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and is achieved through the “4Cs” of leadership.
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LEADING THE FUTURE
Leaders amplify the potential of others, brands amplify the value of innovations,
networks amplify the reach and richness, and customers amplify their own potential
by achieving more.

The capacity to achieve more
Today’s business needs leaders who can make sense of a fast-changing world,
thinking bigger and different, finding their space, redefining the rules, engaging
people on their terms, and creating the future in their own vision. They can be big or
small, start-ups or well established.
But success requires more. More than an idea. More than action.
Success requires you to amplify – from initial idea to scalable impact, from early
adopter to mainstream customer, from positive buzz to profitable growth.
Amplifying is about increasing your capacity to succeed, and therefore about
changing your potential, personally and organizationally. It doesn’t mean you have
to be big. Scale and share are not always the route to profitability. But it does mean
you have to create a sustainable presence, one that can stand on its own feet, and
make a difference to the world.
Reflecting on those who have successfully changed their game, a number of
common transforming themes emerge:
Good is not enough. Change the world … Google’s moonshot factory is not about
creating a better search engine, but understanding where a data-fuelled world can
go next. From Glass to Space Elevators, intelligent cars and cures, Google doesn’t
just want to be better than Bing or Yahoo, but to make life dramatically better.
Creating the future. Living in realtime … Whilst disruptive innovations can reframe
markets and sustain growth for years to come, they are often slow burners.
Business needs to work in double time – creating the future and delivering today.
This is particularly the case as consumers have shorter attention spans than ever,
and want instant relevance. Social and mobile-enabled marketing resonates with
individuals with more topicality and value.
Ideas are fun. Innovation is commercial … Great ideas can captivate your minds,
but they only last if they make money. Whilst many digital start-ups struggle to
make money, claiming that advertising will eventually come, other companies like
Airbnb or Supercell define propositions worth paying for, and a business model that
is self sufficient. New business models, like rental and subscription, can enhance
the customer’s experience, as well as profitability.
Ideas come from anywhere. Talent is everywhere … iHub is the Silicon Valley of
Kenya. With 12000 members it has launched over 160 companies across Africa’s
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fast growing markets. The best web designers are in Hyderabad, the best fashion
designers in Buenos Aires, the best green tech in Shanghai, the best food in Beirut.
Open your eyes to a world that is connected yet with pockets of distinctive
expertise.
Make the sale. Enable people to do more … The pursuit of sales transactions
used to dominate business culture and performance. The customer experience
ended in payment. But then we realised customers were partners, to be nurtured
over time. To do more for, to support and enable them use products to achieve
success, and to build retention and referral over time.
Brands are not about business. Brands are about people … Brands used to
describe companies and products, now they describe customers and their
aspirations. Coke is not about refreshment, but happiness. Nike is not about shoes,
but about success. Similarly, in a world where customers trust their peers much
more than any company, relationships are built more successfully between
customers rather than with them.
Collaboration is not a fad. People want to make and share … Crowdsourcing taps
into your fan base, people who want to build your brand, and do more together.
Threadless fans keep coming back for more. Indeed they are the brand.
Collaboration is also about using products and services together, better utilising
assets and reducing waste, and fun too.
Business used to be bad. Business is a force for good … Capitalism used to
seem to be at odds with caring. Missions used to worship the pursuit of money.
Now they are about making life better. A more inspiring purpose is more engaging
and rewarding, and unlocks the power of brands to encourage and enable people
to do good. Dual business models like at Narayana Hospitals or Toms demonstrate
that a company can do both.
Green was superficial. Sustainability is core … Whilst early CSR initiatives did little
more than relieve corporate guilt, today’s businesses embrace sustainability as a
catalyst to innovate, to create a better world. Ideally a circular one, which not only
reduces the negatives, but enhances the positive benefits to society. 100% of Nike
materials are sustainable, Tesla’s engines accelerate faster than a Lamborghini.
China used to be cheap. China is about luxury … Whilst Apple feels like it has
plateaued after Steve Jobs, Xiaomi is innovating for the next generation under
rockstar Lei Jei. Whilst most of the world buys Haier washing machines, the
Chinese buy the premium version, called Haizan. There was a time with China was
admired for its art and culture, education and science. Those days are returning.
Moonshots are not just stardust. They are the next frontier … Thinking bigger can
seem exciting yet irrelevant. Some companies play with their incubators, then return
to today. Yet big ideas, step changes, disruptions, move us forward. In markets
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where change is the base, incrementalism is the norm. Businesses need something
more to inspire people, and create new platforms for growth.

