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THOUGHT STREAM 1: Facing the New Reality
by David Bennet

Our world has changed, and it will change a lot more in the near, and possibly distant, future. Most of us have been lulled into believing that the world has always changed, so what’s new?  Our lives have seen continuous change, yet we still are here, we have jobs, families, our affluence level is still increasing and we have many more conveniences than our parents. So, why should we worry about change?  Well, while its true that change has always been with us—there is change and there is Ch AN Ge! Some change makes sense and other change makes for confusion, overload, turbulence and paradox.  
There’s a lot that is new, and different, and challenging, and hard to understand. There is the change of pace of change and there is the change of ideas, products, processes, wants and needs of customers, rules, laws and regulations. There is the change in the way and speed of communication, change in our jobs, careers and what we need to know. There is the change of us growing older, moving, seeing our kids get married, or of being reminded of the reality of terrorism—or any weapon of mass destruction. There is the change weather patterns, travel processes, speed of products to market, expectations of workers, and the complexity of the problems we are asked to solve daily. Change is the big C in CUCA.
And then there is uncertainty. With all of the economic, social, political and technological change comes a creeping uncertainty in what to expect in the future. We say creeping because we easily create explanations of history and then using our analytical insights extrapolate the past into the future. This sometimes works and when it is wrong we shrug it off by saying “well no one can predict what is going to happen. Then we repeat the same process the next time we make a decision. If we have money and a very important decision to make we may use the Delphi technique or go to experts who spend their lives studying the future—futurists. While we will certainly get answers and some good ideas to think about, no one warrants their prediction of the future. As our society speeds up there is less time to make decisions, more information available than we want, and so many choices and possibilities that we either simplify by fiat or con ourselves into thinking that we are smart enough to make the right decision because of our past record. 
Besides we always have to justify our decisions to our boss (or wife, partner, kids, etc) and therefore make up a tale of logic and reason that sounds great.   Now the “bad” decision can be blamed on bad luck, not on our poor judgment or incompetence. This approach has been used for centuries and is not necessarily bad or wrong. Anyone who has worked in the government and written a “white” paper to explain and justify a particular decision knows that it is often a gross oversimplification of reality. And of course usually things do work out and achieve what was intended. Why? Two reasons: first we may be able to influence the environment and create our desired outcome, second we may have been right on with our logic and approach. That is, our desired movement into the future is consistent with what happens around it as the future unfolds. Most often, however, our plans are less than accurate and we adjust them with money, people, schedules, or by changing objectives so they will at least partially succeed. All of this is normal and some of it will stay normal. In many areas we can continue to make decisions and make them happen as desired. We can do this particularly if the environmental change is relatively smooth and of the same nature over time. 
However, and it is a big however!, if the world is changing in a major way that is unpredictable and unforeseeable, all of the planning and forecasting will never allow us to set clear targets and objectives and create a strategic path to go from here to there. The entire world is becoming more tightly connected and  smaller in the sense of technology providing instant communication and the speed of light movement of symbols (read money, data, information, and timing triggers for coordinated actions, and what else?).  As our systems continue to increase in complexity (the internet, world GPS tracking, products, power grids, medical support, water supply, distribution, etc) they become more vulnerable to failure, either from natural causes or from intentional sabotage. First, as systems become more complex they have more internal connections and networks, making them more susceptible to possible failures. Secondly, these same complex systems are, or can easily become unpredictable because they no longer operate via deterministic cause and effect. While each connection may, or may not be causal, the number of connections, the possible feedback loops (or sneak circuits), the time delays and nonlinear effects, plus the possibility of sensitivity to input values and the effect of their own environment all create a situation of non-predictability. 
Thus as our society becomes more complex, and it will unless disaster strikes!, we are less and less able to understand the outcome of many of our decisions, so long as we rely on our past, Newtonian, deterministic assumptions and the application of Aristotelian logic to understand our world. In other words, we may become victims of our past successes unless we admit the tremendous ability of homo sapien sapiens for self delusion. We have entered a time in evolution where our reality is transforming itself (unfortunately due mostly to our own actions) from simplicity and slow change (hunter gatherer era) to medium change and complexity (farming, rise of civilizations, the Renaissance and the age of Reason) to an exponential rise in change and complexity starting with the industrial revolution and now moving into the unknown future of 2005. 
Our world is now accelerating toward entanglement and complexity.  In its wake we find confusion, uncertainty and anxiety.  Only a decade ago we did not have emails or the internet—or viruses and spam killers. The depth and breadth of change is leaving the industrial age in the dust. Revolutionary technologies such as nanotechnology, biotechnology, quantum computers and neuroscientific instruments, coupled with dynamic economic shifts, culture clashes and international chess moves are all interacting to produce a new emergent phenomenon—the new reality (TNR). One that is unlikely to go away, in fact it is almost certainly will grow and become more and more challenging as the future unfolds.  As noted above, unless some terrible disaster such as a nuclear holocaust occurs, evolution has clearly shown that complexity begets complexity. This is how we have arrived where we are now as a species from simple single celled amoeba. Now make a note, we as a species have several things going for us. As Skoyles & Sagan tell us, roughly 100,000 years ago we were the same as the great apes, they are what they were and we have built language, civilizations and an incomparable level of understanding. How?   They say from the plasticity of our brain/minds, our ability to bootstrap ourselves into now skills, and the creation of symbols and language. Perhaps we are now facing the next big evolutionary challenge, one that will test our capacity to learn, one of changing how we see, think about, interpret and act upon the world. 
If we are to live successfully in this new milieu of change, uncertainty and complexity we will have to move from logic to insight, from believing in predictability to accepting and dealing with possible futures, from simplifying to nurturing emergence, from control to co-evolution, from graduation to lifelong learning, from security to adaptability, from efficiency to effectiveness, from certainty to inquiry, from information to knowledge, from knowing to learning, from a single view to perspective shifting and from individualism to networks and collaboration. The world is becoming too small and quick for any one of us to deal with. Transformational learning coupled with cognitive leveraging through networks and groups may yield enough knowledge and wisdom to deal with the turbulence ahead.  In other words we must take advantage of the plasticity and potential of our brain/minds and leverage everything we have to observe, interpret and respond to the chaotic world we find ourselves moving into.   This capacity, to live with contradiction, paradox, alternative truths, and ambiguity is called dialectic thinking and considered by many learning experts to be the height of cognitive development. (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999)

