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STAYING ENGAGED AND 
FLEXIBLE IS KEY TO 
NAVIGATING OUR ERA 
OF POLYCRISIS. THE 
CHALLENGES CAN SEEM 
OVERWHELMING, BUT ONE 
THING IS INCREASINGLY 
CLEAR: IF WE'RE GOING 
TO MAKE IT OUT OF THESE 
DARK TIMES, IT WILL BE A 
COLLABORATIVE EFFORT.

Leading
with vo e l
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Germany 
reverses its 
stance on 
nuclear power
Germany 
announces a 
plan to phase 
out all of its 
nuclear power 
plants by 2022.
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JANUARY 2011

Think:Act 16
Rethinking 
Growth

08

ow do you know that your chief 
executive is not a deepfake clone? To be more  
precise: That WhatsApp message you just received 
from a strange but secretive source, followed by a 
voice note which sounded very much like your boss 
… can you believe it, or not? It is not a frivolous ques-
tion. The Times reported this summer that "at least 
five FTSE 100 companies and one FTSE 250 company 
have been subject to impersonation attacks this 
year," and these are just the reported cases. 

THE REAL FACTS OF BUSINESS LIFE are challenging 
enough without the virtual – and the fake – world 
providing more headaches for the C-suite. But at a 
time when we have learned to talk of the  global 
"polycrisis" and the confusion it brings, it is not 
surprising if leaders are susceptible to being 
scammed as they seek inspiration from a variety of 
 sources. "We are caught in a historical moment," 
says  Gianpiero Petriglieri, associate professor of 
organisational behaviour at INSEAD. "Leaders risk 
 being overwhelmed by the scale of the  challenges," 
agrees Laura Empson, professor in the manage-
ment of professional services firms at Bayes 
 Business School, City, University of London.

One business book publisher recently sent this 
author a list of its new and forthcoming  titles, and 
these included Toolkit for Turbulence,  Adaptive 
 Resilience, Strategy in the Age of  Disruption and 
 Leading with Vulnerability. Happy days are  clearly 
not here again – yet. What is the nature of this 
 leadership crisis, and how can we find a way 

ON YOUR LEVEL  
The fastest-growing 
organizations are 
ditching  hierarchical  
leadership models  
in favor of collective 
methods that bolster 
their ability to adapt.

H

COLLAGE: MIKE MCQUADE | PHOTO: DRPIXEL/GETTY IMAGES

57 Think:Act  44
2

0
2

5
—

2
0

4
4

S

M

T

W

T

F

S

M

S

T

W

T

F

S

S

M

T

W

T

F

S

M

M

S

T

T

W

W

T

T

F

F

S

S

S

S

04

11

18

25

08

15

22

29

01

05

12

19

26

03

10

17

24

31

07

14

21

28

05

12

19

26

2038 NovemberJuly SeptemberAugust October December

NOVEMBER 2038

Y2K 2.0
Awareness of the 
Y2K38 problem 
(similar to the 
Y2K Bug) grows, 
with heightened 
media attention.
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greatest management writer  Peter  Drucker, that 
businesses have one key goal or  purpose: to find a 
customer and keep it. "The  fastest-growing firms 
are no longer preoccupied with  inert  methods  
and processes,  hierarchical  control,  outputs and 
pro  fits – a way of managing that  results in low 
 capacity to adapt and  innovate and low  levels of 
staff engage ment," he wrote  recently. "The  fastest- 
growing firms embody  dynamic mindsets that lead 
to value  creation, empowerment, collaborative 
 networks and process- enabled outcomes, and 
 faster growth.  Power has shifted to customers who 
have new  options and  information about those 

through it? We face "complex situations in which 
there isn't an obvious answer or clear choice, and 
solving problems depends on the brainpower and 
engagement of everyone, not just the 
top leaders," as Herminia Ibarra, pro-
fessor of organisational behavior at 
London Business School, has put it. 

