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In October 1989 I was almost fired from
a job with a global professional services firm
because of email! Not because of anything I
had sent or received, but because I appeared
in an office automation magazine extolling the
benefits of using electronic mail over regular
paper mail.
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Why did this get me in trouble? The firm I
was with had a contract with a large national
postal services organization, and it seems the
CEO took exception to someone internal
promoting the virtues of a whacky new form of
communication that could replace paper mail.
After some explaining that I had no nefarious
intent, cooler heads prevailed and I kept my
job, although I later decided it was
developments like email that really interested
me, so I became a global futurist and expert on
innovation, and today count Disney, NASA and
Johnson & Johnson among my clients.
Email is an example of something that
forever changed the way we communicate, but
as my story shows, there are people who don’t
like new technology and the change it
represents. But it also makes the point that you
have to move beyond that type of thinking if
you are to survive.
Over the years, I have spent time with a
tremendous number of organizations and have
seen some business models decimated by
technology – just as others turn the same ideas
into an opportunity. Ideally you want to be in
the latter camp, but how?
First of all, accept that in the future you
won’t even recognize the industry you are
operating in. That’s because the rate of
business model change is accelerating in every
single industry. In 10 years’ time your business
model will look nothing like it does today, with
a huge disruption most likely to stem from a
younger generation with a better grasp of the
latest technologies.
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Now, the technology they use will probably
seem unrelated or irrelevant to your area of
business at first, and you may discount it, but
the truth will be that if you don’t embrace it,
your operation won’t survive. Examples of this
type of disruption are occurring right now.
Battling against a culture of innovation can
set you up with a form of organizational
sclerosis. It will clog up your ability to pursue
new ideas. How do you know if you have a
problem? There are a few recognizable signs.
For example, do you laugh at new ideas? Is
your organization more focused on process
than success? Is the company culture very
much, “Well, this is how we do it because
we’ve always done it this way”?
Innovative companies are different. Ideas
flow freely throughout the organization, and
success and failure are championed. There
are many leaders who encourage innovative
thinking, rather than managers who run a
bureaucracy, and a number of creative
champions who thrive on thinking about
how to do things differently. These companies
recognize that innovation is also about how to
run, grow and transform the business.
The fact is, every organization should be
able to develop innovation as a core virtue – if
it isn’t, it certainly won’t survive the rapid rate
of change that envelopes us today.
I am a big believer that the world of
communications and logistics – as found in
the postal industry – has a fascinating and
marvellous future in this new, fast-paced,
virtual/physical economy that is being created.
But to do that, you must have an open mind
and a willingness to embrace the future.
In other words, don’t fire the messenger. Ask
yourself, “What is the messenger really trying
to tell us?” n
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