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  Preface

How are the forces reshaping the world economy going to change the 
nature of modern organizations?
	 What demands will these changes make on the competencies 
required of managers and their senior and junior staff in the years 
ahead?
	 History shows that managerial competencies vary along with the 
nature of environmental change. Different eras demand different skills 
and abilities. Up until the 1960s, successful management often rested 
on the mastery of specific techniques. The ability to combine technical, 
human, and conceptual skills to create efficiency often provided a basis 
for success. Since the 1970s and 1980s this has begun to change. While 
these skills and abilities are still relevant, increased environmental 
turbulence has created an atmosphere of change and uncertainty that 
calls for new abilities. Now, more than ever, organizations and their 
members face the dual problem of how to do the right thing and how to 
do it well. In the process, the whole concept of competence is changing. 
Whereas in the past managerial competence went hand in hand with 
the possession of specific skills and abilities, it now seems to involve 
much more. Increasingly, it rests in the development of attitudes, values, 
and “mindsets” that allow managers to confront, understand, and deal 
with a wide range of forces within and outside their organizations, as 
well as in the development of operational skills.
	 This book is called Riding the Waves of Change because this image 

xi



captures the nature of the new management challenge. Managers and 
their organizations are confronting wave upon wave of change in the 
form of new technologies, markets, forms of competition, social relations, 
forms of organization and management, ideas and beliefs, and so on. 
Wherever one looks, one sees a new wave coming. Hence, it is vitally 
important that managers accept this as a fundamental aspect of their 
reality, rise to the challenge, and learn to ride or moderate these waves 
with accomplishment. This will require an approach to management 
and the development of managerial competence that is proactive and 
future oriented, so that future challenges will be tackled with foresight 
and flexibility. Managers and their organizations need to be able to deal 
with the opportunities created by change, rather than allow the waves to 
sweep over them.
	 This book explains in practical terms how the necessary 
competence can be developed: first, by discussing and illustrating the 
kinds of managerial and organizational competencies that are need to 
navigate and be effective in a turbulent world. Second, by illustrating 
how organizations can develop competence plans (C-PLANs) that 
will sharpen and renew their ability to stay on the cutting edge of 
new developments.
	 Riding the Waves of Change is based on the findings of research 
conducted in the mid 1980s that involved senior executives in an action-
learning project designed to explore the implications of key environmental 
trends for the future of their organizations. These executives met in small 
groups in round-table settings and looked for what I call fracture lines 
in the environment – those points of change and transformation that 
have the potential to alter the nature of whole industries, services, and 
their constituent organizations. The mandate was to identify significant 
fracture lines and then to specify the competencies that will be necessary 
to deal with the consequences as they unfold over time. In the chapters 
that follow, I have synthesized the insights that emerged from these 
discussions, using the executives’ own words wherever possible. I have 
also developed the methodology used in the research project into the 
C-PLAN process for identifying and developing required competencies.
	 The current Preface is being written in 2009 in the wake of 
the global credit crisis that has rocked economies, industries and 
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organizations world-wide and is continuing to reverberate in its effects. 
All that has been said above, and all that follows this paragraph was 
written in March 1988. In other words I am publishing this new edition 
leaving all the original text in place, since the message is as relevant now 
as it was then - even more so! (I have added a Postscript (pages 215-218) 
with further comments from the perspective of 2009). The fact is that as 
I came to revisit the publication of the book (in late 2008) and read and 
reread the original text, I was struck by how almost all the words and 
ideas of the executives that came together in the spring of 1986 are still 
speaking to the issues that we are dealing with today. Hence, rather than 
tinker with the wording and the messages they convey I have chosen 
to let them stand – as a symbol of what can be achieved by proactively 
looking ahead and doing one’s best to position for the changes to come. 
I hope that you, the reader, will agree and take inspiration from the key 
messages.
	 The book will be of interest to anyone who wishes to gain a better 
understanding of how to become more proactive and skilled in dealing 
with the managerial turbulence that lies ahead. Senior executives will 
find numerous ideas and frameworks through which they can think 
about the broader environment, and begin to launch competence 
programs and other initiatives suited to the needs of their organizations. 
Human resource management, corporate planning, MIS, and other 
staff will find many ideas that will be useful in shaping their own 
contributions to future effectiveness. And middle managers will gain 
insight into how their future role is likely to change and how they can 
position themselves for these challenges. The book addresses trends 
and competencies that are likely to influence every sector of society. 
It is designed to be relevant to people working in virtually all types of 
organizations.