Ibarra argues that learning and 
adaptability are vital when there is so 
much uncertainty. She lists five critical 
leadership skills which she says will 
help organizations learn and adapt. 
These are:  

�   Crosscutting: Develop networks 
that include a diversity of people 
and make new connections. Have 
lunch with someone you don't 
know so well for a change!

 �  Collaborating: Foster psychological safety to 
increase team performance and to  encourage 
people to feel good about speaking up. Less of 
the "vigorous  advocacy" and kowtowing to the 
Highest Paid  Person's Opinion (hippo). 

  �  Coaching: Have critical conversations that  
help  develop others' potential, with leaders 
resisting the instinct to tell people what to 
think and what to do.

 �  Culture shaping: Shape organizational culture 
by molding and embedding useful corporate 
practices, while "taking a wrecking ball" to 
those which have shown that they no  longer 
serve any productive purpose. 

 �  Connecting: Grow in empathy and authentic 
leadership. "Today more than ever who you are 
and how you connect to others matters," Ibarra 
points out.

This is a helpful checklist. And perhaps there are 
already some very good examples out there of 
 managers and leaders doing the right thing and 
succeeding by it. In a series of recent blog posts for 
Forbes, the management writer Steve Denning has 
been  arguing that some of the most prominent and 
successful names in business have been getting a 
few basic (and not mysterious) things right for 
some time. It starts with the familiar but too  often 
 neglected thought, popularized by the original and 
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Think:Act 15
Complexity 

27

Mobile Think:Act
The first digital 
version for iPad 
makes its debut.

29

Think:Act 15
"There’s no 
sense in 
sprucing up a 
commercial if 
you’re putting 
out the same 
message 
as your 
competitors."
Philip Kotler,
Marketing expert
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options…Sothesefirmsrecognizethattheymust
understandanddelightcustomersasanecessary
priorsteptomakingmoney,andmustcreatenew
businessmodels,"headded.

THIS MUCH IS CLEAR. Butcarryingitoutisnotalways
straightforward.Thereareusuallylegacyissuesof
cultureandpracticetodealwith;butalsothe
classicdilemmaofthe"knowing-doinggap,"as
StanfordprofessorsBobSuttonandJeffPfeffer
labeledit.Anditisatthispointthatalleyes,both
insideandoutsidetheorganization,turntothe
leaderandthequestionisasked:Whatareyou
goingtodotofixourproblems?Whoisincharge
aroundhere?Perhapsthisisnotreallyafair(or
sensible)question.AsEmpsonargues,thebigprob-
lemsweallfaceinbusinessare"toocomplicatedto
besolvedbyindividualleaders."Aworldfacinga
polycrisisneedscollectiveleadership.

Empsonhasbeenstudyingprofessionalservice
firms–lawyers,accountants,managementconsul-
tants–formostofheracademiccareer.Itishere
shehasobservedthepotentialbenefitsofshared
andcollectiveleadership,incontrasttothemyth-
ologyandwishfulthinkingwhichliesbehindthe
ideaoftheleaderasaheroicsoloist."Collective
leadershipisanantidotetothat[mythology],"she
says."Wehavealwaysturnedto'heroic'leadersin
timesofcrisis,"sheadds.Thisiswherepopulism
drawsitsstrength.Populists"createaspurious
senseofcertainty,"sheadds."Buttodayatworkwe
haveacomplexcoalitionofcolleagues:

ONE BIG NETWORK  
Leadership models 
and organizations 
are often described 
as machines, but 
it may be better 
to see them as 
 interconnected, 
with a face behind 
each screen. 

Two things need 
to happen: Shit 
has to get done, 
and people have 

to be held 
together 
and moved.
Gianpiero 
Petriglieri, 
Associate 
professor  
at INSEAD
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The Antarctic Treaty
the 1959 treaty formed 
between 12 countries 
is expanded to include 
regulations for sustainable 
resource extraction and 
environmental protection.

