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The world has become much more uncertain than it used to be. What do we do to adjust to an uncertain world?
Do we need to get more aggressive or become more cautious? More aggressive could mean fast failure and more
cautious could mean losing opportunities, even corporate death. So what do we do?

A Lesson from Exploration of the Earth and Space

Let’s look at the past. In past centuries brave people explored the world. In those days it was very dangerous.
There were no maps, and you never knew where you were going. You could even fall off the edge of the Earth!
There were wild animals, dangerous storms, a lack of food and water. Many, if not most, explorers died before
they got back home. And yet, many people continued to do it, even when they knew it was so dangerous they
could die!

And now humans are at it again! This time it’s with space exploration. There are already plans for humans to go to
Mars. One trip is designed to be one-way only! Yet thousands of people are applying to be on that trip!

And | have no doubt that one day humans will attempt to go to the stars. These are impossibly distant. The
dangers are immense. But of course, people will happily get into the future star-ships, even though they know they
will never see Earth, their friends and families again.

So why do we do it? What is it inside us that drives us to explore things we know nothing about, even if we will
dies in the process? Isn’t that counter to the idea that humans will do anything to survive and keep living? Is there
something even more powerful than the fear of death that makes humans do apparently foolish and dangerous
things?

The Exploring Impulse
Humans have a need to explore, even when it’s likely they won’t find anything. We explore for several reasons:

1. We might find something useful, that helps us to survive

2.  We might find something that, although it’s not useful now, will be useful to us later; it provides an option
in certain circumstances

3. Although we don’t find anything useful, the process of exploring teaches us valuable skills which will help
us conquer our environment in ways we wouldn’t have thought of otherwise

4. We want to be challenged in ways we have never been challenged

5. Exploring makes us more self-aware about our own strengths and limitations and will make us a better
person, both for ourselves and for others

6. We can find something that will help others, even if it doesn’t help ourselves

7. We want to be the first to discover something that ho other human knows about



8. We want to see how things work, including other places, other things, other activities, so that even if they
are not useful, we can add this to our knowledge that might be useful later

9. We are just simply curious and want to know, even if it is never useful

10. We want to show others how brave and curious we are.

But there are several things we can be certain about.

1. Ifyou don’t explore, you can’t be the first in your area to find something. It might not always be important
to be the first, but often it is.

2. If you don’t explore sometimes, you can easily be the last to find out something. That isn’t a good place to
be if you are in business and it might well be fatal to the survival of your company, or of you personally in
career terms.

3. Some companies that are explorers are the top organizations in their field and make the most money.

It’s probably better to do more exploring than less.

5. Alot of explorations might end in failure, but that doesn’t mean that the effort was wasted.

&

So exploring helps us deal with uncertainty. It provides us with more information about how aggressive we should
be in attempting new things, and it also gives us feedback on when we are being too aggressive and need to be
somewhat more cautious. When we are exploring, we are constantly testing the environment to see how we
perform better in it and how we need to change in order not to fail.

Clearly, one of the things a company should be doing is exploring. And so should people individually so that they
improve their own career potential and their own performance within a company, or even in starting or growing
their own company.

So What Can We Do to Become an Explorer Company?
There are five areas you can focus on to become an explorer-company. These are:

Developing exploring behaviors
Building exploring capabilities
Encouraging explorer-employees
Encouraging exploring customers
Identify and nourish your explorers

vhwNE

Developing Exploring Behaviors

The first thing a company must do is to encourage exploring behaviors in its employees. Here are some possibilities
for doing this:

Moving desks and changing interactions between employees: why not change who sits next to whom in your
company? That will encourage people who don’t usually talk to each other to communicate. They can then find out
new ideas, perspectives, ways of working and knowledge that they never were close too before.

Upending hierarchy: Why not abolish offices for the senior executives and managers? How about moving some or
all executives into the same areas as junior employees so they can talk together easily? Like many Silicon Valley
tech companies in the US? Then senior people can find out what junior people are really thinking.

Experimentation: Why not ask some of your divisions to develop a formal plan for exploring? Like the Product
Exploration Plan? Why not have an Exploration Budget? That’s not the same as an R&D budget since exploration
might go in totally different directions to where the R&D people are moving.



Letting in outsiders: How about hiring some complete outsiders? If you are a government-run company (SOE) then
hire some people from purely private companies, and vice versa. How about letting in people from a different
ethnic group, or even a foreigner? Having people like this in your organization will provide you with totally
different perspectives and provide you with a completely new way of exploring.

Making it easier to challenge bosses: Often the best ideas come from junior employees, but often they do not feel
confident to tell their bosses because they feel that this will be regarded as impolite. You can expand your
exploring culture by making junior employees feel that it is ok to disagree with their bosses as long as they do it in
a polite and respectful manner. | understand this impacts on a part of Chinese culture, but I think it is important
that Chinese companies do this if they want to develop the exploring cultures that many Western companies have
and helps them to develop very new and innovative products and services. If a company chooses to do this it is a
good idea to have training sessions for everyone to show people how this can be done in a productive and
collaborative way, without hurting people or causing problems in management.

Getting different qualifications: Companies should look for qualifications and degrees in their employees that are
not usual for their industry. One of the most important new products from American Express — the affinity card —
came from an employee who had no qualifications in finance but did hold a Ph.D. in ethno-musicology and who
therefore thought in a different way from his colleagues. You can either hire employees with these different
qualifications or you can encourage existing employees to study something totally different and give them some
time to do this. Of course, you want these employees to stay so maybe you loan them the money and they have to
pay it back to your company if they leave too early.

