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Types of Boxes 

Geographic markets Country, region, local, etc. 

Institutional sectors 
For-profit, not-for-profit, NGOs, government, public, 
private, family-owned, etc. 

Industries Technology, food, music, finance, etc. 

Firms 
Suppliers, manufacturers, service providers, 
customers, consumers, competitors, shareholders, 
etc. 

Organizational 
Functional silos, employees, products, services, 
etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Business executives divide the world into 
boxes – geographic boxes, institutional 
boxes, industry boxes, organizational 
boxes, boxes for each player in the supply 
chain, and the list goes on. Why? Because 
boxes provide a basis for simplifying and 
structuring our world. They help us break 
down complex problems into manageable 
tasks, and they help us define the 
knowledge and skills required to succeed 
within each box. Yet in aiming to maintain 
simplicity through viewing the world in 
distinct boxes, business leaders are in fact 
creating a paradox, one that threatens the 
future of the organizations themselves as 
the world around them changes.  

What happens when these boxes no 
longer reflect reality because the world 
we operate in no longer fits nicely into 
them? How would business need to 
change if what happened between the 
boxes became just as important, or 
perhaps more important, than what 
happened inside them? As managers, 
how could we cope? 

The reality today is that increasingly these 
boxes no longer adequately reflect the 
world in which we live and operate, a 
world increasingly without boundaries and 
with growing connections and 
interdependence. Arm’s length 
relationships between countries, firms, 
industries, organizations and their 
customers and suppliers are giving way to 
complex connected webs. As these 
connections grow at an unprecedented 
rate in terms of number, speed and type, 
they are changing the world in which 
business operates. The challenge is how 
to prepare businesses and leaders to 
compete in a connected future. As 
business becomes increasingly dependent 

on collaborative relationships with various 
groups and entities, the boxes that it has 
built in the past can only hold it back in 
today’s reality.  

If we look at the geographic markets, 
businesses generally look at the world as a 
set of independent countries, and ask 
individual leaders, or country heads, to 
focus on managing activities and delivering 
results in their market. However, it is well 
known that countries, not just companies 
compete and the connections between 
countries are constantly growing. Witness 
the competition underway for who will be 
the leader in “green technology” between 
China and the USA, including who will reap 
the future benefits in terms of employment 
and strength of the industrial base. 
Witness the competition taking place 
between economic systems involving the 
open economies in developed markets 
competing against those with higher 
government involvement, often found in 
the high growth markets. Witness the 
growing competition in terms of where will 
be the source of innovative consumer 
trends, or where will be the future 
production bases for products produced 
and sold around the world. We are moving 
to a world where these connections 
between markets are as important, if not 
more so, than what happens within each 
country. In a world where these markets 
are becoming increasingly connected and 
interdependent, restraining country leaders 
and operations to focusing on managing 
their operations and delivering local results 
ignores the importance and opportunities 
associated with understanding and 
leveraging the holistic opportunities 
associated with growing inter-
dependencies. 
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Institutional sectors include, among 
others, businesses, NGOs, social 
organizations and governments. 
Traditionally each has its own role and 
mission – businesses make money, 
NGOs protect specific areas of interest 
and governments provide public services, 
protect the interests of the population and 
regulate and define laws. But again these 
classifications do not reflect the current 
emerging reality and organizations will be 
held back if their leaders remain within 
the confines of these boxes. 
Relationships between businesses and 
other institutions are evolving and 
becoming much more fluid and 
interconnected in many regards. First, 
the world has a common and growing set 
of challenges, including some of the 
obvious ones such as the environment, 
poverty and the potential for major 
shortages of water, food and energy. 
There are also challenges in terms of the 
need for significant infrastructure 
investments in energy and the need to 
create new industries (such as electric 
vehicles), both of which will depend on 
public-private partnerships. Each 
traditional sector has a shared interest 
and role in addressing these major 
issues, but doing so requires greater 
collaboration amongst the different 
sectors, which challenges our traditional 
definitions of the roles and activities of 
players from each sector. For example, 
beyond just focusing on maximizing 
financial results, businesses are 
increasingly expected to contribute to the 
development of the world, and they in 
turn face the challenge of earning social 
trust and the legitimacy and license to 
operate and grow. Governments are 
playing an increasing role in shaping 
future industries and the world in which 
its citizens will live. NGOs are playing an 
increasing role in partnering with 
businesses and governments around 
major areas on which they focus. 

