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Sensing the future...........
The art of good driving is based on
our ability to understand what is
happeningaround us, and from that
understanding to anticipate what is
likelyto happennext. Then,if neces-
sary, we change direction and
speed in such a way that we stay on
the road and do not crash into any-
thing. We do all of this whilst contin-
uously navigating progress in our
journey towards our destination.

So it is with organisationsand man-
agement.

Management, at its core, is simply
about understandingwhat needs to
happen next and then making sure
that it does. Thesetwo core capabil-
itiesof firstlybeing able to anticipate
how our organisation needs to
change and secondly being able to
undertakethe neededchangeare at
the heart of all successful organisa-
tions. In combination, anticipation
and ability to change generate
agility.

If we are drivingon an empty road in
good clear conditions we do not
need to changeveryoften. But if the
traffic is heavy and the conditions
are more difficult we need to con-
centrate more, try to observeevery-
thing that is going on around us and
be ready to change quickly if the sit-
uation demands it of us. In these
conditions, no matter how good a
driver we may be, we will be better
off in a vehicle that can change its

speed and direction easily and
safely. Acceleration can be as im-
portant as braking; changes of di-
rection may be simple lanechanges
or sharp sudden bends. Manoeuv-
ring through traffic can only be done
if you are clearabout how other driv-
ers in their vehicles are behaving.

Steering an organisation in today’s
business environment needs the
same capabilities. Conditions are
rarelyclear, traffic rarely light and the
road rarely empty. How well do we
understand all that is going on
around us? How well do we antici-
pate the changes we will need to
make and when? And how good is
our organisation at implementing
change? Would our organisation
pass the “Elk test”? Over 70% of
change programmes fail in meeting
their objectives so the evidence is
that most organisations are not
good at change. Most of us would
claim to be good drivers,but clearly
when it comes to organisationswe
do not do quite so well.

By focusing on building and using
these two abilities of anticipation
and ability to change, organisations
can not onlymake themselvesmore
agile but use their agilityas the fun-
damental basis of competitive ad-
vantage. If you can see better and
further than your competition and
take advantageof that clarity with an
organisation that can change more

quickly and completely, your or-
ganisation will automatically be
in a position of leadership. Fur-
thermore, that leadership can
be sustained over time using
exactly the same abilities.

Coupling the organisa -
tion to its environment

All organisations couple them-
selves to their environment via
the relationshipsthey have with
their stakeholders. Stake-
holders will change over time;
new products bring new cus-
tomers and suppliersinto focus.
Thesein turn generatethe need
for new relationships.Strategies
also change, sometimes slowly
but sometimes suddenly. As
marketsadopt new innovations,
different kinds of customers
come into play. These differing
customer groups demand fun-
damentally different behaviours
from the organisation. Early
adopter customers need to see
a visionary supplier. Later on,
pragmatic buyers of the same
(often evolved)product need to
seean organisationfocused not
on a far reaching vision but on
solving the customer’s current
business problem in a way that
provides a clear return on in-
vestment. To maintain coupling
in these situations may need a
very different strategy from the

© 2006 Catalysts/Fractal Consulting Author: Ian Kendrick



one that generated success in the
early market. Knowing when and
how to change all of the relation-
ships through which environmental
coupling is maintained is a critical
success factor.

This need to successfullycouple to
the environment so that value con-
tinues to flow to the organisation is
at the heart of all change prog-
rammes.

All change….
The issueof environmentalcoupling
is made more complex by the rateof
change in our environment, which
has never been higher.

This is a direct result of our passion
to connect things together, enabled
by massive strides in technology
over the past 25 years.Our abilityto
connect people, data, organisations
and systems together continues to
explode. This in turn provides major
opportunities for those who can uti-
lisethesecapabilities.Organisations
form and rise with meteoric speed
because someone somewhere saw
an opportunity in the mass of data
and could make the connections
quickly to take advantageof the op-
portunity. Product life cycles short-
en, windows of opportunity open
and close with increasing rapidity.

