Frank Douglas’s story illustrates the practical essence of leadership. What is that essence? The word leadership derives from the Indo-European root word *leith, “to go forth,” “to cross the threshold,” or “to die”—that is, to progress from a world we know to another world that we  do not yet know.
  In institutions around the world leaders are increasingly facing challenges that require them to progress from a world they know to a world they don’t. So what can we learn from Frank Douglas’s story about how to operate effectively in such an environment? 

Here are the seven key points that I took away from an intriguing two-hour conversation with Frank Douglas at the headquarters of Aventis Pharma in Frankfurt, Germany: 

(1) To lead means to create a generative field of discovering and innovating across boundaries. The key leadership mechanism that he put in place during the different episodes of his career remained the same: he identified, connected, and gathered key players that he felt had the potential to take the company into the future. The resulting group, through its web of connections, could both interact effectively stay focused on the task.
(2) There is nothing so powerful as a core group that knows what it wants to create.  Every great story of innovation is driven by a small, highly committed core leadership group. What are the critical criteria for composing such core groups? Frank Douglas’s experience suggests that the core group should consist of:  (a) people with the appropriate expertise; (b) people who are change agents; and  (c) people who have to live with the consequences of their actions.

(3) The power of purpose and intention. The more deeply such a core group crystallizes and clarifies its vision and intent, the more it radiates a generative field that attracts other people, partners, and opportunities.  Doors open that otherwise would have remained closed (see also Senge et al. 2004, Presence). 

 (4) Innovation needs “helping infrastructures” to succeed. Examples of helping infrastructures that Douglas created include an external review panel that allows researchers to assess their current work through the eyes of expert outsiders in order to speed up the process of learning and adapting. Another example is the playing of Debussy’s “Bolero” and the presentation of the conductor’s work as a learning infrastructure for important strategy and work sessions. 

(5) The core process of leading profound innovation is listening to what wants to emerge and then creating the context for that future to manifest itself.  Trained as a medical researcher, Douglas was at first hesitant to move into management or to take a leadership role. It took the strong encouragement of a mentor for him to do that. Once in a leadership position, Douglas stays connected to his roots. He interprets his leadership task as a continuous learning process, and translates his experience as a medical researcher into leadership practices: first you observe, then you sense (develop) a hypothesis, and then you experiment. This core process of observing, sensing, and actualizing future opportunities is critical both for individual and collective leadership success. 

 (6) Start with a burning issue that is central to future survival or success.  The key to starting a large-scale change initiative lies in picking a burning issue that is critical to the future success or survival of the company and focusing all change energies on this mission-critical project. 

(7) Each episode of profound innovation and change is part of a larger journey. Leadership means waking up to the mystery of that deeper journey. Stanford’s Michael Ray says that creativity stems from two questions: Who is my Self? What is my Work? Being able to answer these two questions allows leaders like Douglas to operate from a deeper place where innovation ecosystems progress from the state that we know to an unknown state that we sense wants to emerge. 
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