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Innovate or
Lose Ground
Every leader I know is working �at out. There’s more to do than can be 
done, so it’s Execution Execution Execution. But, how do you identify 
priorities in real-time so your team seizes opportunity and drives results 
where it matters most? Things are moving so fast that new options rise 
in the market with unprecedented speed. If you don’t rise with them, 
your members and partners will go elsewhere, and these days that can 
be as easy as a click.

The topple rate, the rate at which the giant stalwarts fall, has begun to 
climb again. Everyone hunts for value and customers shift like schools 
of �sh as innovations emerge to satisfy their unmet needs. Pervasive 
multi-billion dollar enterprises like Amazon set the bar. Smart phones 
and tablets make it easy to �nd what you need when you need it no 
matter who is providing it. Thought leadership has become a 
commodity, no longer driving sales. Even if you are the best in your 
business, on a Google search you are just another resource. Potential 
members consume your intellectual property but don’t move any closer 
to buying.

For some these circumstances are the driving force behind the 
unrelenting pursuit of leadership. For others, complacency or 
overwhelm is the beginning of the end.

This issue of Driving Results highlights trends I have observed in my 
work with 100+ association CEOs. It is designed to stimulate powerful 
conversations with your leadership. It’s true that we now live in the Era 
of Disruption. That is why this is the year you must act. Carpe Annum 
2018!

From my work with leaders across the association spectrum, this is 
what I see the best doing:
 • Becoming hyper vigilant on disruption: building talent and 

business processes that can spot new growth and developing 
threats through strategic foresight, and introducing then iterating 
their own disruptive micro-initiatives incubated in 
mini-economies. 

 • Turning their value outward through scalable impact that 
harnesses the unique value of their members experience and 
expertise, leveraging it for massive audiences.

 • Building the constellation of stakeholders that drive change, 
creating connective tissue and a common agenda among their 
board of directors, key partners, member in�uencers, the senior 
leadership team, and activists.

 • Getting serious about the digital business imperative, overcoming 
foundational issues once and for all, accelerating innovation with 
new data points, delivering value through new channels, and 
anticipating emerging trends that will impact you, your members, 
and their work and lives.

The analysis on the pages ahead is for you, to provide the stimuli for 
productive conversations that will generate the insight and imperatives 
that lead to your success. 

Seth Kahan
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Disruption has become a regular partner in the marketplace, for better or 
worse. Silicon Valley entrepreneurs have an interest in frictionless, 
renewable revenue – another name for subscription business models. As 
a result, they have associations in their sights. Anytime an organization 
can capture an entire demographic by meeting unmet needs, disruption 
occurs.

Just as associations have mastered execution, they have fumbled 
disruptive innovation. It is for the very reason that they are so good at 
repeatable processes and incremental improvement that they are 
challenged by game-changing value creation.

Those associations that learn how to identify small incursions that are 
rapidly iterating will be best prepared for new forms of member value 
creation. This capability is built through rigorous forms of strategic 
foresight – business processes that continuously identify emerging 
trends, secondary impacts, and ripening discomfort among key 
constituencies.

Organizations which develop their own disruptions build the internal 
capacity to introduce prototypes into micro-markets and rapidly develop 
them to expand their reach and value. This requires new competencies 
for senior managers that regularly extend their reach beyond the known, 
�shing for the compelling value propositions that grow their market.

CLAYTON CHRISTENSEN
Harvard Business School
Disruptive Innovation Expert

1
Deal with
Disruption

A disruptive innovation is 
a technologically simple 
innovation in the form of 
a product, service, or 
business model that 
takes root in a tier of the 
market that is 
unattractive to the 
established leaders in an 
industry.
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Scalable impact takes you beyond incremental growth. It means you are 
leveraging the work you are doing today to get a multiple on the return. 
True business growth relies on scaling. If you put in more resources and 
get a corresponding ROI, you are not really growing. When you scale you 
put in a little more resources and get a lot more growth. 

