The focus here is different: how to adopt technological innovations in a complex world, especially in organisations that may not develop the technology themselves but must incorporate it deeply into the way they operate.

There is one principle running through the whole book: solutions must be human and put human beings at the centre.

Technology adoption does not happen in the abstract. It happens in people who wonder whether they will still have a job, who feel pride in what they know how to do, who fear being replaced or ignored, and who are willing to learn as long as the effort makes sense and they feel treated with respect.

An exploration mindset that ignores fear, dignity, and meaning is incomplete. It may deploy good tools—pilots, dashboards, committees, indicators—but it will end up generating silent resistance, cynicism, or simple disengagement.

The rest of the book develops, in more detail, a simple and demanding idea: in a world where the most relevant technological innovations play out in complex terrain, the difference between surviving, stagnating, or leading does not lie only in the technology chosen, but in the mindset with which the decision is made to adopt it.
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