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Leadership Pressure Cooker  
Expectations of Leaders 
Leaders face an unprecedented amount of competing priorities and demands. Expectations of 
leaders have never been higher: deliver extraordinary results, be forward thinking and strategic, 
hone and cultivate a brilliant and committed workforce, and be a model of grace and grit. 
Transparency becomes scrutiny. Being good is hardly good enough: exceptional is the new 
normal. 

Think Big Picture is not new in leadership. Stephen Covey highlighted it in his famous 
productivity matrix , espousing how we need to work on the “Important and Not 1

Urgent” (read: strategic) and Michael Gerber followed with the E-Myth: “Work ON your 
business, not just IN it.” 

The reality is that internal and external change forces create enormous pressure and we end up 
spending our time on the urgent and immediate, instead of the big picture. We are focused on 
the symptoms that need urgent attention now! We are reactive instead of proactive. 

 Stephen Covey, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People1
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SYMPTOMS: These are the problems starting to occur. Symptoms include staff turnover, losing 
clients, rise of new competitors. Like unusual aches and pain, these usually get our attention. 
Our focus is to STOP the pain now! 

If we are to stop the pain from worsening, we need to extend our focus. We investigate 
symptoms and look more broadly at the SYSTEMS. This is the horizontal axis of the model. 

From a strategic thinking perspective, this is the organisational, political, industry, economic, 
and environmental systems that cause the symptoms to occur. We discover some fault or 
damage to the system, and like a surgeon, undertake surgery of repairs. 

This is when we STITCH up the problematic systems to stop further short term damage. 

When we are doing strategic thinking well, we balance the range of problem/solution horizon 
from NOW to what’s NEXT. We are handling both the short terms and long-term challenges 
and opportunities. This is the horizontal axis of the model. 

With a focus on the future and what’s next, we are able to STEM the impact of the symptoms 
on future opportunities.  
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.  

Ideally, we are addressing the whole system with the future in mind. This is how we 
STRENGTHEN the whole body and make it more resilient.  

The same rings true for an organisation: when we focus on the entire system, and look to the 
future, the big picture, we strengthen the organisation. 
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Here’s where leaders get it wrong: 

1. They fail to consider systems outside their organisation: economic, environmental, political. 

2. They fail to address the more significant change drivers that bring crushing disruption. 

Without addressing change forces, the leader becomes reactive: they are trying to stop, stem 
or stitch. 

Unfortunately, what often happens is this: 

Failure to strengthen the system and consider change forces at play leads to a collapse and all 
of a sudden everything is in critical mode.  
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This is how cancer  
takes hold in your leadership: 

If you fail to think strategically about all the systems at 
play,  

their possible future iterations,  

AND the change forces harbouring disruption,  

your organisation will get deathly ill. 
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Change Forces 
Trends and Disruptors

The world of business is a fast moving current, vastly different to the local pond leaders may 
have fished in twenty years ago. We are globally interconnected with a ferocious pace of 
change. The five year business plan no longer works: strategy and tactics need to be more 
responsive and adaptable. 

With such volatility, leaders I work with are asking: 
• Where can I get current and cutting edge info? 
• What are the big picture things I need to be aware of? 
• How do I do plan and prepare for distant political/economic/environmental forces? 

In hindsight, disruption seems obvious. We regale at the naïvety of the American Broadcasting 
corporation who scoffed at Kevin Kelly’s predictions in 1989 that the internet would shake their 
broadcasting platform.  Likewise it seems obvious to those outside the taxi sector that Uber 2

was a clear threat, or that e-books would destroy the traditional brick and mortar bookstore. 
The closure of chains like Borders seemed inevitable.  

Hindsight is a wonderful thing. Foresight is better. 

Leaders should be asking, ‘What is the disruptive threat lurking in my industry? Are we ready 
for it?’ 

Consider these trends:  

• The growth of Bitcoin one of the major crypto currencies as a possible mainstream currency 
since it crossed the $1000 price.  Does this spell the end of banks? And if so how does this 3

affect investments, mortgages, insurance and other fundamentals of our current financial 
system? Should we be setting up to allow for Bitcoin payments? Paypal has started accepting 
Bitcoin… 

• 25% of the world’s power comes from renewables. According to a report by REN21, a 
global renewable energy policy network, a quarter of the world’s power now comes from 
renewable energy. International investment in renewable energy reached $286 billion last 

 Kelly, Kevin, 2016. The Inevitable - Understanding the 12 technological forces that will shape our future. New York: 2

Viking.

 http://www.newsbtc.com/2017/01/02/bitcoins-new-year-resolution-to-hit-1000-is-achieved/3

7.



year (with solar accounting for over $160b of this), and it’s accelerating.  Renewables are 4

getting cheaper and more accessible. What does this mean for your business enterprise? Or 
for your clients? 

