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Preface

It was the American actor W.C. Fields who allegedly coined the phrase, 
‘never work with children or animals’, something that has remained a 
sobering, all too often, truism to this day. And, of course, it depends 
on your gullibility, or let’s just say the attraction of the new fad of fake 
news, as whether or not you believed whether he actually said that (he 
was rumoured, like the film-maker Sam Goldwyn, to employ an army of 
gag writers).

Whatever the truth, there is another truism we may want to take 
on board, depending on how logical, gripping, educational, entertain-
ing or informative that you find the next hundred or so pages, that you 
should never, ever agree to co-write anything. I’ve been a solo writer for 
my whole life (authored 50+ books, thousands of articles studies and 
research papers, without resorting to a co-writer). So why, at an age 
when my 70th birthday beckons, should I break the rule that has kept 
me gainfully employed since I first wrote for my local newspaper at the 
tender age of 16?

To compound the felony, if you look at the cover, you’ll see we have 
erred thrice, and opted for not one but three co-authors.
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Worse still take a look at the contents pages at the front, and you’ll 
see we have included others, Belgians, Dutch, Finns, Germans, Swiss, 
even the odd Brit feeling the breeze of Brexit on their creative, furrowed 
brows, aided by the Americans still woozy from Trump’s Tweets adding 
to the digital din.

Yes, we have committed the ultimate publishing sin and produced a 
book that involves the many. All our efforts in pursuit of that elusive 
phrase. The all too difficult to define—the ‘Digital Age’.

Like all good ideas, it started with a meeting of the FutureWork 
Forum. A group of 30 or so professionals who come together several 
times each year to discuss the emerging issues of the world of work and 
the workplace and how we as individuals or organizations fit into it. 
For the past 20 or so years, we’ve produced some good studies, hosted a 
score of conferences and offered our opinions to corporations, interna-
tional organizations and governments.

This time we went a stage further and opted to ‘do’ a book—pooling 
the collective wisdom of the FutureWork Forum partners (the title we 
have grandly bestowed upon ourselves). At first, it was a bit of fun. It 
was our Austrian/American partner, Peter Vogel, whose work and wor-
ries about the increasing digital pressure in our organizations first came 
to our attention. From that early start, the enthusiasm of our publisher, 
Stephen Partridge, drove us forward and we soon had our ringmaster 
in place. Peter Thomson became the de facto whip-cracker-in-chief, 
chivvying us ever onward, cheered from the sidelines by everyone who 
added to the mix. Michael Devlin, Peter Thomson and I had a mad 
2-day editorial scramble in Brussels to pull together strands from the 
Partners. This was followed by another meeting in London where 
we were joined by Richard Savage, Michael Staunton and Andrew 
Chadwick. Richard and Michael have followed up energetically to put 
the final manuscript to bed.

And the result? Should we have done it? Well it’s not perfect, but it 
does achieve one great thing. It shows what a lot of trouble we are in. 
This Digital Age ain’t that fun to be in. Yes, we would have liked to 
solve the problem of digital overload (provide the silver bullet), but we 
missed by a mile.
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However, we are very proud of one thing. We took on a task that 
seemed crazy and we made it. We haven’t found all the answers, but we 
have stated the case, we know where the booby traps in your business 
are, even if we can’t seize the smoking gun. There is so much value in this 
book, but it needs to be read with your eyes open (and preferably your 
phone and email switched off). If you read it, it will reward you with an 
insight into the huge challenges facing the workplace and the world of 
work today. Read properly, it should point you to some answers. More 
importantly, it should act as a guide as to what to do next.

What it has proved beyond all doubt is that the power of collabo-
ration is alive and well and the power of our FutureWork Forum col-
leagues’ collective thoughts and actions has prevailed. And there wasn’t 
an animal or a child in sight, either!!

I’d like to thank for their huge enthusiasm, Peter Vogel, Göran 
Hultin, Richard Savage, Michael Staunton, Alain Haut, Ben Emmens, 
Cliff Dennett Jim Ware, Susan Stucky, Matthiass Mölleney, Sunnie 
Groeneveld, Andrew Chadwick, Larissa Hämisegger, Michael Devlin 
and Peter Thomson.

I hope it makes you think, makes you act and helps you free yourself 
of the bits, bytes and chains from the digital slavery we have brought 
upon ourselves.

Thanks again to Peter Thomson and Richard Savage, two great edi-
tors, with a true sense of style.

Lymington, Hampshire  
October 2017	

Mike Johnson
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We are living in an era of unprecedented change and transformation. 
Never before have we and our cumulative knowledge evolved in such 
a rate as what we can observe today. Today’s leaders need to proactively 
respond to many challenges that result from the ‘new normal’ we live in; 
that is the VUCA world—a world that is volatile, uncertain, complex and 
ambiguous. Among various drivers of this VUCA world is digital tech-
nology. As Klaus Schwab, founder of the World Economic Forum put it: 
‘In the new world, it is not the big fish which eats the small fish, it’s the 
fast which which eats the slow fish’.1 Digitalization has brought forth new 
players that attack the behemoths of the twentieth century, with novel 
business models and an agile market entry strategy. Hence, organizations 
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need to be agile and respond to these disruptive forces if they want to 
maintain and consolidate their position in the global economy.

