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As I write this piece, we continue to 
navigate the turbulent waters of 2020. 
It is a time of hardship and uncertainty. 
The COVID-19 crisis has brought about 
challenges that we had never faced in our 
lifetime and calls for leadership. How-
ever, this is not an ordinary moment, and 
neither are the issues at stake. The world 
looks different and it asks for a new type 
of leadership.

Millions are unemployed because of the 
pandemic, but also as a result of technol-
ogy growth and industry transformation. 
People are protesting as they are suffer-
ing, but also because many have been 
being denied access to economic oppor-
tunities and basic rights for a long time. At 
the height of the crisis, 1.6 billion children 
were out of school, but even if in-person 
classes were resumed today, a great part 
of the people in the world would not have 
access to quality education. Companies 
struggle to assess the risks arising from 
the pandemic and climate change. There 
is an impressive amount of financial cap-
ital available around the globe, but we are 
depleting the stock of natural capital at 
an accelerated pace — and increasing the 
odds of new epidemics and pandemics. 
The world today needs sustainable and 
inclusive models.

The pandemic accelerated the adoption 
of digital technologies. The United States 
and the UK saw in two months the same 
expansion in e-commerce that previously 
took ten years to happen. All over the 
globe, education and work went online. 

This digital push urges organizations to 
redesign operations, change business 
models, review strategies and update 
capabilities. Re-skilling the workforce 
and adjusting education systems at 
speed will be particularly critical, but we 
will actually need to rethink organizations 
and innovation in the digital age.

There are three aspects related to lead-
ership that stand out as this new reality 
unfolds. First, leadership is increasingly 
about designing and endeavoring the 
future. Second, leaders are operating in 
an uncharted environment. Third, leaders 
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will need to come up with frameworks 
to engage new voices in innovation. I will 
explore these ideas below.

Leaders have to take 
responsibility for designing 
and endeavoring a better 
world
We will not build more prosperous, 
sustainable and inclusive societies by 
chance. Such an enormous task will 
require the efforts all of us and leader-
ship at all levels. It will demand astute 
choices, commitment and, above all, an 
intentional effort to conceptualize the 
future and mobilize all sectors of society 
toward its realization. We need a "design 
perspective."

Adopting a design perspective implies 
that leaders should combine purpose; 
focus on people and social dynamics; 
pursue clarity on the problems to solve 
and the direction to go; and follow a pro-
cess based on experimentation, learning 
and engagement. They need to be able to 
work across different segments of soci-
ety to build consensus and support 

1 https://www.npr.org/2020/09/16/912744566/jobs-in-the-pandemic-more-are-freelance-and-may-stay-
that-way-forever.

for a future vision that can systemically 
address the challenges we face today, 
getting to the "hows" along the way and 
adjusting those as the process evolves. 
This is not a process that can be fully 
planned; it is highly interactive, and, in 
some ways, it is about embracing com-
plexity. It requires resiliency. 

To create the type of change that can 
take us to a more sustainable and inclu-
sive society, leaders need to understand 
the social systems in which they oper-
ate and use the resources they have in 
hand. They must develop the conditions 
along the way and will never be sure at 
the onset if they have in place what they 
need to succeed. Designing and realiz-
ing a more prosperous, sustainable and 
inclusive world is a large-scale entrepre-
neurial effort.

Leaders will increasingly 
operate in a fluid world  
of distributed resources
Having people working remotely creates 
a different reality for all types of organi-
zations, requiring a new leadership style, 
as several GFCC colleagues brilliantly 
commented in this book. Nevertheless, I 
want to take the reader a step further and 
invite you to consider that we are seeing 
firsthand a much deeper change in the 
work culture and within organizations. 

In the United States today, 36 percent1 
of the workers are freelancers, accen-
tuating a trend that was present before 
the pandemic. Competencies and skills 
that could only be accessed via corporate 
structures in the past are now available 
in new ways. If you need a designer or 
a software developer, you can go to 
platforms such as Upwork, while expert 
networks can supply professionals with 
backgrounds in strategic consultancy, 
genomics, M&As, etc. 

There is as growing abundance of "free 
talent" in the market, and what is emerg-
ing is not just an economy in which 
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organizations are operating remotely, 
but truly one in which highly educated 
professionals are detaching themselves 
from fixed organizational structures. We 
are not simply moving from hierarchy  
to autonomous teams, but to decentral-
ized and virtual organizations, or even 
professional swarms. This may seem far-
fetched, but already is the reality of many.

This emerging scenario requires new 
forms of mutual adjustment; new ways 
to engage, measure and compensate 
contributions; new reporting models; 
and new digital platforms to coordinate, 
verify work and clear payments. Leader-
ship will increasingly be about building 
communities and teams and conducting 
business in this fluid world of distributed 
resources. We will see leadership moving 
from managing to enticing. One of the 
pieces of good news is that digital tech-
nologies allow for a decoupling between 
talent and geography, and leaders will be 
able to mobilize the untapped potential 
presented by talent worldwide. 

Leaders need to include new 
voices and innovators in the 
conversation
There are no simple and clear-cut 
answers for the complex challenges of 
today’s world and the dilemmas that 
organizations face in this time of uncer-
tainty. It is clear, however, that ill-struc-
tured problems or situations can only 
be properly addressed if the different 
views and perspectives associated with 
them are voiced and taken into account. 
Leadership has to be a conversation that 
includes a multitude of voices (and col-
ors, genders, races, creeds, demograph-
ics, etc.), as suggested in this very book.

One of the voices that is frequently 
missed when the subject comes to inno-
vation is, exactly, that of the innovators 
who are creating the technologies, busi-
ness models, companies and industries 
of the future. I once heard Tony Blair say 
that he “…was always conscious about 
the importance and proud of convening 
big business leaders…but it was only 

towards the end of my term that I under-
stood the importance of having young 
entrepreneurs and innovators around 
the table.” I’ve seen this gap consistently 
across countries, and it is a key issue to 
be addressed in the context of policy and 
business, especially when innovation is 
accelerating.

Leaders are responsible for building the 
platforms, institutions and processes for 
this demographically diverse, cross-gen-
eration and essential conversation to 
happen. They will speed up innovation 
and contribute to their organizations and 
society at large by doing that.

It’s time to fly
We are at a tipping point and should not 
take for granted that we will be better 
off as we eventually emerge from the 
pandemic. We all need to act purpose-
fully to build back better. Leaders are 
responsible for catalyzing conversations 
and action. They build partnerships and 
shape action. Most of the challenges they 
are facing now and will face down the 
road are new, and there are no proven 
models to address them. Leaders will 
need to learn on the fly. The good news 
is that real-world leadership practices 
still are valid, and knowledge sharing and 
collaboration can accelerate learning. 
Platforms like the GFCC can be extremely 
helpful in moments like this.

The Global Federation of 
Competitiveness Councils
The GFCC is a global multi-stakeholder 
membership organization that has univer-
sities, corporations, government agencies 
and private sector industry organizations 
and councils as members. Combining 
its members and fellows, the GFCC has 
a footprint in more than 30 countries. 
Leaders and organizations in our network 
strive to advance innovation, productivity 
and prosperity in their nations, regions 
and cities. 

To know more about the GFCC, visit our 
website or contact info@thegfcc.org.
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