Traditionally association impact has been limited to members and their 
value network, which is a �nite set. This approach arti�cially caps your 
impact. When you open up the bene�ts of your work to reach beyond 
your members value networks, you are able to scale your impact 
dramatically.

Every association has this treasured asset: they can leverage the 
experience and expertise of their members for the bene�t of a much 
larger set of people. For example, if your members are 65,000 earth and 
space scientists, but you can leverage their discoveries for all of 
humanity you have just extended the bene�ciaries from 68,000 to 7.6 
billion. Your resources now are reaching almost 117,000 times as many 
people! That’s scalable impact. Identify the constituencies who have a 
stake in your success, and you have resource opportunity writ large.

By demonstrating that your work is bene�ting a much larger set of 
stakeholders, you are in a position to identify additional funding, 
knowledge, and workers. You can go beyond members and their value 
network to others that bene�t from your results. For example, if you can 
�ll a workforce pipeline that is declining, you are in a position to solicit 
funding and other forms of support from the organizations that bene�t 
from the additional workers. As long as the investment they make in your 
organization is less than the value they receive, it’s a good deal for 
everyone. 

Associations that grow beyond the con�nes of tradition this year will 
master scalable impact, and extend their unique value to much larger 
sets of bene�ciaries. 

JAMIE DIMON
Chariman, CEO, President
JPMorgan Chase

2
Scale for Impact 

...companies that 
build scale for the 
benefit of their 
customers and 
shareholders more 
often succeed over 
time.
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Associations have long had partners, but new forms are emerging that 
bring together players in novel constellations for to work together on a 
common agenda. Arising from the social sector the Collective Impact 
method brings together multiple organizations and activists to work 
together toward a common goal.

Associations can serve as a backbone organization, providing 
coordination, communication, de�nition and assessment of metrics, thus 
linking together disparate players in a uni�ed play for a goal that 
everyone is invested in achieving.

For example, when the US Army joined the American Nurses Association 
(ANA) in support of Healthy Nurse, Healthy Nation™ they did so because 
lack of health among nurses constitutes a national security threat.  The 
army sees ANA’s initiative as an opportunity to ensure the readiness of 
their war�ghters. CVS Caremark joined the same initiative because they 
want to do everything they can to improve the health of their 9,000+ 
nurses on payroll. The common agenda, healthy nurses, was an end 
state all three organizations (and the many other partners who joined in) 
required to achieve their own goals. This is an example of how a unifying 
objective drives new partnerships that work for collective impact.

Associations that develop new partnerships outside their traditional reach 
will build more robust support for their goals and public image. This 
allows them to reach new heights. Social movements form, bolstering 
and lifting the association and its partners together to new levels of 
performance. 

NARENDRA MODI
Prime Minister
India

3
Build New Kinds
of Partnerships

We will naturally pursue our 

goals on the strength of our 

own resources, skills and 

enterprise. But, we know that 

we will be more successful 

when we do this in 

partnership with the world.
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It’s imperative to put your digital house in order. Customers have 
changed irrevocably. They expect you to know more about them than 
ever before while respecting their privacy, to engage in lightning fast 
transactions 24/7 around the globe, and to anticipate their needs. If you 
don’t, they move on.

But most associations still have not established the foundations of a 
digital business strategy or secured clean data to monitor and analyze 
the basics. And when they have, the innovation that leverages continuous 
streams of activity while integrating qualifying data attributes is hardly 
developed. This is the time to get it together.

Investing in technology has never been cheaper and the returns have 
never come faster. Leaders of organizations that want to remain at the 
top of their members’ priorities will assess their organization’s 
capabilities while growing their leaders’ skill in data analytics. 

Your leaders should be actively investigating developments in arti�cial 
intelligence, blockchain, global Internet access, facial recognition, 
nanotechnology and other breakthroughs that are rapidly developing.