Failure is OK: Many of the explorers in the old days didn’t get to where they wanted. Many of them died in the
attempt. But their exploration provided valuable information to later explorers on how to overcome the obstacles
they found and how to find a better way. Part of the behaviors that a company needs to develop is that being an
explorer is good in itself and even if it doesn’t succeed (at least the for the first time), then that’s ok. In the US one
of the most powerful parts of American business culture is that you don’t have to be ashamed if your business fails,
as long as was an honest failure and not a fraud. In fact entrepreneurs who fail and keep trying are admired in the
US. That is an attitude that many companies in China should also try to emulate.

Building Exploring Capabilities

There are things you can do to build capabilities in your organization to encourage and promote exploration by
your employees and partners. These include:

Creativity: The easy one here is for your organization occasionally to hold offsite seminars designed to make
people more creative and to give you creative ideas. You have to have them away from the company because
otherwise people are still thinking about this job and trying to answer telephones and so on. The idea here is to
take them away from their daily environment to encourage them to think “outside the box”.

Building Diversity: Getting different types of people into the organization promotes exploration. We have already
talked about hiring some foreigners. How about hiring people with disabilities? Or even gay people? Maybe some
people who are much older than your employees? Or much younger? How about inviting kids under 15 to a
product planning session? By getting people who are totally different from you and your colleagues involved in
some of your planning and strategizing, you are more likely to be able to make valuable breakthroughs.

Scenario planning: Do you have sessions to plan how to respond to different situations? Or maybe have business
simulations? This is another important exploration technique. There are companies in the US which will help you
run a business simulation to see how it will work out and how different participants react.

Adventure missions: In the US these are often called “Outward Bound”. A company will take maybe 10-20 people
on an adventure, such as white-water rafting down a long river for a few days when you have to camp out each



night, cook your own food and live in the wild. These are used for exploring your own strengths and limitations
both as individuals and as a team. They add another dimension to your exploring performance.

Encouraging Explorer-Employees

Study-Assistance: How about providing study subsidies for your employees for different types of skills and
knowledge? For example, help pay for an accounting course for a salesperson to make him more able to think
broadly outside his own area? Do you bring in special lecturers sometimes, either from a university or from
another company, a nonprofit or from government to give you a lecture on something different that might still is
of value to your company?

Secondments and Transfers: Sometimes it can be useful to second or transfer employees to totally different areas
of the company, for example, to put an accounting person in sales, or a product person into finance. Of course,
usually the person will know nothing about the area he has been transferred to, but of course, this is the point.
They will be forced to do new things and look at issues in a totally different way. And they could also bring new
perspectives to the area they are transferred to.

Another variant of this idea is to transfer employees or managers to a completely different company, or even into
a nonprofit or government organization. Maybe you swap an executive from the other organization in return. This
provides another way of stretching the mental boundaries of the executive and bringing back new information into
the company. This can be particularly useful technique with a senior manager or executives who has been in a
particular position for a long time and maybe is bored with it or even burned-out.

Transfers and secondments, both within and outside an organization, are important ways of exploring and
stretching people.

Stretch goals: A “stretch” goal is a work objective that is difficult to achieve for a particular person. It might not
just be a financial target, or a product target, it could be to find a new way to do things. The idea is to make the
person stretch intellectually and mentally by deliberately making it a hard task. Even if they don’t reach the stretch
goal, it will still have made them stretch mentally which made them explore more than they usually would and will
thus help them to keep this habit in the future.

Encouraging Exploring Customers

Your customers are your most important stakeholders. Without them, you have no business. So it’s vital that you
include them in your efforts to build an explorer-company.

Customer Explorer Position: One thing you can do is to set up a new position in the company, called Customer
Explorer. This is not a marketing position. This position has the task of contacting and meeting with customers of
all types of see how they view the world, how your product or services helps them, and to see what they are
thinking. It’s like a focus group except that it is a permanent activity, not a temporary one. It is also designed to
identify customers who are themselves explorers, that is, explorer-customers. Once you can identify explorer-
customers you can start using them to get suggestions about what your company could be doing from an
exploration standpoint. This will dramatically expand your capability to explore in a way that is relevant to
customers.

Social media: These days you can’t do much without needing to involve social media. This represents yet another
way to identify explorer-customers and to position them as part of a group that can work with your company to
help make it more explorer-oriented.

Let explorer-customers be managers: You can use explorer-customers in any way that will help your mission to
become an explorer-company. How about using some of them to become long-term parts of the company? Maybe



as volunteer-explorers for the company, or as a feedback mechanism for the company and new product
development? Maybe even employees?

Identify and Nourish Your Explorers

All countries have examples of explorers who made their companies also into explorer-companies. In China, Jack
Ma in Alibaba is an example. In the US there is Elon Musk (who is actually from South Africa originally) or Pierre
Omidyar (originally from, France). In the UK there is Richard Branson.

Most Explorers leave their companies because usually these companies did not notice the strong Explorer
tendencies of these outstanding people. Often Explorers aren’t recognized and so they leave to do their own thing
and start up their own company.

Your job is to find if you have any of these types of people and then help them become develop within your own
company. Then you can use their extraordinary abilities to help you build an exploring company.

But you don’t need these people to do that if you don’t have them. The ideas | have set out in this article can help
you build the behaviors, capabilities and people you need to become an Explorer-Company.

That’s how you address uncertainty and turn it to your advantage.
Happy exploring!
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