While there are no simple answers as to 
how businesses, governments and 
society should relate to one another, 
leaders who only look at the world from 
their box and ignore the potential benefits 
of interconnections and interdependence 
will most certainly hold back progress. 

Industries are another area where 
businesses have been divided into simple

boxes. We have traditionally divided 
them based on groups of companies that 
look and act the same, produce the same 
products or conduct the same types of 
activities. This view simplifies our jobs – 
we compete against businesses that 
look, act and think like we do. Industry 
analysis has been a core strategy tool for 
many years. But, for most industries 
today, the interesting competition is 
taking place across industries, not within 
them, and it is this cross-industry 
competition that is shaping the future. For 
example, the interesting competition in 
the music industry is not the traditional 
record label companies; it is the mobile, 
multi-purpose device companies (e.g. 
iPhones) and software platform/channel 
companies (e.g. YouTube and 
Facebook). If you ask who is creating 
value for the music consumer and who is 
making a profit today and who will create 
value and make profit in the future, the 
interconnection between these different 
industries is more relevant and important 
than the competition within the industries. 
Health and wellness is another area 
where there is major competition (and 
cooperation) among different industries, 
such as pharmaceuticals, medical 
equipment, hospitals, insurance, IT 
(remember WebMD), vitamins & 
supplements, food & beverages, 
cosmetics, health clubs, sporting 
equipment and the list goes on.1 The 
value propositions of players from each 
traditional industry can be significantly 
enhanced or undermined by the activities 
and value propositions of players from 
other industries. The world today is 
increasingly defined in terms of the ever-
changing, increasingly demanding 
consumer needs, but we continue to look 
at our world from our supplier 
perspective. Here again, our boxes make 
our world simple, but miss the critical 
importance of connections and 
interdependence among the boxes. 

We also traditionally look at companies 
or firms as independent entities, 
interacting with the rest of the world 
through a set of transactions. How does

                                                           
1 See “Who’s Looking After You? The 
Challenge of Blurring Industry Boundaries,” by 
Tracey Keys and Thomas Malnight, 
www.globaltrends.com. 
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our company interact with other 
companies when purchasing raw 
materials and supplies (getting the lowest 
prices possible), selling products and 
services to customers (getting the 
highest prices possible), hiring 
employees and providing results and 
financial returns to shareholders? In this 
view, the firm is an independent entity or 
box with self-interest – or its own results 
– as its prime focus. However, in today’s 
reality, it is very difficult for any single 
firm to possess all of the resources or 
skills necessary to optimize its activities. 
No individual firm can own and manage 
all of the critical assets or supply all the 
products and services required to provide 
consumer experiences. Few, if any, can 
possess all of the knowledge required to 
solve all of their problems or pursue all of 
the opportunities. But if we look beyond 
the firm, we see that it is possible to 
pursue new opportunities by expanding 
collaborative connections with other 
organizations – business or otherwise – 
and by reaching out to the “global brain” 
for the best solutions. While there has 
long been discussion about the 
opportunities partnerships and 
cooperation present, in reality 
incorporating them into the mindset and 
approach of the firm and its leaders is still 
a major challenge for leaders who are 
expected to focus on their independent 
results. The mindset of “us versus others” 
as opposed to “us and others,” in both 
identifying what value can be created, 
and how that value is shared or 
allocated, is a fundamental barrier in 
businesses.  

Finally, if we look at the organizational 
structures within companies today, the 
concept of silos and their impact on 
reducing the effectiveness and capacity 
of firms is well known. These silos, like 
the boxes described throughout this 
paper, simplify the current task of 
individual leaders and units, in terms of 
managing and optimizing individual areas 
of activity. But this focus is once again

often at the cost of the collective 
effectiveness of the entire organization. 
The current reality in many firms today is 
that we find an exploding number of 
silos/boxes across a growing array of 
dimensions – geographies, business or 
product units, functional elements, 
customer activities and so on. Here 
again, firms are stuck in their boxes or 
silos for the sake of simplicity, but the 
primary opportunities are associated with 
the interconnections and inter-
dependencies between them. Firms and 
their leaders must find a way to create an 
environment where their organizations 
are not bound by silos or boxes. 