Rather than issuing top-down mandates and dedicating data governance 
to the CIO, ensure the entire senior management team as well as key 
volunteers have access to your information and the ability to develop 
insights that lead to growth. Institute transparent systems that enable 
cross-unit collaboration and unleash the collective knowledge of star 
performers across the organization. Technology is pervasive as are the 
innovators who leverage it. 

Digital business is here. You must be engaged as if your organization’s 
relevance depends upon it because it does. 

RAY KURZWEIL
CIO
Google

4
Drive Your
Digital Business

Most long-range forecasts of 
what is technically feasible in 
future time periods 
dramatically underestimate 
the power of future 
developments because they 
are based on what I call the 
“intuitive linear” view of 
history rather than the 
“historical exponential” view.
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While working on the strategic plan of the Association for Suppliers of 
Printing, Publishing and Converting Technologies in 2010, I had the good 
fortune to talk with Jan Riecher, Hewlett-Packard’s then VP of their 
Graphics Solutions business. We were discussing growth in a contracted 
market, just following the mortgage crisis in America and the same year 
that Apple sold 14 million iPads in 10 months, throwing the print industry 
into an irreversible contraction as citizens around the world left paper for 
screen.

During our conversation it felt to me like Riecher was standing on the 
prow of a great ship, and it wasn’t enough for him that he was at the 
front of the boat. He was up on the railing leaning as far out as he could 
to see an extra three feet. Jan was so excited about the future, even 
though that future was taking his world apart. 

He told me he used to do strategic planning every three years. Then he 
started doing it every year. But, soon, Riecher realized he could only hire 
managers and leaders who did strategy in real-time. I asked him to 
explain. He shared how every one of his managers was in the �eld 
learning about their customers’ needs in a world that wasn’t slowing 
down. They needed to spot opportunities for growth which had to be 
acted on quickly, and this changed the future of Hewlett-Packard. Jan 
wanted them to identify overarching interests, the means of achieving 
them and make the decisions required to capture opportunity. He 
expected managers to act and help Hewlett-Packard integrate the new 
directions in real-time, not waiting for periodic review.

Associations that succeed in this rapidly changing disruptive market will 
train their leaders in how to move strategy to real-time. That is the only 
way to stay ahead of the curve when it’s all around you. 

GINNI ROMETTY
Chairman, CEO, President
IBM

5
Strategize in
Real-time

The only way you 

survive is you 

continuously 

transform into 

something else.
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Driving results

Loyalty has changed its color. It used to be red for passion. Now it’s 
transparent for value. If you don’t �gure out how to stay ahead of the 
game serving your constituents, they go elsewhere.

To prepare yourself and your organization for an aggressive path 
forward, you must scale your impact, build new kinds of partnerships, 
deal well with disruption, drive digital business and strategize in 
real-time.

Associations were �rst-to-market when it comes to social networks and 
mission-driven strategy, but now the world has caught up with a 
vengence and our leaders must raise their game. Those who get it right 
will pull out in front and those who do not will recede. The gap between 
will grow until it becomes unsustainable. You want to be on the right 
side when it breaks.

2018 is the year organizations innovate or lose ground. Leaders will 
�gure out how to introduce game-changing reframes, or they will be left 
behind as others do. With the speed of change increasing, the distance 
between those who get it right and those who limp along is starkly 
visible. 

To explore how these trends can be put to your work in your 
organization, or schedule a private conversation for you and your board 
of directors, senior management team or executive advisors, email me 
at Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com.

Follow Seth:

Seth Kahan has worked hand-in-hand with 100+ association CEOs. 

He worked at the World Bank for 13 years including with President 

Jim Wolfensohn, helped spearhead a $20m change initiative at 

Royal Dutch Shell, consulted on 3 large-scale change initiatives 

for Gaddi Vasquez, director of the Peace Corps. He is the author 

of two business books, Getting Change Right and Getting 

Innovation Right. More information and resources can be 

found at VisionaryLeadership.com.
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/sethkahan/
https://twitter.com/SethKahan
http://visionaryleadership.com
mailto:Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com