How can you amplify business potential?
Brands, more than businesses themselves, define and shape today’s world
because they can amplify in ways which nature, or traditional institutions, cannot. In
a capitalist, consumerist and connected world, it is brands that have created the
aspirations and infrastructures to magnify ideas. Whilst some people see this
negatively, superficial and manipulative, it can be incredibly positive.
What are the “amplifiers” of business?
Ideas … contagious ideas can spread like wildfire, they require no substrate,
jumping boundaries and contexts, facilitated by imaginative contexts and
applications. Concepts are fusions of multiple ideas, applied to real problems;
stories are narratives that embed and explain ideas over time, often in far more
memorable and meaningful ways.
Networks … their value lies in their connections, which increase exponentially with
every additional node. Networks are about partnerships, and enabling partners to
win too, often riding on another network to get further, faster. Compare the old
linear structures of supply and demand chains, with the reach and flexibility of
partner ecosystems and distribution networks.
Brands … purposeful aspirations that are shared by people, bringing them together
with a common code, captured in popular shorthand like names and logos. Brands
turn dreams into desires, individuals into communities, enabling them to achieve
more. They shape attitudes and behaviours, and therefore when linked to useful
actions, or products that enable such actions, then can be a hugely powerful force.
Business models … ideas (or intellectual property) and networks-based
commercial models allow an organization to amplify financially, whether it is a
virally-addictive computer game with a “freemium” pricing model, collaboration that
encourages greater to use of existing assets, or a licensing and franchising model
that rapidly replicates a business through partners.
Movements … customers who come together with a common purpose, often
facilitated emotionally and maybe practically by a brand, have the power to achieve
much more. With a strong voice, influence and affluence, they can shape markets
and economics, politics and society. They fight for their cause, not as ambient
consumers, but as empowered and organized activists.
Of course each of these “amplifiers” can work against business too, a reputation for
example can be built over years but destroyed in minutes. Whilst a business has no
control over the contagious nature of markets, they do have the ability to influence,
which they must learn to do.
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Leaders that inspire and enable people to do more
Leaders are potentially the most effective amplifiers.
Nike has a Manager Manifesto defining how it wants its managers to behave. It’s
simple … ”Lead. Coach. Drive. Inspire.”
Leadership is no longer about command and control. Such hierarchical “top down”
management structures emerged out of the industrial age, with the mushrooming a
huge workforces, the pursuit of efficiency and consistency as the foundations of
competitive advantage. This “2C” leadership style evolved from military practices in
the industrial age. It respected rank and conformity, believed in status and privilege,
acceptant of orders and grateful for a job.
We don’t live in that world. Not only have social attitudes transformed – an equality
of young and old, men and women, rich and poor, expert and fresh thinking – but
business also has different objectives too. Leadership is not about retaining the
status quo, but about creating change. It is about unlocking the ideas and talents of
everyone within and beyond the business, to seize the best opportunities, to drive
innovation.
This calls for a new leadership model – from 2C to 4C leaders.

From 2C to 4C Leadership
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The “4C” leader is a
1. Catalyst – the leader stimulates and stretches the organization. This might
be though asking questions … “What do customer’s really want? What
would our competitors do?” … They add energy and urgency, focusing
people on specific insights, challenges or goals.
2. Communicator – the leader articulates vision and direction, describing a
better future, and what matters most in getting there. At an interpersonal
level, communication starts with listening, building trust and engagement
through conversation.
3. Connector – the leader connects ideas, people, activities and partners.
These might be obvious, or unusual, creating new fusions, encouraging
learning and innovation. The leader looks for connections to make, then
facilitates their combination.
4. Coach – the leader is more of a supporter than commander, working with
individuals and teams to help them to think, act and deliver better. It is less
about instructing and evaluating, more about advising and encouraging
during the tasks, not just waiting for the end result.
The 4C leader is much more active, sleeves rolled up, participating not watching.
They are the hub of the network – encouraging and enabling teams to work better
together. This is not a leader who sits in a corner office, holds meetings and reads
reports. This is a leader who is at the heart of the team, with white board by their
side. It requires more flexibility of time, more informal interaction, and more
involvement. At the same time, the leader knows their distinctive role, bringing
together a team of experts to achieve more together.
There are many definitions of leadership. Creating the inspiring vision, being the
guiding conscience, and encouraging followership. The best definition I know is “to
amplify the potential of others”.
This requires confidence and humility.
Interestingly these are more common traits of entrepreneurial leaders, than the
hierarchical managers of big business. Entrepreneurs have a natural determination
and drive, a purpose supported by passion to make their ideas happen. They
quickly recognize that they are unlikely to achieve their dreams alone, and readily
take on help. They know what they are good at, and readily accept their
weaknesses. In this ways they surround themselves by others who are better in
their different ways. They can be also be a nightmare to work with, the rough edge
to their determination to succeed.
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Compare this to the traditional “company manager” who rises through the
organization through merit, but is always looking over their shoulder wary of
corporate politics, or a new rising star. There is a vulnerability to their position. They
constantly have to prove themselves, or prove to themselves. Surrounding
themselves with others better than them can seem intimidating, or self-defeating.
Of course this does not have to be the case. The more enlightened managers
recognizes that they can achieve more by bringing together a diversity of great
talent, and by nurturing it.
Amplifying the potential of others is therefore about connections. The potential is
multiplied because of the different talents that come together, but also by the
support and opportunity provided by the leader. The superior impact is both
individual and collective.
What does all this mean for business leaders? How should can they adapt to
survive and thrive in a volatile yet vibrant world?
•