Leaving those opportunities for a while, let’s re-look at this new reality from a more practical side. The new weltanschauung brings forth a whole different set of conditions, characteristics, problems and questions. The simplest description would include increasing rate and scope of change, rising uncertainty, growing complexity and ubiquitous anxiety, or CUCA. This has immense implications for organizations, communities, individuals, leaders and for managers. The past two decades we have moved from a product driven, relatively stable, bureaucratically oriented society toward a knowledge driven, dynamic, complex adaptive society. A higher percentage of us use our brains instead of muscles to get work done. This transition places knowledge and learning at center stage as knowledge becomes the primary resource to deal with complexity and the greatest source of value in the marketplace. Organizations now produce their value from intellectual capital vice products or services. The source of this value comes from knowledge workers. 
Creativity only comes from people; understanding, meaning and vision require a human mind, one that has the confidence, competence, freedom and support to venture into the unknown and comprehend ambiguity, uncertainty and complexity. But to do this knowledge workers need a supportive environment, structure, culture and leadership. We are back to learning, leadership and organization. 
As the markets and customers in the environment change so must the organization. Every living system (organism) must be flexible and adapt to its environment if it is to survive. This holds true for a cell, a fish, an individual, an organization or a society. In a stable world adaptation may be small, perhaps unnoticeable. But in a dynamic world, only the adaptive will stick around for the future.

This new role is placing many burdens on organizations that still believe in a deterministic, predictable, mechanistic world. Managers have historically held knowledge close and equated with power. If knowledge is to be effective, we must recognize this new reality for what it is and learn how to deal with it on its terms, not ours. In other words, we have to recognize the dynamic, uncertain and complex nature of the environment we all live in and re-look at our beliefs, assumptions and ways of understanding and creating knowledge.  Because the central source of performance is knowledge, with its role in creativity, problem solving, decision-making and effective implementation, we all need to become well acquainted with meta-knowledge: that is data, information, knowledge and how these play together with our experience, feelings, intuition and thought to create understanding and meaning in our lives and actions.  

