 Addressing Key Business Challenges of the 21st Century

According to CEO Magazine’s “Agenda 2005,”1 business leaders in the 21st century are facing daunting and unrelenting challenges as never before.  Among the top challenges facing CEO’s in the 21st century are such intractable problems as: improving Third World Health; rethinking IT outsourcing;  Fixing America’s Educational System; Improving the Quality of Life; Reforming Governance, and Making Diversity a Profitable Reality.

     A global CEO study sponsored by IBM Business Consulting Services indicates that “growth is back on the corporate agenda.”2   Two-thirds of the CEO’s expect growth to come from new products that they will develop over the next five years, with more than half expecting to enter new markets in search of growth opportunities.  Furthermore, many of these new potential market opportunities may require an entirely new perspective for business leaders. 

     In his seminal book, “The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid,” C.K. Prahalad makes a strong case for the enormous opportunities that can be found by multinational corporations changing their view and seeing through a new lens called “inclusive capitalism” to bring prosperity to the poorest people of the world.  “For companies with the resources and persistence to compete at the bottom of the world economic pyramid, the prospective rewards include growth, profits, and incalculable contributions to humankind.”3
     Yet many CEO’s feel their organizations are not responsive or agile enough for pursuing new opportunities!   “It’s not the strongest or most intelligent who survive, but those most adaptive to change,” says Ken Chenault, CEO, American Express.4  

     Thus, not only are the challenges to being successful continuing to grow exponentially, but the very definition of what we mean by success is being transformed.  While Wall Street continues to set the traditional performance standard for modern corporations with its unrelenting emphasis on quarterly results, progressive business leaders across a wide swath of industries are beginning to speak out about the need for diligence, excellence, and investment in areas heretofore considered either “out-of-bounds” for business or too “soft” to permit the necessary return-on-investment business analysis.

     Key to success in this brave new world is the ability to think differently, and to develop strategies that acknowledge and address a broader range of issues than ever before.  Simply being good at what you do, taking care of your customer, and keeping an eye on the competition is no longer enough.  Moreover, concerns about the sustainability of our way of life and our natural resources are leading to demands for greater accountability for natural resources, including water, the environment, bio-engineered products, and so forth.  Amidst these formidable challenges, leaders are being asked to exhibit new levels of courage, decision-making abilities, and problem-solving capabilities.

     This agenda sounds the call to confront the new realities before being overwhelmed by them. To further our understanding of leaders’ priorities for the 21st century, and where they are most in need of support, FDU’s Institute for Sustainable Enterprise (ISE) is spearheading a global research project called Leading in the 21st Century.  Focusing on leaders in both the private and non-profit sectors, the study gets to the heart of those key issues that can differentiate organizations who will be successful from all the rest.  For example, these include such critical organizational capabilities as:  effectively applying organizational change principles to business and product life cycles; enhancing sustainability of enterprises through responsible use of natural resources; facilitating adoption and use of new information technologies; and positioning industry consolidation, M&A, and strategic alignment for success from a cultural perspective.
     Results from the survey will fuel other initiatives at FDU’s newly formed ISE, and will : 

· Build on the research already completed, by providing further insights into those business challenges that HR, OD, and T&D professionals can help to address. 

· Help HR, OD, and T&D professionals become more of a strategic partner within their organizations.

· Disseminate findings that will help OD, HR, and T&D practitioners make more effective contributions to their organizations.

     Besides The Institute for Sustainable Enterprise at FDU and The Global Committee on the Future of OD, co-sponsorship for the survey has already been secured from The O.D. Institute, OD Network, NTL Institute, and the International Organization Development Association.

     In Phase II, the results of the research will be collaboratively addressed using action learning/action research methods with Communities of Practice of OD practitioners in various industries and around the world. 

     This groundbreaking research officially launches from May 15th through July 15th, 2005. For more information, contact Jeana Wirtenberg at jwirtenberg@optonline.net. 

Jeana Wirtenberg, Ph.D

President, Jeana Wirtenberg & Associates, LLC
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