This interconnectedness (most of
which is not visibleto us)in turn gen-
erates unpredictability which pro-
duces uncertainty, something we
find difficult to work with.

Any organisation that can make
senseof the signalsand uncertainty
around them and then make what-
ever changes are necessaryto take
advantage by coupling effectively,
will be a winner.

Run the organisation,
change the organisation
All organisations invest heavily in
systems(both technicaland human)
that focus on running the organisa-
tion. Theseoperationalsystems are
the mechanisms and processes
that organisations use to deliver
value to their stakeholders. These
systems are focused on steady in-
cremental improvements: reducing
costs, increasing productivity, im-
proving quality and so on; in other
words “keeping on keeping on”.
Without these systems there is no
organisation.When it comes to sys-

tems that focus on changing the or-
ganisation,it is a different picture. In-
vestment in capabilities that will
enable an organisation to underst-
and when and how to change is
almost always very low.

Thesesystems- runningthe organi-
sation and changing the organisa-
tion, must be connected together
intimately. It is the interaction be-
tween them that generateseffective
change and therefore agility. The
systems that change the organisa-
tion in essence do the same things
that we do to anticipate whilst we
drive our cars. But it is the systems
that run the organisation that have
to implement the changes, just as it
is in our cars when we have to
speed up, slow down, overtake or
take evasive action depending on
what our anticipation tells us - the
more able the vehicle is to safely
changedirection and speed the less
risks there are.

Therealobjectivehere is to havethe
change the organisation capablity
embedded within the run the org-
anisationsystems.In this way, ability
to change becomes part of the
overall behaviour of the organisa-
tion, not something separate. Con-
tinuous change becomes the norm
rather than the stressful and usually
unsuccessfulactivitythat it often is.

Investing in anticipation
Market leading organisations invest
heavily in anticipation capabilities.
The ground breaking work of the
Shell corporate planners that brou-
ght the world of strategic scenario
thinking to lifeand into the manage-
ment mindset has served them and
similar organisations very well.

These capabilities traditionally de-
mand a heavy investment in highly
skilled people performing corporate
intelligence functions over a long
period of time. Typically a team of
planners will look at how the future
may unfold for the environment in
which the organisationsits. Thepur-
pose of doing this is to get away
from the ideaof a single“default” fu-
ture and to replace it with multiple
possible futures that may emerge
depending on how significant ele-
ments and forces in the environment
interact, over time. This enablesthe
planning team to look at how the
forward strategy of the organisation

will fare in any of the possible
futures and to build keycapabili-
ties into the organisationthat will
allow it to surviveand hopefully
thrive in any of the emerging
scenarios. We do this naturally
as individuals: we check the
weather before setting off on a
journey and take whatever
clothing we think we may need,
“just in case”. Organisations
tend to do this lesswell.Thetra-
ditional business plan will usu-
ally have only a cursory
examination of the interactions
in the environment that will di-
rectly affect the organisation.
There can therefore be little at-
tention paid to how the organi-
sation will need to respond:
there is not much data to
respond to. Given these weak-
nesses, it is easy to see why so
many organisations fail to
maintain their coupling.

Getting the balance right is key.
Clearlywe cannot take our eye
off the systems that run the or-
ganisation.Without them, there
is no organisation and there is
no future for it if they fail.But we
need to redress the balance
with systems that help us to an-
ticipate and therefore generate
effective change programmes.
In this context, “effective” has
very specific implications.

Effective change
programmes
The majority of change
programmes fail. It is often not
understood that a failedchange
programme may be worse than
no change programme at all.
Any change programme ad-
dressesa weaknessin the envi-
ronmental coupling of the
organisation. If the programme
fails, the coupling will be even
weaker than before the change
programme so it is not a matter
of standing still, a failed prog-
ramme moves the organisation
backwards.