05

FEB. 2039

The first 
trillionaire
An investor 
in renewable 
energy is 
the world's 
first person 
to reach 
 personal 
wealth in 
the trillions.
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nonhierarchical,  multigenerational. 
This breaks down the old  distinction 
between leaders and  followers. It is  
a world where  everyone – and no one –  
is a leader." 

The post-pandemic world has also 
 introduced an  existential crisis in our 
relationship with work. But the  current 
generation of leaders may struggle to 
answer these questions.  According to 
Empson: "The future of work isn't out there, it has 
to be cocreated." And this is why leadership may 
start to look very different in a range of settings, 
she believes. "In a polycrisis you can't just drive 
into it in a conventional way. You need a multi-
layered and pluralistic approach. These problems 
are  interconnected."

Lastly, what about women and leadership? 
wonders Epson. "They may have a different relation-
ship with hierarchy. Women may respond to a lack 
of power by finding collective power." Empson has 
support from elsewhere in academia. Archie Brown, 
emeritus professor of politics at Oxford  University, 
made some similar arguments in his 2014 book 
The Myth of the Strong Leader. He too favors what 
he calls "collegial leadership" over those who "dom-
inate colleagues and concentrate decision-making 
in their own hands."

SO, HOW ELSE CAN WE BE CERTAIN that the boss is not a 
deepfake, or a robot? Clearly, they need to pass a 
human being test. Gianpiero  Petriglieri's  latest work, 
set out in a 15-minute YouTube talk, discusses "lead-
ership as a kind of love." That's right: love. Petriglieri 
makes a beautifully simple point. He says that, if you 
want your people to move (to change, to act differ-
ently), then they have to be moved – emotionally. 
Robots and deepfakes can't do this. Leaders will have 
to show some humanity if they want a human 
 response. "I am trying to reconcile people with their 
experience," he  explains. "So much of our writing 
–  academic or practitioner – really divorces leader-
ship from  people's daily  experience. It 
 dehumanizes it, either making it too 
virtuous, too pure, or too mechan ical. 
So the  leader either  becomes this kind 
of saint, an anointed person, purpose-
ful and values-based, or this kind of 
 Machiavellian mechanic."

How do his students and  executive 
clients react when he talks about  
leadership as a kind of love? "People 

 respond in a very interesting way," he says. "Most 
people tell me – 'oh my God, that is so interesting 
and so refreshing, and I completely endorse that, 
but I bet you have lots of people who find it strange.' 
So they always project the foreignness of this idea 
onto someone else. 'I would like it, but I can't …' 
But to say that leadership is a kind of love does not 
mean that leadership is good. There is a range. The 
worst kind of love is narcissistic. 'I don't actually 
love you, I love myself in your  presence.' Love can 
be a kind of language that is used to justify your 
views. Abusive leadership can be like this. The most 
common experience is of mediocre love: 'I love you, 
but I'm afraid of that, and so I will try to control 
you.' The leadership is diminished by the impossi-
bility of letting go of control. The best kind of love 
is the most difficult: How do I really see you? How 
do I set you free? I think leadership has that range. 

THE NEAREST EXIT 
A strong workplace 
network can help see 
what might make 
someone leave 
an organization 
– and what might 
make them stay. 
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Think:Act 13
Nassim Nicholas Taleb, then a 
risk management professor, 
writes on predicting the future.
→See Margaret  Heffernan's 
response and a fresh view 
on the subject on p.8
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Think:Act 12
Astrid Awards 
for Design 
Communications
Winner (Honors)

27

JUNE 2010

Think:Act 14
Together En 
Route to Growth

24

Think:Act audio
A new audio 
feature debuts on 
an included CD.

29

APRIL 2010

Think:Act 13
Strategy in  
Times of Crisis
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It can be abusive – or at least constraining. At its 
best it can be liberating. And when I qualify it in 
that way, many people go 'oh, yes.'"