Overview of the Contents
	
Riding the Waves of Change contains eleven chapters and two 
appendixes. Chapter One presents an overview of some of the 
emerging waves and challenges facing organizations and describes 
the competencies and mindsets that will be necessary as we move 
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into the twenty-first century. The remaining chapters explore these 
competencies in greater detail.
	 Chapter Two examines the problem of reading environmental 
change; I suggest that a search for potential fracture lines can provide 
a powerful means of identifying trends and issues that may transform 
one’s organization.
	 Chapter Three focuses on how one can approach change proactively 
– by developing opportunity-seeking mindsets, an “outside-in” approach 
to management, and positioning and repositioning skills.
	 The focus in Chapter Four is on the importance of leadership in 
providing an overall sense of vision and direction for an organization.
	 In Chapter Five I address the importance of valuing and 
developing human resources, and of promoting managerial styles 
that will empower employees to be innovative and self-organizing. 
This theme is further developed in Chapter Six, which discusses the 
importance of encouraging creativity, innovation, and learning.
	 Chapter Seven introduces the concept of “remote management” 
and explores problems of managing in flat, decentralized organizations. 
It gives special attention to the ideas of “helicoptering”, “managing 
through an umbilical cord”, and making support staff more client 
oriented.
	 In Chapter Eight I explore how information technology can 
be used as a truly creative force to refine products and services and 
to help create the flatter organization structures and decentralized 
styles of management discussed in Chapter Seven. Problems relating 
to the planning and use of the new technology are also explored, 
along with issues relating to the management of information and the 
development of software.
	 Chapter Nine focuses on the problems of managing in an 
environment of complexity and change, especially when paradoxical 
demands are imposed by competing stakeholders and multiple 
performance requirements.
	 In Chapter Ten, I address the problem of broadening competence 
to embrace and influence relations outside one’s organization. This 
chapter confronts the fact that some of the most important problems 
facing modern organizations are rooted in the broader socioeconomic 
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contexts in which they operate: for example, in patterns of global 
competition, levels of economic growth, patterns of government 
regulation, the industrial relations climate, social attitudes, and the 
quality of political leadership at national and local levels. Chapter Ten 
explores how organizations can begin to reshape these problems by 
developing “contextual competencies” that focus on bridge-building 
between different sectors of society, reframing shared problems to 
create new solutions, blending the ability to act locally and nationally, 
and developing a new sense of social responsibility.
	 Chapter Eleven – which is supplemented by a resource item 
in Appendix A – focuses on competence development generally. In 
this chapter I emphasize the importance of building a “competence 
mindset” into everything one does, and of developing in-house 
competence development programs that generate an ongoing capacity 
for innovation and renewal. The C-PLAN provides step-by-step 
guidance on how this can be done. I also suggest that management 
education programs can give more prominence to the managerial 
competencies and learning processes discussed in this book. In this 
way the book specifies some of the competencies that managers and 
their organizations will need in order to meet the challenges of a 
turbulent world, and it shows ways of bringing those competencies 
into being.
	 Appendix B presents a note on the methodology I used in the 
research for this volume.
	 The Postscript, added to the current edition, reflects on the 
book as a whole from a twenty-first century perspective.

Gareth Morgan 
Schulich School of Business
Toronto, March 2009
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  Postscript

