
What it
Takes to
Lead in 2018



The New Leadership
Competencies
Virtually every sector is experiencing exponential change. Consider the 
accelerated growth of computing power due to rapid shrinking of the 
silicon chip; decreases in cost and size of digital devices; increase to 
human life expectancy over the last 100 years; increases in education 
expenditures in the US, as well as the increase in people receiving high 
school and college education over the last 100 years, and more.* Our 
capabilities are not simply improving, they’re doubling, tripling, and 
quadrupling.

Humans are famous for not being able to wrap our heads around 
exponential growth. Most people can count to 100 in less than 30 
seconds, and to 1,000 in about five minutes. Did you know at that same 
speed it would take about two 40-hour weeks without stopping to count 
to a million? And that estimate assumes you don’t take longer to say 
935,789 than you do five!

We make the mistake of imagining the pace of the future to match the 
pace of the past. Yet, if the rate of progress doubles every ten years or 
so, we’ll see changes in the next 90 years equivalent to the last 5,000 
years. Madness? After seven and a half years, the Human Genome 
Project had decoded only one-percent of our genetic code. At that rate, 
another 743 years would be required to finish the job—but it was done 
in only 15 years. 

Today’s business leaders must adapt to a market that is morphing 
faster than any single person can digest or comprehend. And because 
the speed of change will continue to increase, we must learn to conduct 
our strategy and execution in wholly new ways. 

With change coming so fast, leaders and entrepreneurs must adapt 
quickly while discerning what opportunities and advantages can be 
extracted from change in order to create new value 
propositions—without being diluted or overwhelmed in the process. It 
takes new skills—visionary leadership competencies—to do business in 
an exponential world. In the pages ahead are seven of the big ones.

Seth Kahan
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* www.kurzweilai.net/the-law-of-accelerating-returns



As new change combinations manifest in the marketplace, distinct and 
overarching patterns will arise, some with gargantuan proportions— 
artificial intelligence; communication and connectivity; social 
technologies; autonomous transportation; cybersecurity, and more. 
Visionary business leaders will discern those world changes that present 
lasting and comprehensive impact—the mega-trends. They will sharpen 
a skillset for sensing rate of decay and determining interdependent 
consequences.

Those who become adept at determining which changes can be built 
upon, vs which will dissolve too quickly,  will be able to generate new 
applications with a half-life long enough to justify  the investment.

BRUCE LEE
Martial Artist and Entrepreneur

1
Detecting
Larger Patterns 

All fixed set 
patterns are 
incapable of 
adaptability or 
pliability. The 
truth is outside 
of all fixed 
patterns.
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It is critical to distinguish disruptive from sustaining innovations. 
Sustaining innovations are all about improving upon existing value, 
making your products and services better. Disruptive innovations are 
game-changers. They mostly start out small in the contained markets of 
early adopters. But disruptive innovations iterate fast and can quickly 
gain speed, overtaking stalwarts and industry giants.

The topple rate is the rate at which the group of companies leading a 
given market or industry changes. According to Deloitte*, the topple rate 
steadily increased in the US from 1965 to 2009. And although it dropped 
in 2011, it’s on the rise again today.

A critical leadership competency is understanding disruptions—where 
they start and how to identify those that threaten to topple your value 
propositions.

MICHIO KAKU
Theoretical Physicist

2
Identifying
Disruptions

The Lesson 
here is that it 
is very 
dangerous to 
bet against 
the future.

©
 S

et
h 

K
ah

an
 2

01
8

* https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/insights/us/articles/3407_2016-Shift-Index/DUP_2016-Shift-Index.pdf



New forms of organizational partnerships are emerging as the world 
becomes more and more interconnected and the problems humanity 
takes on are greater in scope and direr in consequence. Collective 
impact* is a new kind of collaboration that relies on multiple and varied 
organizations partnering with activists and the public to create results.

Collective impact relies first and foremost on establishing a common 
agenda, a clear vision of a future state that every contributor is invested 
in passionately. This includes a future that commercial organizations rely 
on, as well as a world that activists deeply care about.

Articulating and defending the common agenda is the organizing force 
behind collective impact, along with the ability to achieve transparent 
communication and clear, common metrics. Most important is the ability 
to work in a democratic environment where partners pool their resources, 
expertise, and experience.

JACQUE FRESCO
Futurist and Social Engineer

The shape and 
solutions of the future 
rely totally on the 
collective effort of 
people working 
together. We are all an 
integral part of the web 
of life.
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* https://ssir.org/articles/entry/collective_impact

3
Leading for
Collective Impact



It is all too common for idealism to be stifled by the fear associated with 
risk. Yet, educated risk is the very nature of seizing opportunity. Peter 
Diamandis, multi-entrepreneur and founder of XPRIZE, said, “The world’s 
biggest problems are the world’s biggest business opportunities.” As 
associations consider going scalable, they must necessarily convert 
intractable problems into great opportunities—alchemizing the 
challenges they take on to reveal the massive potential inside. 