Think big and think small: Leaders need to see the world in multiple ways –
to manage the turbulence of fast-changing, unpredictable markets, whilst
also seeing the big trends. This requires short and long-term thinking,
analytics and intuition, microscope and telecope.

•

Making complexity simple: We know markets are incredibly complex, as
are the analysis and thinking which goes into making the right choices. But
once a strategy is chosen, a decision made, leaders must communicate
them without ambiguity, black and white, with confidence and conviction.

•

Having a map and compass: In the past change was driven inside out, out
of the need to evolve. Today, the forces of change are largely external. Less
predictable, less controllable. Strategy needs to be clear and directional, but
leaders mustn’t be afraid to change and adapt as the journey unfolds.

•

Staying calm amidst chaos: The calm reassurance of a captain as your
plane heads through turbulence makes all the difference to passengers, and
crew who need to be at their best. Today’s leaders have to make more
choices than ever, requiring huge physical and emotional stamina.

•

Nice guy, tough guy: Leaders need to be human and accessible, always
listening and open to new ideas. But they also need to be decisive, and in
particular in making change happen. Human nature is to resist change, at
least initially, requiring leaders to push ahead, as well as take people with
them.

Creative people need different approaches
When I first met Richard Branson I was underwhelmed. Here was a very normal guy, if
anything a little quiet and shy, who is regarded as one of the great entrepreneurs of our
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time. From space rocket to pantomine queen we see him as the dare devil who will do
anything for PR. In reality he is easily embarrassed, stumbles over his words. But once you
get to know him, that normality, even humbleness, is actually a great part of what makes
him who he is.
Creative people can often seem paradoxical. They appear to embrace contradictory
extremes, but looking more closely these “yin and yang” behaviours are what set them
apart from managers who prefer the status quo. They are thinkers and doers, energy givers
and takes, selfless and selfish. Here are the traits I have observed:
•

Extroverted and introverted: full of energy and enthusiasm, yet can also be quiet
and reclusive.

•

Smart but innocent: a broad scope of knowledge and expertise, yet can also seem
naïve and unrealistic.

•

Playful yet disciplined: focused and determined, but at the same time, childlike
and even carefree.

•

Imaginative but grounded: the first to dream, but also the first to point out the
limitations of an idea.

•

Humble yet confident: shy and self-depracating, but with an inner confidence, and
recognition that they are part of their brand.

•

Conform and disrupt: absorbing the current world before producing ways to
challenge and change it.

•

Passionate but critical: driven by a sense of purpose, whilst also being their most
demanding critic.

•

Process and result: enjoy the process as much as the result; creativity and impact
often matter much more than money and recognition.

When Bill Gates and Steve Jobs were interviewed together in 2007, one of the things they
immediately agreed on was the role of passion. Whether an entrepreneur in his start-up
garage, or an entrepreneurial CEO of a huge corporation, passion to make things, to do
better, to change, is what they both saw as the most important factor in their success.

Harnessing the entrepreneurial mind
In 1940 Alvin Toffler said “We need to learn to think in new ways to cope, let alone
thrive in this world of chaotic complexity and ever changing rules.”
“Mindfulness” is a theme of Buddhist tradition, and means being present to what is
going on around you, rather than the just being focused on your own little world.
Meditation, a quieting the mind, is probably the best-known way to do this.
“Presencing” (or ‘becoming one with one’s deepest source of future potential”
according to Otto Scharmer) and “action inquiry” (doing the task, and evaluating
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how you are doing it at the same time, as developed by Bill Torbert) are approaches
used by the likes of Microsoft and Eli Lilly.
Mindfulness it is about conditioning people to think better – more focus, clarity,
creativity and compassion. It is about having a heightened level of attention on what
matters, learning not to be distracted by relatively trivial things, embracing ideas
from more diverse sources, and doing it in a way that has compassion for people
and communities.
System thinking becomes essential. Issues like improving sustainability are much
more complex, than transactional challenges like launching a new product. System
challenges are a “spaghetti” of causes and effects, with every aspects have
implications for many others. In an interconnected world, leaders need to think how
to think, not just think. I worked with Mastercard to create an incredibly useful
model for decision making – finding new opportunities, testing new ideas,
optimizing current performance. Similarly, innovators like Novo Nordisk develop
multi-million dollar dynamic system models to simulate cause and effects.
As consumers become more intelligent and empowered, as business becomes
more collaborative and complex, and as success is driven by thinking rather than
just doing, the business brain matters more.
First let’s take a simplified understanding of the brain. There are four characteristics
that matter most
•

Analytical. This part seeks data and turns it into patterns, at out of which
comes logical interpretations.