THE METAPHOR WORKS. Charismatic leaders perform 
a kind of seduction. But then what? "The arc of the 
charismatic leader is always an impossible  ascent 
and an inevitable disappointment,"  Petriglieri says. 
"That's because the seduction is so intense, and  
then there is no way it can deliver. Everyone is into 
 ‘passion'! But passion has to evolve into something  
more stable and reliable. "Indiscriminate  seduction,  
which stops, is the mark of the  insecure character. 
Leadership theory caters to that insecure  masculinity 
which actually becomes toxic. It  seduces but then 
doesn't know what to do next."

Petriglieri's discourse about love surrounds 
 humanizing leadership. "Our theories and especially 
our practices are still attached to a metaphor of 
 machinery," he explains. "The love metaphor is a 
way to get away from the mechanistic. I do this in 
class – I say: If you thought about love what would 
you worry about? Am I loving the right people or am 
I wasting my time? Am I really caring? Do I get love 
back? Do I get hurt? People respond because it gives 
them a lens. Two things need to happen for any 
 organization to exist. Shit has to get done, and peo-
ple have to be held together and moved."

And of course, love provides armor against AI, 
robots and algorithms. "Algorithms are Taylorist 
wet dreams," Petriglieri says [see box at left]. It's 
digital indoctrination … the Taylorist dream can 
be realized. "To me love is the antidote to that. The 
best kind of love is an investment. And it's a liber-
ation. It's the opposite of an indoctrination." The 
way through our current troubles, then, will  involve 
collective leadership, adaptability and a  human 
 response. We should not be shy about that. As the 
poet W.H. Auden once wrote: "We must love one 
another or die."

ONE HUNDRED YEARS  
OF MANAGEMENT IDEAS 
Every era has its own idea of how to run a company.

TAYLORISM
Frederick Winslow 
Taylor published 
The Principles 
of Scientific 
Management in 
1909, codifying his 
belief in efficiency 
at work. Taylorism 
may have been well 
intentioned but can 
justify harsh and 
inhuman practices. 

MBO
Management by 
Objectives was an 
idea developed 
by Peter Drucker 
in 1954. It had a 
plausible common- 
sense factor: keep 
objectives in mind. 
The difficulty came 

when objectives 
were in conflict, or 
became too rigid.

TQM
Total Quality 
Management was 
developed by US 
business guru W. 
Edwards Deming, 
but perfected in 
post-war Japan. 
Again, what started 
off as a good idea 
became distorted, 
causing a loss of 
faith in the very 
idea of "quality."

BPR
Business Process 
Reengineering was 
seen as a panacea 
for a recessionary 

1980s world. The 
book Reengineering 
the Corporation by 
Michael Hammer 
and James Champy  
advocated radical 
surgery, which 
sometimes paid off 
– but also left some 
corporate patients 
in a worse state.

AGILE
Emerging from the 
high-tech world, 
agile has been held 
up as an answer to 
the corporation’s 
problems. But it is 
not for everyone. 
The principles – of 
being responsive to 
customer demand 
– are good.

  ■

Takeaways
� LEAD WITH LOVE: If you want your people to 
act differently, then they have to be moved – 
emotionally. It is important to show your human side.

� POLYCRISIS NEEDS COLLECTIVE LEADERSHIP:  
The issues facing today's organizations are far too 
complex to be solved by an individual leader alone.

� BUSINESS IS PERSONAL: Leadership is a person-to-
person dynamic and can be shaped into a positive 
experience that combats the coldness of algorithms.

HOTO: P FARAH NOSH/GETTY IMAGES

61 Think:Act  44
2

0
2

5
—

2
0

4
4

S

M

T

W

T

F

S

M

S

T

W

T

F

S

S

M

T

W

T

F

S

M

M

S

T

T

W

W

T

T

F

F

S

S

S

S

10

17

24

31

14

21

28

11

18

25

02

09

16

23

30

06

13

20

27

04

11

18

25

03 07 04

2039 NovemberSeptember October DecemberJuly August

15 12

AUGUST 2039

Movement to Preserve 
Endangered Languages 
Governments and NGOs 
make unprecedented efforts 
to revitalize languages.
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