What is needed is change prog-
rammes that maintain the cou-
pling between the organisation
and its environment.

To do this, we need to be clear
about what it is that constitutes
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an effective change programme.

These are programmes that:

¢ Are based on an informed under-
standing of what is happening in
the environment that is relevantto
the organisationand a clear view
of how such elements may inter-
act over time

¢ Are focused on maintainingenvi-
ronmentalcoupling viastakehold-
er relationships and give very
clearguidanceon how to manage
(including changing, breaking,
forming) those relationships

¢ Take into account the abilityof the
organisation to implement the
proposed change programme –
no use trying to get the organisa-
tion to change into something it
cannot become. You cannot
make a silk purse………

¢ Are implemented using an ap-
proach that makes change possi-
ble by enabling individuals to
change their own behaviour and
hence to change the behaviourof
the organisation as a whole

¢ Take strong input from those
“nearest the coal face”, factoring
in their knowledge and experi-
ence

To fulfilthe criteriaaboveneedsspe-
cific capabilitiesthat in turn generate
organisationalanticipation and abil-
ity to change.

Anticipation – keeping the
show on the road
When we drive our car, we look
around us and build a “picture” in
our heads of all of the things that
might affect us and leadto a change
of some kind.

We try to figure out:

¢ What the driving conditions are
like: is it icy? Is the road surface
good? Dieselspills?Visibility?Are
the vehiclescoming the other way
wet – rain ahead? And so on…

¢ What other vehicles are likely to
do. We also take into account the
sizeand speed of each vehicle.A
38 ton lorryposes more danger to
us than a cyclist….

¢ The ability of our vehicle to
change in light of the changes we
can see coming

¢ Possible changes using 3 hori-
zons: the immediate vicinity, any-

thing within our vision and any-
thing furtheraheadon our journey
that may mean a detour

We need to do the samething when
we steer our organisation. If we
don’t we will be (rightly)accused of
“driving using the rear view mirror”,
which is something we only do in
our cars if we are reversingor if we
need to see what is behind us, for
instance if we are about to be over-
taken.

Relevant big pictures
Thefirst thing to do is to build a rele-
vant big picture of the environment
in which the organisation sits. This
has to include all of the forces that
may act upon the organisationand
an assessment of the impact they
may have.

Specifically, we are looking for the
trends, the inevitabilitiesand the un-
certainties that may impact the or-
ganisation and really should be
taken into account in the future
planning. This is the equivalent of
the plotting table in a war room. All
the forces are representedon the ta-
ble and the planning team can see
them and figure out how they are
likely to interact and therefore how
to respond.

Thebest way to build such a picture
is to generatea set of strategic sce-
narios. This can be done quite
quickly – a team meets for a few
days after some basic research is
done. A facilitatedprocess helpsthe
team use their intimate knowledge
of what is going on around and
within the organisation to build, of-
ten for the first time, a sharedviewof
the situation. The team should be
chosen carefully. It needs people
with the widest range of experience
and knowledge possible. This may
mean bringingpeople in from stake-
holders as well as those from within
the organisation.The objective is to
build as accurate a picture as possi-
ble and for that we needpeoplewho
are close to the action as well as
those with great knowledge.

Once we have our scenarios, we
can use them to build and assess
current and forward strategy. For
many teams, the use of scenarios to
assess their current position and
strategy will be a new experience. It
often revealsa new and very differ-
ent perspective from the view being

espousedby management.Fur-
ther, because the scenarios are
produced using a very inclusive
approach, all participants can
see their own view represented
in them. Thisin turn allowsthem
to accept the input of everyone
else– it's part of the deal.Hence
a shared view is generated
where everyone can see the
overallpicture and how they re-
late to it. This is very valuable
because it helps to generate a
need for change that is also
shared. If I understand why the
work that I do has to change so
that the whole organisation
works better and I have confi-
dence that my peers under-
stand too, then change
becomes easier to accept.

