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LEADERS IN LONDON:  
Their theory. Your practice?

If you do, then a great many of us 
might never make ité but at Leaders 
in London, Kjell Nordstrºm drew 
a comparison between attraction, 
sexiness, and business-survival of 
the ýttest.

Businesses, he said, are 
successful when they create a 
temporary monopoly. They are 

top of the heap, market leaders, in a niche position, 
doing something special that makes them the most 
attractive at that moment. Thus the Darwinian 
approach still stands ï and the degree of óýtô-ness is 
created by attraction. Think of the peacock, Nordstrºm 
said: a beautiful bird, and absolutely the ýttest ï to 
the peahen. For her, this is one sexy proposition! So 
the peacock has a temporary monopoly, albeit only 
with peahensé

How does a business get ýt or sexy? Nordstrºm 
says this can only be through innovation, and he drew 
comparisons between Easyjet, Ikea, Starbucks, and 
H&M (all óýtô), and Absolut, Apple, Gucci, and BMW 
(all ósexyô). Efýciency and effectiveness are no longer 
enough, says this ófunkyô Swede: they donôt create 
that temporary monopoly. Innovation is a frame of 
mind that óturns the company into an idea and dream 
factory that competes on imagination, inspiration, 
ingenuity, and initiativeô.

At this point, you might be wondering what this 
has got to do with leadership? Actually, itôs a relatively 
simple connection. Innovation doesnôt exist unless 
leaders allow it, encourage it, nurture and husband it. 
As Mikhail Gorbachev said very clearly, people are not 
without the ability to change the future. We may not 
all be politicians, but we can have an impact, given 
the right environment.

Iôm reminded of a leadership development 
programme we created, where innovation was a 
key element. The board wanted senior and middle 
managers to be a bit more adventurous, a bit less 
risk-averse; to challenge the status quo, and create 
new answers to old problems. So in amongst the 
personal feedback and team challenges, we built 
a ófuture studyô approach, challenging participants 

to identify signiýcant opportunities for innovation 
as a contribution to performance, and champion 
them through testing development ideas. The board 
guaranteed that they would listen to proposals, and 
some excellent ideas were implemented.

As Nordstrºm and his colleague Jonas Ridderstr¬le 
assert in their book Funky Business, this is ónot about 
leaders promoting risk-taking per se. Rather, it is a 
question of making it less risky to take risksô. The 
European focus on being efýcient and effective over 
the last hundred years has been necessary because 
of the loss of the continentôs temporary monopolies; 
when companies are based on innovation, they say, 
this is unnecessary.

Interestingly, the leadership program participants 
we worked with were completely taken aback by the 
possibility that the board would listen to them. The 
fact that their leaders were órespecting their peopleô, 
as Allan Leighton so wisely described it, was totally 
unexpected and a new experience. But then thatôs 
the challenge of leadership, isnôt it? To transform 
the minds of others? When economic and business 
pressures are as huge as they are, creating an 
environment in which people can change, and making 
the connections for them, is what good leaders do.

In Bill Clintonôs view, world leaders need to create 
more friends, fewer enemies, and bring more people 
into the circle of opportunity. That surely has to be 
true for business leaders, too. As the former US 
President said, the politics of personal connection 
are important: people are not just there for the 
pay cheques, but to share your hopes and dreams. 
Leadership means keeping the big problems at 
the front of the debate; to provide concrete, user-
friendly, accessible opportunities for people to make a 
difference. Making it safe for them to innovate. Better 
book time in the diary to think about getting ýt, or 
sexy, thené
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Innovation doesn’t exist unless 
leades allow it, encourage it, 
nurture and husband it.

Do you need to be sexy to be a good leader?


