
Leadership@Internet.Speed

Everything is moving faster these days! Dot com and high-tech companies 

came out of nowhere to grab our attention playing a high-stakes game of 

market share capture—riding upon a glut of venture capital only to disap-

point and in many cases signifi cantly reduce our investment portfolios. 

Pension and mutual funds (the large proxy-investors of the common 

worker) push CEOs for double-digit year-over-year growth. Meanwhile this 

growth paranoia translates into consumerism and product push behaviour 

that our natural environment simply cannot sustain. Globalization and 

the actions of transnational organizations spin out-of-control of local, 

regional, and national governments – both political leaders and public 

servants. Many elements of our caring society are extremely challenging 

our third sector organizations which are reeling from cutbacks in their 

government funding with no compensatory increase in private or corpo-

rate philanthropy.
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So what of leadership in this 

environment?

How do you make decisions, chart strategic direction, improve your 
community, communicate meaning, lever the creative/innovation ‘juices’ 
of your team members, add some perspective and wisdom of your own, 
and maintain personal balance so you don’t simply crumple up, fully spent 
at the end of the work week!

Life and leadership@interntet.speed is cause for thought (if only for a 
few seconds)!

Let’s fi rst remind ourselves of the key responsibilities of leaders, and then 
examine what adaptations are required in today’s pressured environment.

Leaders absolutely must:

• Identify market/operational/environmental trends and think strategically 
about how to sustain their organization and remain relevant to those they 
serve.

• Chart new directions and lead adaptive changes in both the organization 
(systems, network and structures) and the people.

• Provide perspective and wisdom from their experience (and others’) so that 
the right things are ‘fi nessed’ appropriately, at the right time.

• Inspire both followers and other leaders to join their cause, achieve the 
goals, and make a difference.

• Leverage the knowledge in their network to create/enhance value in the 
products or services they provide to their community of interest, then apply 
the innovations to profi table ends.

• Continually communicate or translate context for the team so they under-
stand why they are doing what they are doing; and then, ensure that the 
culture of the organization is consistent with its goals, is ethical, and is 
sustainable – environmentally, socially, physically, and fi nancially.

Clearly today’s leadership environment has become more challenging. 
Less clear, is how to adapt fundamental leadership practices to this new 
environment.

Here is what I believe will characterize effective leadership practice in the 
next decade:

Market/Environmental Trend Identifi cation 

and Strategy Formulation

Some would say that the increased speed of change has made strategic 
planning irrelevant and a waste of time. I strongly disagree, and see 
such an attitude as a major liability to individual careers, organizations, 
community, and perhaps even population, survival. That said, the way we 
go about strategy planning must rapidly adapt:

• Market/environmental scanning needs to capture not only what is 
happening in your industry and attend to your home-turf demographics, 
but also must focus on trends from entirely newly defi ned “communities:” 
super-regional communities, regional health authority-defi ned commu-
nities, the offshore communities where you ship your goods/services, 
“micro-tribal” communities within communities, internet/virtual communi-
ties. The more we become globalized, the more we also look for safety, 
security, and nourishment from a micro-community. Markets are becoming 
more segmented! However, are you effectively scanning the trends and 
demographics of those global/micro-communities you serve?

• Strategy formulation is fast becoming positioning strategy–the way you will 
uniquely create and sustain value and differentiate yourself from other 
value providers. Following closely on this, is the area of branding and 

brand-integrity operations. Government and not-for-profi t organizations 
take note–this particularly applies to your organizations too! Positioning 
strategy differs from traditional strategy building in that you aren’t planning 
what you will do over the next 3–5 years, but how you will position yourself 
to create value–then do whatever changing conditions require for you to 
maintain that value positioning.

• Communities are changing what they value too, so your scanning will 
need to pick up on such things as spirituality, natural ecology, technology, 
knowledge, and innovation–elements we haven’t always taken stock of in 
our planning.

• The knowledge economy is a reality already and today’s strategies must 
consider how we will invest in, then maximize the return on “intellectual” 
capital components:

• Human capital 
• Structural capital 
• Relational/customer capital
• Community capital
• Economic capital
• Natural capital

A balanced plan incorporating each of these knowledge strategies is 
crucial. In the original version of this article, I mentioned how perplexed 
and skeptical I was about the dot-com strategies that were “betting 
the farm” (a.k.a. venture capital) on the relational capital area only. 
Amazon.com, arguably the leader of this movement at that time had been 
unprofi table after fi ve years. Today it remains so, and has accumulated 
ever increasing debt. Their share price moved continuously upward for 5 
years on the promise that they were grabbing majority market-share. Since 
2001 it has fallen considerable as many observers fi nally understand that 
it is questionable whether they will ever get a handle on the structures 
and processes necessary to operate in a profi table manner. Beware the 
fast solution addressing only one parameter! There is no question that 
all organizations must consider the web as a potential community to 
serve and work on their relational-capital strategies whether web-based 
or not. However, simultaneous leverage of the other capital categories is 
also crucial.