• The growth of false news and manipulation of confirmation bias as social media makes it 
easier for influencers to push their political and social agenda. Where do you get your 
information? How are you being influenced? Are you steering the conversation or being led 
by it? 

• The rise of nationalism as seen in Brexit, the election of Donald Trump, the growing 
popularity in France of the National Front, and the return of One Nation in Australia to 
Federal politics. Will populist tribalism with an us vs them mentality take over on the global 
and national stage? Or will social communal values re-emerge in response? The Women’s 
March shows signs that the two forces are still at play, with influence either way as a 
possibility. Which future do you plan for? 

• Robots, Artificial Intelligence and Drones: How close are we really to the robot 
apocalypse? What opportunities and threats exist to your services? To those of your clients? 

• Organisation trends: Open Plan - does it really work? Are we really going to throw out 
performance reviews? Are we going to get rid of hierarchy in favour of holocracy? What is the 
best option for your current and future workforce? 

• The Experience Economy: How much experience do you include in your personnel and 
client strategy? According to a recent Harris Poll, “When it comes to money, ‘experiences’ 
trump ‘things’: More than 3 in 4 millennials (78%) would choose to spend money on a 
desirable experience or event over buying something desirable, and 55% of millennials say 
they’re spending more on events and live experiences than ever before.”  Do you have an 5

experience strategy for your clients and staff? 

 https://futurism.com/a-quarter-of-the-worlds-power-now-comes-from-renewables/4

 http://eventbrite-s3.s3.amazonaws.com/marketing/Millennials_Research/Gen_PR_Final.pdf5
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While these are clear and present dangers, leaders are also hamstrung by the relentless 
pressures of the immediate. It’s a chronic tension: 

“How do I find time  
to be strategic,  
when the urgent  
is so important?” 

If it’s a choice between saving the day today, or saving the day tomorrow, today always wins 
out. And yet we know that eventually the future catches up with us. Making strategic thinking a 
key priority is the global thinker’s number one priority. 

There is an old Zen adage, “You should sit in meditation for 20 minutes every day — unless 
you’re too busy; then you should sit for an hour.” 

Let’s say you do manage to carve out the time, space, and energy for big picture thinking, do 
you know how to process and filter the deluge of information and trends in a meaningful and 
useful way? How do you develop cutting edge leadership thinking? 
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Non-Thinker To Global Thinker  
A Path For Strategic Leadership Thinking

Figure: Leadership Thinking Ladder 

Development of competitive edge needs shifts in thinking and focus. 

Learning HOW to think is what separates the successful leaders from those who muddle 
through. Smart thinking is good leadership. 
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Research and experience shows that there are five distinct levels of leadership thinking. Each 
level has its own focus between simple survival and true transformation, which results in 
maximum competitive edge. Many executives fluctuate between stages without being 
conscious of their progress.  

NON THINKERS are typically young or new managers in survival mode. It’s hand to mouth. 
Very limited influence on others, the focus is on self. Often they are mastering the new skills of 
team management, delegation, and dealing with conflict. 

LINEAR THINKERS have short term plans that get them from A to B. Leaders who think in this 
way have limited success with their teams and businesses with a focus on short term gains 
often at the expense of long term sustainability and growth. This approach was fine thirty years 
ago when the world was more local, less global, and plans could be implemented in a less 
volatile environment. Now this kind of thinking will spells professional doom. 

SYSTEMS THINKERS embrace complexity to ensure progress. It’s a tipping point. Leaders who 
have the capacity to see problems as complex interactive systems can respond and plan long 
term nuanced strategies that deliver short-term wins towards long-term gains. This is an 
essential skill in our global connected world. 

DEVELOPMENT THINKERS explore how they might influence the system for the growth of all 
stakeholders. Systems thinkers consider how to influence within the system but development 
thinkers consider how to shift the system itself for the greatest benefit of all. In organisations 
this often involves organisational restructure and other change management initiatives. Jeff 
Weiner, CEO of LinkedIn is a good example. The broader the context, the more opportunities 
can be leveraged. 

GLOBAL THINKERS initiate and guide transformation that has lasting positive effect. This is 
legacy work. Transformation has a broad context for leaders at this stage and includes 
transformation for individuals, businesses, communities, societies and humanity itself. Gandhi, 
Nelson Mandela, Bill Gates and Elon Musk are good examples here. Leaders at this stage of 
leadership thinking can steer transformation rather than just react to it.

For you to succeed as a leader, you need a sharp thinking edge.
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Competitive Leadership Edge 
The Key Elements

Leadership is a privilege and a huge responsibility. And there’s no doubt this is also true: ‘It’s 
lonely at the top. Who can I trust?’ 

Direct reports and board members have vested interest in their relationship with you, so all 
feedback may be filtered through the power and influence lens. No leader grows without 
genuine, useful feedback so this can be a significant stumbling block to addressing blindspots 
as well as growth opportunities. Leadership is not a solo activity. 
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1. An A-TEAM is your private sounding board. You need a handpicked personal board of 
directors. This is your circle of trust - the ones who’ve got your back. You need them to talk 
straight and give tough love. The A-Team needs to be outside of your business as usual 
circle so you can be fully authentic and honest without fear of judgment and repercussions. 