To do this successfully, association leaders need to learn the visionary 
art of reframing, engaging in dialog that opens peoples’ minds. 
Reframing is not preaching, but involving unbelievers in meaningful 
interaction which leads to a reexamination of assumptions and the birth 
of new context in which the original obstacles plus a new mindset can 
now shape a way forward toward deep opportunity.

Reframing is proactive and mutual. It includes outreach activities such as 
convening groups of stakeholders and designing liberating structures to 
deal with the most difficult issues and convert them into a set of 
circumstances that make comprehensive and wide-sweeping solutions 
possible.

MARIANNE WILLIAMSON
Founder, Project Angel Food

4
Reframing
Obstacles as
Opportunity

Our key to 

transforming 

anything lies in 

our ability to 

reframe it.
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Visionary leaders continuously seek to raise the caliber of their work by 
strengthening and expanding their competencies, capabilities, and range 
of influence. They recognize that their real-world results are directly 
rooted in their own mental models, and that by transforming their 
performance they can positively, and often powerfully, impact their 
organizations.

Truly great leaders make this an art form, planning new experiences that 
catalyze deep and intentional personal growth and change for 
themselves, and their most valuable partners including their board of 
directors and senior leadership team.

SETH KAHAN
Executive Advisor

5
Intentional
Self-Transformation

The only way we can 
do more, be more, 
influence more is to 
transform ourselves. 
We must find ways 
to develop ourselves 
beyond our current 
limits.
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Even in democratic cultures, we’re accustomed to dualistic, two party 
fragmentation, where sharp polarization exists and black-and-white 
thinking reigns supreme. Everyone takes a side, and each side is 
adamant its own view is correct. Even where consensus-building efforts 
emerge, they can be time-consuming and infrequently work. As the pace 
of change accelerates, dualistic thinking and left/right power struggles 
simply can’t hold up to the mounting complexities we face. 

Systems thinking is the evolving 21st century capacity to see, 
understand, and communicate about multidimensional and 
multi-disciplinary models and the phenomena they generate. As a result 
of data intelligence and advanced research methods, the world we are 
able to perceive has opened up. Medical researchers are learning to see 
the delicate matrix created by age; nationality; race; socioeconomic 
health; complex genetic factors and detailed histories; environmental 
conditions; as well as personal experiences of childhood trauma, and the 
intricate causal fabric these factors and others play in the creation of 
disease.

Learning to foster systems awareness allows leaders and their 
organizations greater agency and sharper predictive and reflexive 
reasoning. Wherever systemic forces emerge, a problem will have many 
variables—multiple causes and multiple symptoms, with changing 
outcomes—which black-and-white, single-solution frameworks fail 
miserably to describe or to solve. The complex problems we face today 
require us to propose sets of potential solutions in new and original ways, 
and those we face tomorrow necessitate a deeper way of seeing our 
world and of listening to one another.  

MURRAY GELL-MAN
Nobel Prize-winning Physicist

6
Systems
Thinking

Today the network of 
relationships linking the 
human race to itself 
and to the rest of the 
biosphere is so 
complex that all 
aspects affect all 
others to an 
extraordinary degree.
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With increased stress, the priority of peak performance is elevated. Every 
true leader is called upon through multiple channels of communication 
and around the clock. To operate effectively, all methods of support are 
required.

Each of us is a node in a much larger web; we cannot operate with 
integrity or maximum impact unless we’re in the best possible 
condition—physically, psychologically, emotionally, and spiritually. Those 
leaders who are able to bring the full force of their insight and action to 
bear on complex challenges are those who are well developed and who 
sustain their performance through regular and deeply effective self-care. 
They’re aligned to the priorities that feed and sustain them, and make it a 
conscious priority to see they stay in tip top shape on all levels.

Workaholism is unsustainable; it taxes the system, causing severe 
imbalances. When dedication and long hours are complimented by 
soul-sustaining renewal, it is possible to hurry up and slow down so you 
can go faster.*

CARRIE DOUBTS
Transition Coach

7
Radical
Self-Care

Radical Self-care is the 

assertion that you have the 

responsibility to take care 

of yourself first before 

attempting to take care of 

others. It’s necessary to fill 

your cup first, then to give 

to others from the overflow.
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* My good friend and mindfulness buddy, Rob Creekmore, was fond of saying this to me on many of our long walks together.



Where to Go
from Here

Visionary leaders are masters at listening to their organizations, 
monitoring for intelligent systems feedback, and leaning into the future 
to hear what is coming. They don’t do this alone; they share leadership 
with valued peers and are wise enough to look everywhere inside their 
organizations for new leadership instincts—not just among the “usual 
suspects.” 

What we have here is a whole-system mindset – it’s a real 
transformation from the way people used to work. Old school skills 
create old school results, and the world has no patience for that. 
Today’s senior leaders already operate in interconnected worlds 
whether they know it or not. The challenge is to produces value in all of 
them. To do that, they need these new competencies. 

My experience developing boards of directors and senior executive 
teams focuses on developing these competencies by applying them – 
that is the key: real time action learning that puts new mindsets to work 
on the problems that matter. People change when constructive 
pressure is applied. There is no other way.

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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