Finally, we continue to completely ignore the fi nite capacity of Earth’s 
natural resources and the real costs of our raw materials. Through GAAP 
(Generally Accepted Accounting Principles) we have found mechanisms 
to spinout long-term debt, create equity positions, hide true fi nancial risk 
from Boards and Investors and operate on short-term cash fl ow. The Enron 
scandal has blown the lid off this issue identifi ed in the original article 
two years ago. We are now attempting to fi nd ways to accurately appraise 
intellectual capital promises. While this allows many of our organizations 
to appear profi table, a signifi cant portion of today’s organizations would 
have an overwhelming challenge in making good on all their liabilities 
within current and reasonable time-frame future assets. Now, imagine the 
balance sheet and operating statement strife if we were to value the true 
cost or expense of irreplaceable clean water, oil/gas, forest, minerals, clean 
air, ozone, etc. and the recycling/safe disposal of waste created from our 
activities!

Strategically we must address this acute environmental factor. Most orga-
nizations, under current operational strategies, simply could not afford 
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total-life cycle costs of, for example: paint production, leftover collection 
and recycling; or car manufacturing, “clunker”-collection and recycling, 
etc. These off-balance-sheet liabilities are being spun out to our children 
and grandchildren to bear, rather that being addressed within the same 
time frame they are created and by those “leaders” who are creating the 
future liability.

Clearly today’s leadership environment has become more challenging.

Less clear, is how to adapt fundamental leadership practices to this new 
environment.

It is also clear that if we were to properly account for these costs and 
liabilities, then build them into the pricing of our products and services, 
few would be able to afford many of our offerings—or at least not as 
much of them.

These form a “system-strategy” dilemma leaders will need to address and 
solve in the next ten years. So, those who think strategic planning is a 
waste of time, think again! And, get to it in all the complexity it requires.

Chart New Directions/Adaptive 

Change Leadership

Despite all the change literature and management and leadership training 
in the area, change has not gone away! In fact, it appears our organiza-
tional structures, processes, and people are more resistant than ever to 
real adaptive practices that would allow them to keep pace with the speed 
of change.

Leaders must be master artists in the focusing of attention, supporting 
adaptation responses, and mobilizing change along the timing ribbon of 
too fast or too slow. While this is truly an art, not a science—with each 
organization, community, situation, and adaptive challenge requiring a 
different approach—the leader must be able to make the tough decisions 
and survive the criticism from Boards, employees, partners, etc.

Being genuinely human and tough as nails simultaneously, is a huge 
demand of tomorrow’s leaders. It is a lot easier, and often more fi nancially 
rewarding, to not even step forward and take up the mantle of leadership. 
And yet, more than ever, we need to foster a whole new generation of 
adaptive change leaders over the next few years. One of the areas that most 
organizational leaders regularly seem to miss in their adaptive process is 
their internal processes!

I witness hundreds of organizations each year which have embarked on a 
change process toward a new vision, yet the senior leadership group has 
delegated or ignored the need to adapt its internal processes. Employees 
are constantly complaining about how the various payroll, performance 
appraisal, compensation, customer account processing, product/serve 
distribution mechanisms are blocking them from making the changes the 
leaders are enunciating. As a customer of organizations I have experienced 
an increasing incidence of ‘central system-created’ service problems for 
which the local front line people can only apologize.

I believe this is a key area for senior executives to address at the same time 
they are holding the attention to the overall adaptive challenge. And, we 
are going to have to become very adept at developing fl exible systems and 
processes that will adjust, adapt, and re-invent themselves continuously.

Provide Perspective and Wisdom

Ensuring the right things are done, at the right time, in the right way 
for the situation requires extremely mature leadership. How can the new 
breed of 30-something and 40-something executives, politicians, deputy 
ministers, chiefs, and community leaders exert such judgment—especially 
since most of their mentors (if they had any) or developmental experi-
ences (again, if they had any) provided them a differently contextualized 
pattern-base to draw upon?

Executive leadership development—whether formal, on-the-job, or in the 
community, simply must prepare them for systems thinking, multiple-
pattern recognition judgment rendering. This does not come from books 
or quick, thin and attractively packaged cookie-cutter training programs. 
It is also not well developed by racing high-potential leaders through 
assignment after assignment in organizations where they stay for less than 
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18 months and can’t witness the impact of their decision making and 
adaptive leadership practices.

Our experience shows high potential leaders must stay close to three 
years in each assignment, and at least two full planning/budgeting/results 
cycles. This way, their pattern-base of experience has chance for a clear 
feedback loop and adjustment opportunity to take place. Executive leader-
ship pattern bases can be further developed through simulations, live-case 
work, and community-level experiences that stretch and challenge them 
out of their comfort zone, then follow-up with introspection and coaching 
support.

I truly believe we are witnessing wisdom-deprivation in our organizations, 
communities, and political entities today—and not just at the leadership 
level. Developing fast-tracking experiences with impact review and 
pattern-base development will be crucial to ensuring that the wisdom to 
make the “right” decisions arrives commensurate with the acceptance of 
increased leadership responsibility.

