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Leadership as Foresight

Everyone knows the name Genghis Kahn, the Mongol leader who swept across the Steppes to Europe, creating a vast empire.  But how did he do it?  A critical element of his success was foresight.  He sent spies hundreds of miles, and sometimes months, in advance of his vast, slow-moving army, which included the families of his soldiers and all of their possessions.  This sending out of spies was not just to reconnoiter enemy positions, but also their political structure, culture, resources and social networks…all of their strengths and weaknesses, in detail.  Genghis Kahn succeeded because he knew where he was going.

When Genghis Kahn sent his spies out ahead of his army, they were monitoring a simple agrarian economy.  The level of complexity of the industrial economy that blossomed in the 19th century, while considerably greater than the agrarian economy, is closer in complexity to that simple world of farms and cottage industry than it is to the world we live in now.  Imagine the history of complexity as an exponential curve, with a long, gradual slope in the beginning and then a sudden change to a very steep upward slope.  The inflection point in that curve, the moment of change from gradual to exponential change, occurred a few decades ago, and we are now a ways up the steep part of the curve.  We live in a time of continuous dynamic change.  Foresight is both more necessary now, because conditions are changing so fast, and also incredibly more difficult.

How to achieve foresight in a complex world?  One way is to construct a network of listening posts, connected—like the towed array of transponders behind a ballistic missile submarine—in a way that amplifies their combined ability to listen for the faint cavitations of emerging conditions.  A potential listening post is any person who follows a condition as part of whatever they normally do. The network of listening posts and the conditions they are listening for need to be at multiple scales:  local, metro, megaregional, national and global. 

Some of the best listening posts in the world live in the Greater Stamford area.  If we do the “Reinventing Stamford” initiative right, one of its key by-products will be a very sophisticated foresight network.

Leadership as Boldness

The notion of leadership as boldness goes way back.  In the Aeneid, Virgil wrote: “Fortuna Iuvat Audentes”…fortune favors the bold.

The best American example of bold leadership is General Robert E. Lee.  At Chancellorsville, General Lee, facing a Union army under General Hooker which was twice his size, divided his inferior force in two and sent half of it under General Jackson on a long march to the Union right flank, where he proceeded to roll up and rout the entire Union army because his small force could overpower the small flank edge that the Union line presented to him.  Boldness achieved a superior concentration of force, given a starting position of lesser resources.  (To reinforce the first point about foresight, Lee was able to get away with this bold move because Hooker couldn’t see what Jackson was doing in the heavily wooded terrain and didn’t use his cavalry effectively to reconnoiter behind Lee’s lines.  He did not have foresight.)

At its best, America is a culture of pluralism and entrepreneurship. The entrepreneur organizes talent to achieve what the economist Joseph Shumpeter called creative destruction.  Entrepreneurs create new business models that destroy the existing order, in the process redistributing jobs and wealth.   Schumpeter said that entrepreneurship had become routine in American culture.  Maybe at his time it was.  I wish it were true today.  

There is a mythology that all jobs are created by small business.  While that is technically correct, it leaves an impression of a vast array of small firms constantly creating new jobs.  That is not so.  Eight percent of firms create 80% of the new jobs that last more than five years.  These 8% are precisely the small firms that are in the process of becoming large firms.  Most small firms do not grow at all.  Very small firms go in and out of business at a very high rate. The entrepreneur, who serves culturally as an icon of boldness, inspiring all of us to be entrepreneurial in our own way, is the leader of the rare fast growing firm, not just any small business.

Entrepreneurs shape our culture, and are shaped by it, both the general American culture and its local flavors.  The Silicon Valley has much more venture capital and many more start up companies on a much smaller research base than the Northeast.  Why is that?  In part, it’s because there is a culture of boldness and risk-taking in the Silicon Valley that comes of California’s origins in the Gold Rush.  The Northeast, especially New England, is more risk-adverse and complacent.  Stamford is lucky to be part of the New York orbit, because New York has a much more entrepreneurial culture than Boston, though unfortunately not as much of one as the Silicon Valley.

Leadership as Place-Making

Without leadership, there is no place-making.  Developing great places is not primarily a design problem, or a finance problem or an engineering problem or even a networking problem.  It is first and foremost a leadership challenge, for which the critical capability is story telling. 

The layering of development over time that creates a great place is not just about a textured mix of structures from different historical periods, and a harmony between this built environment and the natural environment around it.  It’s not just the scene that is created by artists and entrepreneurs and restaurateurs to animate the physical setting.  It’s also and perhaps most importantly, about place as the vessel of meaning…as interpreted by different people in different ways over time to define them, where they’ve been, where they’re going.  It’s about myth.  
An "origin story" is the history of the founding of a place and a people that says something powerful about what it is, who it is, why it is and where it is going.  For example, Stamford has an extremely powerful history of reinvention and resilience, the core qualities for success in times of dynamic change.
Without a sense of your past, you are locked in the present; you don't have a narrative arc that gives a clear direction of where you are going.  Origin stories use the power of language, of words, of names.

The meaning of places is conveyed by the telling and retelling of stories.  It’s not just the story that’s important, but the story-telling, and the story-tellers.  The origin story is told by a leader or leaders as the principal act of leadership, in so doing helping to define a place and a people, by reaching into the organic reality and lifting it up for common reflection and understanding.  But the story achieves its power in the retelling over and over again by the people in a place.  A place is abuzz with a sense of itself when its residents are constantly retelling the story of the place to each other and outsiders.  A primary objective of the civic conversation that we are trying to foster is to ignite this kind of buzz.

A visionary leader does not impose a vision.  The leader is of a place and a people; the story is their expression.  In the construction of a compelling narrative of place, the leader channels the hopes and dreams of the people.  Good stories are self-replicating, fractal.  The whole point of a visionary leader is to unleash grassroots energy.  Story telling amplifies the organic narrative.  It’s neither top-down nor bottom-up, but rather both at once.

Seeding Ideas

Sometimes the vision starts to evolve before the leader emerges.  In Providence, two eccentric architecture professors at RISD pitched idea of moving the railroad tracks (the Main Line of the Northeast Corridor) and uncovering and moving the Providence River for several years before it was picked up by visionary political leaders, who then marshaled the resources to achieve the vision.  If there are not (what seem at the time to be) mad men seeding an idea in the public mind in advance of when the leadership and resource window opens, there is often not enough time to exploit the window of opportunity.

We do not have this problem in Stamford.  The leadership window is open, and there are resources, especially federal stimulus resources, to be marshaled.  But the Providence story is instructive because it powerfully makes the point that ideas are harnessed and effectuated by leadership, but they are not the same thing as leadership.  Ideas have a life of their own.  It is important to create as fertile an environment for ideas as possible in order for visionary leadership to reach its full potential.

