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TheChinesewordfor*“crisis,”
“we'iji” congstsof twoideograms:
“danger,” originally picturedasaman
ontheedgeof aprecipice, and“oppor-
tunity,” areminder of theseemingly
small butimportant opportunity that can
comeout of danger. Trand atedinto
Englishitmeans, “ A crisisisan oppor-
tunity riding on a dangerous wind.”

Asleadersof organizations, weare
ridingondangerouswinds. There are but
twocertaintiesinthischaoticworld
we'relivingin. Rapidchangetriggers
crissandcrigisbringsuncertainty and
morechange. Oneof themost powerful
guestionswecanaskintimeslikethese
is, “ How can we usethiscrisis of
economic downturn as an opportunity
to build a solid foundation to support
our future growth?”

Intheir 1994 ground breaking
research onsuccessful companieswho
haveweatheredthewindsof changefor
morethanfifty years, Stanfordresearch-
ersJamesCollinsand Jerry Porras
surveyed over 700 CEO’ sof USbased
companieslookingfor“timeless
management principal sof visonary
companies. Fromthenominationsof
those CEQO'’ s, they sel ected eighteen
visionary companiesandeighteen
comparisoncompaniestostudy.

Their researchshowedthat visionary
companiesare, most of all, highly
effective organizations, rather than
institutionsbased onaparticular per-
sonality, theproductsthey produceor
theservicesthey provide. Secondly, they

foundthat visionary companiesprosper
overthelonghaul , throughmultiple
product lifecyclesand multiplegen-
erationsof activeleaders. Third, these
companiesdisplay remarkableresiliency
intheir ability tobounceback from
adversity. Fourth,inadditiontobeing
consideredthe” best of thebest” by
industry leaders, they haveattained
extraordinary long-termperformance,
out performingthecomparisoncom-
paniesstudied by six times, andthe
general market by afactor of fifteenover
thepastfifty years!

What differenti atesthesevis onary
companiesfromtherest of thepack?
Coallinsand Porrasfoundthat every one
of themhad devel opedanexceptionally
strongfoundationthat hel pedthem
weather thestormsof changeandcycles
of uncertainty they faced throughout the
years. Their leadershipteamsall estab-
lished, nourishedand modeled aclear
and compel ling senseof purpose, core
values, visonandmissionthat provided
theloft that hel pedthemnavigateand
sail throughthedangerouswindsof
change. Not only didthefoundations
they created servetocharttheir course,
they learned, over time, how toadapt to
thewindsof changefaster thanthe
competition!

Unfortunately, for most of us,
changeisuncomfortableandillusive.

It' ssimply not somethingwecanwrap
our armsaround and*“manage.” We'd
rather hopeour problemswill smply go
away. Butthewindsof changearehere
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stay, blowingmorevoracioudy than
ever. For most|eaders, turbulenceand
crisesareperceived asthreatening,
problematicsituationsfraughtwith
danger and uncertainty. Most manage-
ment teamshunker downandshifttheir
focusfromgrowthtosurvival. Few see
turbulenceasopportunity for creativity
andgrowth.

Consider thisfact: research shows
that 60- 70% of organi zational change
initiativesfail or serioudyfall short of
expectations. Fromour perspective, the
sourceof thispatternreflectsaninad-
equateunderstandingof what drives
long-term successinorganizations —
CULTURE. It seasy toaimour energy
at people, strategy, structure, systems
and processes. However, that’ slike
puttingaband-aid onagapingwound. It
may s ow thebleedingmomentarily, but
itwon’ t get thejob done. What many
leadersfail toappreciateinturbulent
timesishow tousetheir“ dangerous”
Stuationtoexpandtheir organization’ s
capacities, skillsandcomfortlevelsto
understand, nurtureand champion
change.