Finally under this section is the issue of ethics, morals and law-abiding. 
The more globalized world allows for leaders to fi nd countries where the 
laws favour more cost-effective operations. But is this really ethical and 
sustainable? Transparency and high ethical stands are important compo-
nents of perspective and wisdom to be developed. And, if we are going to 
ask transitional country governments to exhibit these characteristics, then 
the multinational companies and their leaders must also set the example. 

The Power to Inspire!

Not everyone will agree with, or even like you. But hopefully, as a leader, 
you will be respected by and will inspire enough followers and other 
leaders to achieve the goals of the organization. If ever there were a fi eld of 
modern alchemy, “inspiring leadership” would be it. Study after study has 
remained inconclusive about just what traits or behaviours are required.

Clearly, traits such as honesty, integrity, ethics, passion, knowledge in 
the fi eld of endeavour, persistence, hands-on example-setting, hard work, 
charisma, and others are important. Yet, there have been many successful 
leaders lacking one or more of the above. Somehow, some way, amid all 
the increased pressures of our time, leaders must fi nd a way to inspire 
themselves, their team, their customers/clients and build an environment 
that brings heart and soul to the day-to-day activities of all team members.

I am struck by the empty, glazed-over look in the eyes of front-line 
service delivery people, supervisors, and managers that I encounter each 
day in well known companies, government service areas, and ever more 
frequently, the caring not-for-profi t sector. Leadership@internet.speed still 
requires passion and inspiration to fl ow through both traditional and 
non-traditional service channels! We must make work meaningful to our 
employees if we are to truly inspire them.

Leverage the Knowledge 

and Innovation

It appears generally accepted that continuous innovation is a basic 
requirement for remaining relevant and delivering a valued product/
service. The level of expectation keeps raising for priests/ ministers, 
grocer stores, fast food outlets, computer/high tech products, consulting 
fi rms, professional development organizations, universities, politicians, 
government, steel manufacturers, social services agencies, professional 
associations, hotels, airlines, and more.

I believe that it is also generally accepted that while much of the 
knowledge your organization needs to continually innovate is somewhere 
inside it; a signifi cant amount of the knowledge required is also outside. 
Customers, suppliers, alliance partners, industry associations and perhaps 
more importantly, other countries, communities, industries all have 

knowledge and patterns, you need to continually innovate.

The challenge for leaders today is to fi gure out how to ‘connect’ their 
people with a need for knowledge and experience sharing with the right 
people resources that have the appropriate knowledge and experience to 
share.

Knowledge Innovation1 is not about the collection, codifi cation, and 
distribution of data or information. It is about connection. Knowledge 
Innovation also recognizes that it is not that people are our most impor-
tant assets. Rather, it is the job of leaders to leverage the best return on 
the people assets—ensuring their motivation, creativity, heart and soul is 
applied appropriately.

This requires us to put people and life-sustaining values at the centre of our 
organizational design. And, it will require us to exhibit ethical leadership and 
organization culture. In today‘s knowledge world, with a dearth of knowl-
edge workers and effective leaders, the good ones will leave organizations 
without integrity and/or organizations that don’t contribute to increasing 
their personal market value/knowledge and innovation asset base.

Context, Context, Context

Internet speed complexity, multiple options for use of our time and an 
overwhelming array of tasks, faxes, family responsibilities, emails, etc. 
challenge us to remain focused and remember what is important. 

Easily more than half of my time as a leader is spent communicating 
context and meaning to employees, partners, clients, families, and network 
members. The fact is, I should probably spend even more time doing 
so.  More and more of our workers are seeking out organizations and 
communities of practice where they can make a difference and yet also 
enjoy life, family, and recreation.

Today’s internet.speed leaders have to inspire passion for the work all 
right—and fi nd a way to make a profi t or generate a surplus for 
re-investment. They also need to ensure their team is socially sound 
and physically/psychologically ready to meet the high frequency infl ux of 
information, knowledge, innovation, and demands for decision-making.

In many of our sessions with CEOs and executives they talk about their key 
role-prioritizing the priorities! With life and leaderhip@internet.speed, we 
must have a grounded understanding of what is important and how best to 
balance personal, family, team, business, and community priorities.

The leadership elite in Canada and North America is a very fortunate cadré 
by any standard. Let us be sure we stop and appreciate our good fortune, 
and think clearly about how we can leave this world a slightly better place 
as a result of our efforts.

Leadership is a calling not meant for everyone. Leadership@internet.speed 
challenges us even more than in the past–a challenge that a new genera-
tion of leaders must accept and carry out successfully. Are you up to the 
challenge?

Doug Macnamara is President, Banff Executive Leadership Inc. Recently he served 
for over seven years as Vice-President, The Banff Centre; and General Manager, The 
Banff Centre for Management guiding an organization which ran approximately 150 
programs and worked with over 4,000 executives and mid-level leaders in business, 
government, Aboriginal, and ‘third sector’ organizations each year.

Today, Banff Executive Leadership Inc. provides public & customized programs, 
strategic facilitation and coaching services to senior executives and Boards across 
Canada and Internationally.

For more information see: www.banffexeclead.com

1.  Knowledge Innovation is a trademark term of Debra Amidon & 

ENTOVATION International.
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