Digitalization presents businesses with unparalleled opportunities 
for value creation. New products and services can be offered and com-
mercialized, systems and processes can be optimized, work processes 
can be automated and digital business models can be developed. All-
in-all, one can say that those companies have have done particularly 
well over the past decades in adopting digital technologies in their eve-
ryday business—possibly even cannibalizing their own business in the 
process, with novel digitalized offerings—have not only survived this 
transformation, but also done disproportionately well, financially. In a 
recent study, MIT and CapGemini showed that the so-called digirati 
firms—firms that are strong in both the digital intensity and transfor-
mation intensity systematically outperform other companies in terms 
of revenues, profitability and market valuation.2 In the world of work, 
digitalization has opened up many new avenues for organizations and 
their employees, such as facilitated communication and collaboration 
between employees around the world, improved recruiting, talent man-
agement processes and workplace flexibility that allows organizations 
to adjust to their employees’ personal situations, as well as better per-
formance management.

Despite all these undisputable flexible advantages of digitalization, it 
also brings with it a variety of problems for organizations and individu-
als. On an individual level, we are confronted with an information over-
load and constant distraction from our core activities. Indeed, what has 
become self-evident is that the information accessible on the internet is 
literally exploding. At the same time, our consumption of material on the 
internet is at an incredibly high level, with roughly a mind-numbing 2.5 
million Google search queries, 2.8 million YouTube video views, 21 mil-
lion WhatsApp messages and 700,000 Facebook logins happening every 
minute3.

On an organizational level, issues such as cyber security, the cost of 
keeping on top of the evolution of digital technology or digital dis-
traction and overload of employees are some of many downside effects 
of the digital age we now occupy. Moore’s law—that the computing 



1  Introduction: Digitalization and Why Leaders …        3

power of processors doubles every 18 months—and Nielsen’s law—
that bandwidth doubles approximately every 21 months—clearly 
underscore the rate of change. This implies that novel technological 
solutions are available every couple of months, requiring organizations 
to invest great amounts of time and money to (1) stay up-to-date and 
(2) make sure that all their employees are sufficiently trained in using 
the new systems effectively and efficiently. As a byproduct of all this, 
employees are increasingly losing control over their own time, because 
digital systems such as emails, internal chatrooms, etc., are taking 
over their agenda in that they constantly need to react and respond 
to incoming information (some important, some irrelevant) instead of 
proactively managing their time.

The following fictitious case illustrates an exemplary day of a family 
in the digital era:

A 21st Century day in the lives of Johan and Jeanette:

Meet Johan, a 42-year-old Senior Manager at a large company and his 
41-year-old wife Jeanette, a Marketing Manager at a communication con-
sulting firm. Johan and Jeanette have two children, 17 and 14 years old. 
Johann has a 30-minute commute to work and despite having a 40-hour 
work week, he spends on average 50 hours at work, plus several hours 
from home. Jeanette works 80% on paper, but actually spends a lot more 
time on work-related matters than that.

Johan’s day starts by waking up at 6am from his smartphone’s alarm 
clock. The first thing Johan does after waking up is to quickly check the 
number of emails that came in since he last checked his mail the past 
evening. He’ll scroll through them and delete spam and other non-rele-
vant mails. After taking a shower and getting dressed, Johan sits at the 
breakfast table with his family. This is the time to check the news and 
what has happened in the world. While he used to read the newspa-
per, he now follows the news on his tablet, like most other smart mobile 
device owners. Jeanette needs to check the news first thing in the morn-
ing in order to stay up-to-date on her clients’ latest news coverage. Their 
children also have their phones on the table, checking news, emails, 
Facebook, WhatsApp and Snapchat updates.

At 7.30am, everyone leaves the house to drive to work or go to school. 
A quick goodbye, of course with the mobile phone in their hands. Johann 
commutes to work by car, Jill takes the public transportation. During the 
commute, Johan thinks about his day and what he wants to get done. In 
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order to keep track of it, he dictates these tasks to his phone using voice 
control, or else he will forget about everything once arriving at work. 
Jeanette continues working through her mails and client-related news in 
order to get ready for work.

Once they have arrived at work, both immediately sit down and try to 
get to work with a clear task list and agenda of meetings for the day. They 
spend their day in front of the screen—both at their desk and in meetings 
when taking notes. As always, their agenda is being disrupted by incom-
ing messages via mail, social media and other channels, eating up about 
half of their productive work time.

At 6 pm, they make their way home again. A quick conversation with 
their kids about their days, followed by dinner—again with mobile phones 
at the table—and some family time, before everybody retrieves to what-
ever they have to get done before going to bed. Kids chat with their 
friends in a variety of different messaging systems. Johan and Jeanette 
take a quick last glimpse at the email inbox and a final scroll down the 
Facebook and news updates, before their phones are put to flight mode 
and the lights are turned off. ‘Good night, Johan’. ‘Good night Jeanette’.

Footnote: Johan and Jeanette are just fictitious characters, but the situ-
ation described above most likely resonates—at least in part—with most 
of us. We feel overwhelmed, constantly stressed and upset because we 
never seem to get the things done we intended to.

The drivers for this digital overload are manifold, including both per-
sonal and workplace-related drivers. As illustrated above, we ourselves 
are largely responsible for this, simply because we haven’t yet adjusted 
our behavior to digitalization and we are just starting to understand 
the entire spectrum of downside effects resulting from the ‘always-
connected lifestyle’ most of us follow. We lack the necessary disci-
pline to set ourselves boundaries when it comes to utilizing digital 
technology at home and at work. Simultaneously, we aren’t suffi-
ciently aware of the degree to which digital technology is invading 
our privacy.

At work, it is to some extent also a lack of discipline, but at the 
same time it is a consequence of an already outdated leadership style 
and the subsequent false management expectations they create. Setting 
rules of collaboration and communication in the digital context is one 
of many necessary steps that leaders need to take in order to avoid 