In reviewing Riding the Waves of Change from today’s perspective 
two major issues stand out. First, there’s the relevance of the 
leadership and managerial competencies outlined in previous 
chapters for dealing with twenty-first century challenges. Second, 
there’s the issue of the methodologies through which individuals 
and organizations can anticipate and deal with the changes that 
lie ahead.
	 In response to both issues I think we are being forced to 
recognize that we are living in a world where the challenges are 
increasing rather than decreasing in complexity, and where our 
ability to probe and reflect on what is really happening is a core 
leadership and management competence at all levels. One of my 
favorite ways of capturing the challenge is to say that we used to feel 
comfortable thinking that we lived in a world of trends that could 
be understood on the basis of past projections. Now it is clear that 
we are living in a world of social and corporate earthquake zones 
where the area of firm ground is rapidly shrinking. More than ever, 
we are realizing that skills and mindsets that served us well in the 
past may create major handicaps as we move into the future.
	 Interestingly, the methodology used to develop the ideas in 
Riding the Waves of Change still remains one of the most valuable 
ways of approaching these future challenges. In discussing the 
competence of “Reading the Environment” (Chapter 2) we 
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discussed the challenge of looking for the “fracture lines” that 
are reshaping the social and corporate world. These emerging 
“fractures” give advance warning of the “earthquakes” that lie 
ahead and the more we anticipate them and try to unravel their 
potential impacts the more we will be able to position with the 
future in mind. By adopting this proactive approach to the future 
we can begin to avoid the “rear view mirror” approach that locks 
us too firmly into the past.
	 As we look around the contemporary scene it is amazing 
to see how quickly earthquake-like changes can unfold. Since 
Riding the Waves of Change was first published in 1988 we have 
experienced many social, political and technical earthquakes. 
For example, there has been the fall of the Berlin Wall bringing 
a widespread transformation of geo-political relations. We have 
seen the birth of the internet, which continues to transform the 
way we communicate and do business through email and the 
world-wide web. Just in time production, linked through new 
networks of digital communication, continues to transform the 
structure of production and consumption across the globe. New 
developments in genetic engineering are creating new branches of 
medicine and beginning to transform healthcare, pharmaceuticals 
and related industries. The digital information revolution is also 
transforming healthcare in ways that were unimaginable just a few 
years ago. Concerns about environmental degradation, which back 
in the 1980s were largely focused on eliminating various forms 
of pollution of the planet, have now mushroomed in significance 
around issues relating to climate change, food and energy security, 
and the massive social, economic and political consequences that 
these problems will bring. And the list continues. 
	 Many of these developments were embedded in the analysis 
of key contextual trends (pages 18 -19) that was used to stimulate 
executive thinking in the “fracture-line forums that provided the 
heart of the “Riding the Waves” methodology (see pages 172-73).  
Many of the discussions in these forums anticipated some of the 
major changes that would unfold, along with the leadership and 
management competencies that would be needed to deal with 
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them. That is why the competencies discussed in the previous 
chapters of this book have so much relevance to today’s world.
 	 Of course, no one could have predicted the details. The 
Berlin Wall fell rapidly, and quickly led to a reorganization of 
political economies in ways that few people could have imagined 
just months before. The boost that information technology gave 
to the development of flexible “just in time” global networks of 
production occurred with staggering speed, and  led to global 
effects embracing China, India and other low cost developing 
economies that went way beyond what any “just in time” expert 
was predicting. The way that the internet continues to transform 
retailing and service industries and associated business models 
– whether in publishing, healthcare, education, or others – still 
amazes even the most astute business observers. That’s the nature 
of the complex, interconnected, self organizing world in which 
we live. While it is possible to see some of the changes that are 
coming well before they arrive – as surely as climate change 
will impact the economic, political and social geography of the 
globe for the rest of this century and beyond - it is impossible to 
anticipate all the detailed effects. The truth is that we will only 
know what’s going to be “reality” after it has happened.
 	 However, proactive thinking can take us well along the 
journey that we will eventually have to travel. This is one of the 
major messages that must be reinforced in this Postscript. Though 
you may never anticipate and position for all the details that lie 
ahead, solid thinking about the implications of major emerging 
trends, along with reflection and speculation about the weak 
“blips” signaling new possibilities that are beginning to appear on 
the corporate radar screen, is key for effective long term competence 
development at individual, organizational, national and global 
levels. The consequences of trends that are already underway are 
obviously easier to see. But the “blips” can be equally important. 
After all, Google was just a corporate “blip” a few years ago. And 
look at it now. Its corporate and social implications have had 
rapid worldwide impact, creating a world in which new skills and 
competencies are constantly coming into play. 
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	 So let’s learn from the specific competencies discussed in 
this book. They are essential and already in play. And let’s be 
sure to continue to do what we can to look ahead. Organizations 
both large and small can adopt a variation of the method for 
anticipating and dealing with corporate earthquakes used in my 
research methodology. At its simplest, it involves doing whatever 
one can to anticipate transformational changes, so that one can 
unfold some of their likely consequences. In the long term it is 
far better to anticipate likely earthquakes, rather than deny them 
as so many organizations do. 
	 So, anticipate. Look for the potential problems and 
opportunities and try to get on the “opportunity side” of what 
is likely to happen. We don’t have to be perfect in our analysis, 
since even limited use of this way of thinking will get us a good 
distance along the way. 

At the most fundamental level it is the mindset that we bring to 
the process that counts.

Gareth Morgan
Toronto, Canada
September, 2013
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