So what does this mean today for 
senior leaders who are preparing 
themselves, their leadership teams and 
their organizations for the future? First, 
there is a clear need to recognize that we 
are moving from an environment where it 
was useful – and often necessary – to 
divide the world and think in boxes to a 
future where the connections between 
the boxes offer the greatest challenges 
and prospects for success in the future. 
This does not mean that our ability and 
skills to manage within boxes is not 
important; it means that they are not 
sufficient and – if blindly applied – can 
serve as a major barrier holding back our 
businesses and our leaders. 

Particularly at the senior levels of an 
organization, there is not just a need to 
think outside of the box, there may actually 
be a need to break down and throw away 
the boxes that limit and confine how we 
look at the world and how we lead our 
organizations towards the future. This calls 
for a radical change in thinking, as well as 
a reevaluation of the fundamental 
leadership tools and approaches that are 
employed by today’s leaders. 

There are five overall areas where 
business leaders must re-examine how 
they view and operate as they prepare 
for leading and preparing their 
organizations for the future. 
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The first change required is redefining 
the fundamental purpose and focus of 
corporations themselves. Michael Porter 
and Mark Kramer, in a recent Harvard 
Business Review article on “Creating 
Shared Value,”2 described how 
corporations remain “trapped in an 
outdated approach to value creation,” 
and called on redefining the purpose of 
the corporation as creating “shared 
value” to both reshape capitalism and its 
relation with society and to legitimize 
business once again. 

A second change is fundamentally altering 
the perspective on corporate interactions 
with other organizations, moving from 
viewing such interactions as transactions 
to viewing them as relationships. This 
transition focuses on creating and 
supporting mutual benefit over time, as 
opposed to focusing on optimizing self 
interest at each point in time.  

A third change involves moving from a 
mindset of simplifying and structuring 
individual leadership tasks (e.g. 
optimizing performance in an individual 
function, country or product area) to 
viewing activities as elements of an 
organization’s network of operations and 
focusing on identifying and leveraging the 
interconnections and interdependencies 
within this network. This shift focuses on 
enhancing collective output, as opposed 
to individual activity output. 

A fourth change requires altering the 
mindset and approach of allocating tasks

                                                           
2 Porter, Michael and Mark Kramer. “Creating 
Shared Value.” Harvard Business Review, 
January-February 2011. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

and responsibilities within a corporation. 
In today’s boxed-in world, there is a focus 
on individual responsibility and 
accountability. In a world emphasizing 
connections and interdependencies, 
there is a need to embed a mindset and 
ways of working that emphasizes 
collective accountability and 
responsibility within organizations. 

A fifth change involves moving 
corporations from a mindset that 
emphasizes holding on to past formulas 
for success and delivering results today 
to preparing a corporation for 
sustainable, long-term success. The 
future will surely witness dramatic 
change for both corporations and the 
world in which we live and operate. This 
future will likely be marked by growing 
volatility, uncertainty and complexity. 
Holding on to leadership practices built 
around demands for consistency, 
predictability and simplicity cannot 
prepare corporations and their leaders for 
this new world. Only by embracing and 
focusing on this future will leaders and 
their organizations be prepared for 
success in the future. 
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 Thinking in Boxes Thinking in Connections 
1 

Focus on maximizing my benefits 
Focus on maximizing and sharing total collective 
benefits and value 

2 Focus on interactions as transactions Focus on interactions as relationships 

3 
Focus on simplifying and structuring tasks 

Focus on understanding and leveraging 
interconnections and interdependencies 

4 Focus on allocating individual tasks and 
responsibilities 

Focusing on embedding a mindset and ways of 
working, emphasizing collective accountability 

5 Focus on taking care of today and holding 
onto the past 

Focus on preparing for the future 
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