Building successful
strategies
Oncewe haveour strategicsce-
narios, we can use them to in-
form our decision making
processes.

There will be a set of issuesthat
we will need to track, over time.
Thesewill likelybe competitors,
regulation, customers, technol-
ogy, economy, emerging mar-
kets and so on. At the end of
any scenario building work-
shop, the team is excited be-
cause it can “see” the
organisation, in its environment
with the forces that impact it all
around it. It will have identified
the issues that it needs to track
and will be keen to make sure
that the tracking is accurateand
consistent. It will know that
tracking must be done so that
trends are identified and so
called"triggers" that identifysig-
nificant events that the scenar-
ios indicated may happen, are
namedand looked for. There will
be great energy in the team to
do this.

The reality is that, quite quickly,
the enthusiasm to have the re-
sults of such tracking does not
wane, but the resolve to do the
tracking does. Tying up expen-
sivepeople to do the tracking is
a difficult decisionto make if you
cannot be sure when the pay
back will come. Issues may
need to be tracked for quite
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some time before they become criti-
cal and should be dealt with. But if
you don’t track them, how do you
know when and how to tackle
them? And if severalissues interact
with each other and you have not
got an accuratehandleon them, the
situation compounds and gets very
difficult to work with.

As we said earlier, technologiesthat
connect people and information to-
gether have developed massively
over the last few years.One conse-
quence of this is that it is now possi-
ble to utilise technology to help
provide powerful tracking abilities.

We can now use software systems,
informed by strategic scenarios, to
track those things that the organisa-
tion needs to inform its critical deci-
sion making processes. Until very
recently, search software could only
look for simple combinations of
words in easy to access systems.
Now we can look for complex pat-
terns in documents, news feeds, in-
ternal applications and databases,
press releases from competitors
and customers, newspapers, stock
markets, even image and video li-
braries;anysource on the web or in-
ternally is open for us. Furthermore,
we can usesoftware to providecon-
text for our searches. We can use
advanced proximity searching. We
can use advancedstatisticalfiltering
to “see” patterns in data that are not
immediately obvious.

Information is data which
changes us
We are surrounded by data. Ad-
vanced, scenario informed search,
turns that data into information,
upon which we can act. In this
world, information is simply data
which changes us. And that is what
we are looking for, anything which
means that we haveto change. The
needed changes may be minor and
“continuous improvement” or they
could be major and discontinuous.

The purpose of the scenario in-
formed search is to help us under-
stand how our organisationis doing
in terms of its coupling to the envi-
ronment and then to use that infor-
mation to devise effective change
programmes. By using technology,
we get great savings in time and
money but we also gain in the com-
pleteness, timeliness and consis-

tency of the information with which
we cast our strategy and mobilise
our change programmes. Further-
more, those expensivepeople who
are difficult to motivate to do the la-
borious continuous tracking can be
employed doing the kind of work
that motivates them: figuring out
what needs to happen next and
making sure that it does – the heart
of management.

Relevant big pictures of
our organisation
Scenario informed search will arm
us well with informationabout what
is happening “out there” that im-
pacts our organisation. Before we
can gain the full benefit of this, we
need to understand our organisa-
tion very well so that we can have
confidence that it can change in line
with our needs.

In just the same way that we need a
relevant big picture for the environ-
ment in which the organisationsits,
we need the same thing for our or-
ganisation.A shared view of the or-
ganisation, its structure, resources
and abilities is needed. This shared
view should be built in such a way
that it helps us understand the rela-
tionships that the organisationuses
to maintain its environmental cou-
pling.

Clearlyif the environmentalcoupling
needs a set of abilities from the or-
ganisation, getting a clear view of
what abilities it has now, is param-
ount.