2. FILTERS are advanced strategic thinking. Being aware of trends and change forces is one 
thing. You need to know how to make sense of chaos, get ahead of disruption and filter 
your choices. One of the easiest ways to start with this is to use Google’s  two framing 6

questions:  
‘What will be true in 5 years?’ 

‘What might be true in 5 years?’ 

3. SPACE gives you insight. You need time out to think and clear your head. Big views in 
beautiful places deliver big inspiration. Regular escapes in different locations help shake 
and shape perspective. 

When these elements are in place, you will gain clarity in your direction, conviction in your 
leadership, and connection with others so your message lands. 

A global thinker with competitive leadership edge needs to prioritise their strategic thinking 
and approach the way an athlete prioritises rest and recovery: it is when we are not doing that 
we grow stronger. 

 SCHMIDT, Eric and ROSENBERG, Jonathan, 2014. How Google Works. London: John Murray Publishers.6
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“Only the guy 
who isn’t rowing 
has time to rock 

the boat.”  

~ Jean-Paul Sartre 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Do you consider yourself a  

global thinker? 
This is the opportunity for you.

The Leader’s Edge Mastermind is an exclusive 12-month high end leadership development 
program for experienced high level leaders.  

It’s not for everyone. It starts with a four day trek in a remote and stunning area of Australia.  

For those who undertake the challenge, you will hone your competitive edge. You will gain 
conviction in your leadership, clarity on your path, and connection with peers. You’ll make 
better decisions faster in a fraction of the time. You’ll know first, and do first. 

Find out more about the program at www.zoerouth.com and book a readiness and 
compatibility check conversation with Zoë Routh.  

Big views and big insight, on the Larapinta Trail
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Recommendations  
WHAT PEOPLE SAY   

“Zoë personifies what she teaches. She is authentic, courageous 
and wise. And she is on a mission to help leaders lead in the 

moment, and be the best they can be. This makes her not 
only one of Australia’s leading leadership thinkers and 
authors, but also enables her to make a profound difference 
with her clients. Definitely not for the faint hearted, but if you 
want to be the best leader you can be, and are willing to be 

real to get there, there is no-one better to have in your corner 
than Zoë. 

- Peter Cook, CEO Thought Leaders Global 

 

"Zoë is very perceptive in analysing clients’ needs and uses a 
variety of different tools and strategies to customise her 

delivery, thus providing bespoke and fit for purpose programs. 
Zoë also has that unique ability to instigate critical change of 
thought patterns within a business or organisation. Zoë draws 
from internal change she has taken on from her own life 

challenges, so she leads by personal example. Her holistic 
approach assists to make Zoë’s coaching and training genuine 

and inherently valuable, leaving an indelible mark on her clients." 

- Alex Ogg, Operations Manager, Western Australia Fishing Industry Council 
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“Zoë is an amazing judge of people without 'judging' them. She 

understands what makes people tick and asks the right questions at the 
right times in a non confronting way. Zoë herself is enormously genuine. 
It's also helpful to us that she is independent of our internal dynamics and 
brings a freshness of view point.” 

-Andrew Spencer, CEO, Australian Pork Limited 

 

"I have worked with Zoë first at the TRAILblazers course at the Australian 
Rural Leadership Foundation and then as a coach. I have found both her 
coaching and resources, which have a whole of person approach, 
extremely helpful.” 
  

- Professor Andy Vann, Vice Chancellor, Charles Sturt University 

 

"Zoë has been coaching me for a couple of years now, guiding me as I 
step in an international thought leadership role. I absolutely love every 

coaching session I have with Zoë. She's intuitive, she really gets to the 
core of any obstacles I'm facing in my leadership growth, and she 
provides such brilliant tools for dealing with those obstacles. There's 
no doubt that her coaching really has helped me find and strengthen 
my own inner compass."  

-Stacey Barr, Founder, Stacey Barr Pty Ltd 
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Copyright  

Copy this the right way.  

You have permission to post this, email this, print this e-book and pass it along 
for free to anyone you like, as long as you make no changes or edits to its 
content or digital format. Please pass it along and make as many copies as you 
like. We would be delighted if you did! We reserve the right to bind it and sell it 
as a tangible book.  

Disclaimer  

We care but you’re responsible.  

So please be sure to take specialist advice before taking on any of the ideas. 
This book is general in nature and not meant to replace any specific advice. 
Inner Compass and any employees of said organisation and brand deviations 
disclaim any and all liability to any persons whatsoever in respect to anything 
done by any person in reliance, whether in whole or in part, on this e-book.  

© Zoë Routh, www.zoerouth.com 
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