•

Expressive. This part likes stories and visualisation, it is about engagement
and inspiration.

•

Curious. This part likes to explore and investigate, it is seeks discovery and
sense making.

•

Sensual. This part is about aesthetics and feelings, it is how we appreciate
beauty, design and humanity.

Winning in a changing world requires "ambidextrous" minds that can switch back
and forth between the two strategies, using the different parts of the brain. In
simple terms, we use the left (logic and structure) and right (intuition and emotion)
sides of our frontal cortex to achieve this. The interesting question is whether
entrepreneur’s brains are wired differently.
Research by IE Business School shows that managers prefer the left side, whilst
entrepreneurs use both. When faced with a new problem or opportunity,
entrepreneurs tend to using “think bigger” techniques to evaluate a problem more
simply and quickly, intuitive as much as logical, but then begin to focus in more
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deeply, once they have embraced the problem. Non-entrepreneurs, or typical
corporate managers, tend to spend more time considering an opportunity, slower
and more cautious. This may be of course, be because of how they have been
conditioned to behave.
Entrepreneurs are likely to enjoy riding speedboats more than supertankers, to build
on our early analogy. Their way of thinking is more likely to embrace new
opportunities faster. Whilst you could argue the rigour of the corporate manager
results in less risk, it is more likely that he will struggle to embrace new rules and
paradigms within his existing structures, and therefore far greater risk that he will
reject many of the best new opportunities. The implication for strategy and
innovation is to keep evaluation broad and simple, then get into the detail once you
have a focus, once you have found the space in which you want to be special.

Change your brain to change your game
Topfler also famously said "The future belongs to adaptive learners and ambiguity
surfers"
Dr Tara Swart is the world’s leading expert in neuroplasticity. “The reality is that our
brains don’t decline, they just become more malleable. They are shaped by how we
use them, but we can equally proactively shape them to help us be better”.
Kaleidoscope thinking, pattern recognition and scenario planning, reframing ideas
and brands in different contexts, innovating through creative fusions, and being
able to resonate with different audiences, are examples of the gamechangers need
to think differently. Swart argues that “the ability to learn, unlearn and relearn
demands that we constantly re-shape our brains”.
The brain grows until people are around 25 years old, rather than around 18 as we
used to think. From 25 to 65 it has plasticity, before starting to decline in old age.
Swart says “The brain works in three dimensions – horizontal (left and right), vertical
(body and brain), and across (gender and culture). The agile mind can work on both
sides of each of these dimensions”
Innovators adopt a “growth” rather than “fixed” mindset:
Fixed mindset

Growth mindset

Seeks perfection
Fear of mistakes
Failure is painful
Innovation is incremental
Most managers

Seeks opportunities
Fear of missing out
Failure is adventure
Innovation is transformational
Gamechangers
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Making the shift requires a more agile mind. The emerging science of
“neuroplasticity” explains how this can be achieved.
Swart says “Innovators are constantly learning, and therefore constantly sculpting
their own brains”. They do this through explicit learning (left brain) such as reading
and formal education, and by implicit learning (right brain) through real experiences,
successes and failures.
Changing your brain means understanding which aspects to stimulate and how to
achieve this. The starting point is keeping your brain fit. This is both a physical and
mental challenge. Physically it’s more about glucose, more water, more exercise to
deliver more oxygen and more sleep. “Don’t drink alcohol or use digital media
within one hour of going to sleep” warns Swart in all seriousness. Mentally it’s
about staying curious, having diverse interests and learning. Learning a new
language is one of the best ways.
A healthy brain is more active, more connected. The bundles of neurofibres which
help us to make sense of the bigger picture, and think in bigger, faster ways.
Women have a natural advantage in this, born with 4 times more connective tissue
than men. As a business leader we face a barrage of knowledge, be it endless
spreadsheets of data, or infinite sources of information. The challenge is not about
how much we can process, but how we synthesise and apply it to our worlds, how
well we make the connections.
Organisational ways to encourage this more agile mindset in business include rapid
prototyping (fail fast and often), disruptive innovation, design thinking, and resource
limiting. “Cognitive stimulation is the key. Trying new and different things because
learning keeps your brain active. Fluidity matters. Neurones that fire together, wire
together". Or most simply, use it or lose it.
Be bold, be brave, be brilliant.
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