There are three assessmentsof the
organisation that the model should
make explicit:

¢ Actuality
this is a measure of what the or-
ganisation has delivered, over
time. It gives a realistic assess-
ment of typical delivery capability

¢ Capability
this is a measure of what the or-
ganisation could deliver if was
running optimally in its current
configuration. The gap between
this and actualitygivesa good in-
dication of efficiency

¢ Potentiality
this is a measure of what the or-
ganisationcould deliverif it under-
took changes programmes that it
is capable of implementing.

The popular practice of bench-
marking typicallyonlycompares
the actualitymeasure of one or-
ganisation with another. It does
not measure capability and the
concept of potentialityis outside
the scope of benchmarking.

In just the same way that strate-
gic scenarios help us build rele-
vant big pictures of the
environment, a techniquewhich
is focused on environmental
coupling must be used as the
basis of understanding the or-
ganisation.Themost successful
of such techniques are based
on systems thinking and a view
of an organisationas a livingen-
tity. Whilst these may be the
best way of looking at organisa-
tions, theyare not wellknown by
the management community
and it is assumedthat they have
a steep learning curve.

Facilitated management ses-
sions can alleviate this. In just
the same way that a useful set
of scenarios can be built using a
couple of days of management
time if the process is facilitated
well,so a model of the organisa-
tion that deliverswhat is needed
can also be built using a few
days of the managementteam’s
time. Just like the scenario
work, the business modelling
will reveal fresh insights into the
organisation and will be a
shared view, built using the
knowledge and experience of
the team. Just like scenarios, a
new clarity is establish b ed,
within which the team can start
to make strategic change
decisions.

Mosaic transformation
By now, the team has a set of
scenarios informed by real time
continuous searching for rele-
vant patterns, a model of the or-
ganisation that makes actuality,
capability and potentiality ex-
plicit and a clear understanding
of how the organisation is cou-
pled to its environment, via its
relationships.

It is time to design and
implement change program-
mes.

The failure of most change
programmes is a well known
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phenomenon.Thecauseusuallyas-
sociated with the failure is “resis-
tance”. In reality, the resistance is
rarely a cause but actuallyan effect
of an inappropriate change ap-
proach. Normal “top down” or “bot-
tom up” approaches do not reflect
the way organisationsactuallywork.
The processesand interactionsthat
connect people together are very
rarely explicitly understood and the
organisation chart does not give
many clues. Organisations are not
homogeneous in their behaviourso
anychange approach that assumes
that they are, is likely to fail.

An approach that is based on the
potentiality of the organisation will
focus on introducing change in
smaller areas where it can be suc-
cessfully, quickly and efficiently im-
plemented. Done well, this leads to
a chain reaction where the “neigh-
bours” to those who have under-
taken successful change can then

start to change their own behaviour.
This process, Mosaic Transforma-
tion is based very precisely on the
way in which nature creates suc-
cessful adaptation in species. Once
this process has been seen to be
successful, the barriers to future
change get lowered and the next
change programme is easier be-
cause everyone knows it can work.

Evolution
Thetechniquesdescribed here have
beenaround for manyyearsand de-
ployed by many largeorganisations.
Theyhave alwaysdemanded highly
skilled, knowledgeable people over
long periods of time. As a conse-
quence they have only been done
by very large organisationsthat can
afford the costs. Given that these
techniques are at the heart of suc-
cessful environmental coupling, it is
high time that theybecameavailable
to a wider audience.

Thearrivalof the web, advanced
search technologies and pow-
erful but commoditised ICT
mean that these techniques are
availableat much lower cost but
with higher degrees of consis-
tency.

At the core of this shift is the
evolution of search software.
Theabilityto search across mul-
tiple media and sources looking
for subtle patterns is no longera
purely human activity.

Those organisations that har-
ness these techniques will be
well positioned whatever hap-
pens in their environment.

These techniques are at the
core of all competitive advan-
tage Every organisation has to
anticipate and be able to
change, it is those that build
these abilities best that will win
in the long run.
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