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How organisations can be better prepared for volatile and uncertain times
Written by Meena Thuraisingham, BSc Hons (Psych),
 Director and Principal, TalentInvest 

Today more than ever before organisations are faced with an ambiguous and uncertain future. Even before the current crises of confidence enveloped the world, there was a crisis of choice. Organisations and executives in them were faced with difficult choices resulting from a range of complex challenges -  globalised competition, market pressure for short term performance, rising costs, disintermediation of many markets, and the ageing demographic to name just a few.

Now we are in an environment where complexity has been compounded manyfold. The crisis of choice and now the crisis of confidence requires executives to act decisively in making sense of the increasing levels of complexity and ambiguity we now face. Executives are required to reconcile competing interests, make trade-offs they fully understand, take on acceptable risks and make choices that are sensible in the long run.  
Herein lays the challenge. Not only have organisations not encountered this scale of complexity before but  have up until now not deliberately exposed their executives to complexity early in their careers to  hone the attributes that are especially called for in confronting and mastering complexity.
A recent study of executive derailment by Talentinvest surfaced a key finding that executives are mostly derailed by complexity they were not prepared for or able to master. This is then compounded by an organisation that under-estimated the complexity of the executive challenge, and  placing the executive in a situation that was certain to result in disaster.

The research showed that complexity that was most likely to derail executives, who until then had been successful, came in two forms:

· Complexity associated with organisational relationships & politics such as
· Inability to take a ‘whole of company’ view in working with peers

· Inability to adjust to a change in sponsor/ownership

· Inability to win over a resistant team 

· Complexity associated with increased scope & scale of role such as
· Inability to deal with ambiguity in the role e.g. clarity of mandate, or change in direction
· Inability to balance competing priorities/ reconcile paradoxes
· Inability to manage the risks decisively
The research showed there were 3 ‘sense making’ attributes that are required in executives in order for them to make sense of the complexity they face and take sensible action.  They were:
· Learning agility

· Wisdom

· Resilience

And yet few organisations underpinned their talent identification processes or their leadership development processes with these attributes.
Organisations participating in the TalentInvest survey said that with 20-20 hindsight, taking a planned, more strategic approach to appointments would have avoided a painful derailment. Furthermore even a well designed succession planning process is likely to deliver a generation of under-developed successors if it is not backed by systematic assessment of potential derailers in order to address the identified gaps early.

So what should organisations do to better equip their executives to deal with the increasing levels of complexity today?  TalentInvest research concluded that there are some medium term and longer term actions that organisations can take: 

Rethinking organisational design - Organisations will need to look at their design to determine if aspiring executives are being exposed to complexity early enough in their careers so they develop natural strengths in the ‘sense making’ attributes described above. For example an organisation that does not devolve decision making to the lowest appropriate level is missing an opportunity to develop the ability and confidence to work through complexity in its young leaders.

More robust talent identification processes – organisations need to take a look at their talent identification processes to determine if indeed they are measuring the right things. Many talent identification processes are heavily biased by evidence of past performance. But past performance is not a reliable predictor of future performance especially as the pace of complexity we face accelerates. Furthermore underpinning assessment processes with very generalised definitions of potential (typically IQ-EQ) will not deliver the quality of leadership talent required in an increasingly challenging future. Any definition of potential used to underpin talent identification processes will need to pass the ‘fit for future’ test and assess executives on the 3 ‘sense making’ attributes mentioned above.

Better integration of succession and development processes - Most organisations have well designed succession processes and can point to regularly updated succession plans. However often the development effort required to ready those identified as having succession potential is not targeted.  This lack of integration between the succession planning process and development effort is likely to deliver a generation of under-developed successors. This is easily observed when the rubber hits the road i.e. when the roles come up and the names in those boxes don’t get appointed because they were not ready.

On-boarding support to deal with transition risk – Some organisations have on-boarding processes that resemble no more than a set of up to date organisation charts, an internal phone book and a technology help desk number.  The best on-boarding programs however understand deeply the nature of transition risk and ensure that it is systematically managed. Real time feedback loops and cross divisional mentors are just two of several critical elements in a well thought through transition plan 

An early warning system – Organisations need to build an early warning system that triggers the required development action for executives who have potentially derailing attributes or who find themselves in organisational situations that can potentially derail. One such early warning signal is Benchmarks, a diagnostic tool which provides powerful actionable insights that can go a long way to focus the efforts of the executive and the line manager on a clear risk mitigation plan.  It also helps the line manager to proactively focus his/her coaching effort to neutralise the risks.

A strong culture of feedback - A culture of feedback is essential, one where upward and sideways feedback is as important as the more traditional one-way downward feedback. A culture where everyone feels they have an obligation to provide responsible developmental feedback to each other no matter where or what level in the organisation they are. A formal 360 feedback process that is closely linked to the executive development agenda is critical in this regard. 

And finally

Valuable organisational learning – Organisations need to find ways of institutionalising the organisational learning that comes from executive setback/failure. When a project goes belly up or when a strategic initiative stalls, how often do it’s owners and sponsors get around a table and ask “what are the things we did not pay attention to?”, “what wrong turns did we take and why?”, “what should we have better anticipated?”, “what voices were we not listening to?” and so on. Leaders who are able to foster a learning culture will lead their businesses down the path of organisational learning, renewal and sustainable success.

Meena recently spoke at the Annual CPA Congress in Oct 2008 on Building a ‘fit for future’ talent centric organisation.

For more information on this research or the ideas contact info@talentinvest.com.au