AriedeGeus, past V..P. of Strategy
at Royal Dutch Shell saiditwell,“ The
ability to learn faster than your com-
petitors may be the only sustainable
competitive advantage.” Thefirststep
towardfaster |earningisby understand-
ingtherearefour kindsof change: linear
change, processchange, reactivetrans-
formational change, and conscious
transformationa change. Thefirsttwo,
linear and processchange, represent
amplisticmodel sthatwork wellin
stablesituations, but don’ t holdupwell
inturbulenttimes. Thethirdform,
reactivetransformational change,isthe
maost common. It swhenexternal
circumstancesforcealifeor death

decison—either changeor die. The
fourthformof change, conscious
transformational change, isthemost
powerful, most chalengingand, poten-
tially, mostrewarding. Thisapproach
requiresleaderstoproactively initiatea
rigorousprocessof learningtodiscover
andadopt moreeffective waysof
thinking, relatingandworking. This
involvestakingarisk by deliberately
investingtime, energy andresources,
ofteninthefaceof danger, tocreatea
compellingvisonof adesredfuture
stateandthenmobilizingtheorganiza-
tiontofulfill thatvision. Thisisthepath
of learning how tochampionconscious,
transformational changeinourselvesand
thosewelead and manage.

Aschangeconsultantsworkingwith
sometruly successful, fast-learning
organizations, wehaveobservedthe
followingattributesinexecutiveleader -
shipteams. First, thereisaclear align-
ment on purpose, vision, valuesand
mission. They knowwherethey are
goingandwhy. Second, leadersinthese
organi zationsinspirepeopletoaction
though personal example. Third, thereis
visibleteamwork, cooperationand
coordinated actionthat stemsfromafree
flowof highquality informationand
feedback. Thisresultsintheability to
quickly surface, resol vebreakdownsand
executedecisionsfaster andmore
effectively. Third, therearepositive
rewardsfor risk-taking,learningand
success. Finaly, thereisaunified
culturedemonstrated by absoluteclarity
amongemployeeson* ourway” of
thinking, relatingandworkingasan
organizaion.

Wehavea solearnedthat change
resistantorganizationspersstinviewing
changeasacrisis. Whentheseorganiza-
tionscomeunder pressure, thereisan
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increasing emphasi sonatop-down,
commandand control approachby
seniorleadership. Thisjust stifles
creativity andinnovationrightat when
it’ sneeded most. Secondly, thereis
consi stent under-communicatingfrom
theleaderstotheir organization, which
defeatsachievingacritica massof
understandingandalignment around
what’ sneeded to addressthe

situation. Third, theretendstobe alack
of alignment betweenwhat |eaderssay
they standfor andtheir behaviors.
Finally, thereisoftenalack of linkage
betweentheorganization’ sfoundation
(it scorevision, values, purposeand
mission) and how operationsareactually
managed and performanceismeasured.
Thecommonresultisafragmented
culturethat generatesconfusion, fear,
ineffectivenessandmalaise.

Inaddition, wehavelearnedal ot
fromworkingwithfast-learninglead-
ershipteams. Thesepeopleapproach
changeasapersonal chalengeanda
processof learning, rather thanaheroic
eventor project. They foster changeby
creatingandaligningbehindaclear,
compellingvisionof thefuture. They
findwaystoengagethewholeorgan-
izationinproactively creatingandnur -
turing changeby strengthening coaching
and feedback processesand reward
systems. They actively seek employee
involvementindes gningandlaunching
changeinitiativesandby celebrating
accomplishmentsandlearning. Findly,
and perhapsmostimportantly, in
turbulenttimesthesefast-learning
leadershipteamsrely aboveal ontheir
corestrength —adeeptrustand belief in
themselvesandtheir sharedvision,
valuesand purposeasafoundationfor
drivingstrategicinitiatives. They seem
toknow that staying truetowhothey are
aspeopleand what they standfor as

anenterprisewill makethedifference
betweensuccessandfailure.

Inessence, theseexceptional leaders
teamsknow that walkingtheir talk,
especidlyinturbulenttimes,isthe
sourceof their resilienceand success.
They havelearnedtousetheturbulence
toexpandthemsel vesandthecapacity of
their organizationto chart asteady
courseasthey ridethewindsof change.
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