We take as the definition of knowledge: the capacity to take effective action in variable and uncertain situations.  Capacity means the potential and actual ability.  Thus, we tie knowledge directly into action or changes in the world.  In understanding knowledge consider such areas as: finding, creating, reserving, sharing, leveraging, validating, applying, communicating, and determining the value of knowledge.  Knowledge then will play a critical roll in both individuals and organizations. But knowing about “X” is not the same as knowing “X”.  In a deterministic world we can know about something and be able to take action. When causality cannot be followed (or does not pertain) then we have to develop the insight, understanding and intuition to simply know what to do without fully understanding it in explicit, rational terms. For this we need deep knowledge, that is, we have to live with “X”, bring it into out being and unconscious. Experts can recognize patterns in situations that journeymen cannot. This is the kind of understanding that we must learn for the future.  Knowledge centricity, organizational learning and employee lifelong learning and development will give organizations and individuals sustainable high performance through the roads ahead. 
Historically managers and leaders have thought about their organizations and work in a Newtonian, mechanistic, linear way, typified by cause and effect, hence very predictable. When your organization has a problem, poor communications for example, you make one or two changes, create a communications office and expect everything be ok. Of course it is not, and that is why almost every organization feels it does not communicate very well. Good communication is an emergent property and is caused by multiple factors such as culture, trust, collaboration level, training, empowerment etc. Simple changes will not drive a complex system. In fact, as MIT professor Jay Forrester said years ago, “Simple changes made to fix a complex problem will always improve the situation in the short term and make the situation worse in the long term.”
What is the bottom line? CUCA and The New Reality will continue to become more difficult to live in and deal with from an individual and an organizational perspective. Before taking action with respect to CUCA and The New Reality consider the questions and possibilities addressed in the following five paragraphs. Briefly: before we are willing to change our past beliefs and behavior we must first be aware (attention) of the new situation (reality), believe (truth) that it is true, understand (knowledge) what it means and feel (emotion) that our new actions (making a difference) are worthwhile and will make a difference. 
1. Awareness: Are you aware of the changes in our world and society? Have you seen other indicators that concur with the above discussion of the new reality or CUCA? Are your colleagues aware of what is happening? Should they be? Where can you get more information to solidify your awareness that the New Reality is real and worthy of attention? If you are comfortable with the above discussion then should you believe that it is true.
2. Belief:  Why should you believe it? Are the changes described above real and are they moving in the direction suggested? Will the new reality affect you, your professional responsibilities, your family, your children’s future? Are the implications discussed above reasonable? Are they outlandish? If you disagree, are you sure? Can you objectively test the hypothesis of CUCA in your personal world for local validity? 
Can you seriously and honestly question yourself to see if you (as we all are sometimes) are self-delusional? Do we really see the new world as it is or do we see it from our past experience, through our old, comfortable lenses that worked so well when we were moving up in our organizations. Have we tried to take multiple views of reality to make sure that we understand what it is.  How do we know change will continue to speed up, or complexity begets complexity? Where is the proof? Is it worth my effort to look into this further?  If you are not sure then make a point of looking for indicators of the new reality over the next few weeks. Check to see if the quality media provides validation, or invalidation, of CUCA. If you believe that it is a reasonable description of what is happening in our world today then how well do/should you understand it? If you think the description is misleading then what a better view. If you believe the above then is it understandable?
3.  Understanding:  If you believe CUCA or some slight variant thereof is true, then will its impact and implications be as outlined above? How well do you need to understand it? Is it important enough to take the time to learn more for myself so I can make my own decision on its importance and implications? Do I think complexity will get worse? Is it impossible to predict the future of a complex (or better, a complex adaptive) system. Do the arguments for expanding the way we see, think, behave and act make sense? Can’t we continue using our current cognitive problem solving and decision processes? Why are so many major shifts in our way of seeing and acting in the world so important? I may understand what was said but I still may not agree with their implications. Or I may not think that the environment will be as extreme as suggested.  Or even if it is it will not affect me, my job, my future or my family to the extent implied above. So, how do I feel about it?
4.  Feelings: Does the above description feel right to you? Forget about facts, logic or details, does it agree with your gut feel about the world and what is going on? Very often, our instincts, intuition and unconscious signals will tell us a lot about the external world. Sometimes of course it is dead wrong. Nevertheless, if you feel uneasy about CUCA you might consider forgetting it or looking inward and questioning your own feelings to make sure that you are not in denial. This is an important step because if you do not feel that CUCA is valid then you will not be willing to take action. Our energy and drive comes from how we feel about something, not what we think about it. So, if CUCA is to mean anything to you, it will be important enough for you to do something about. That is, to learn more about it, to get comfortable with its existence and to think about what actions need to be taken to prepare for the future.
5. Actions: If I am aware of CUCA, believe that it is correct, understand what it means and feel that it is worthy of my attention, then what should I do about it. It seems as a minimum I should continue monitoring, learning, and discussing with others what changes are occurring in my local milieu as well as the global world. Next consider your own behavior, how you see the world, your employees, your organization, your leadership style, approach to problems and decisions etc.  

How well do you deal with ambiguity, complexity, uncertainty and paradox?  Is there anything that you can/should be doing that will help improve your organizations performance? Are you doing what you should do with respect to your colleagues and their responsibilities to help them prepare for, and deal with this new environment?  Recall and consider the above paragraph that suggests the “from-to” changes that may be needed to deal with the new conditions. Look at your organization as a system and ask how ready it is to live and perform in a dynamic, uncertain and complex environment. Is it already an intelligent complex adaptive organization, or some variant thereof? The possibilities are endless. The important question is what actions should/do you want to take?
Lifelong learning is the best life insurance you can get!!

May the future be in your hands!! 

