Riding the Curve

Leadership in an Era of Accelerating Change
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Imperative: The Curve is Not Linear

It's a mistake, us humans seem to be hardwired into repeating, to think of change as a steady,
predictable ascent. In reality, it behaves like an exponential curve, flat at first, then suddenly
steep. This is the signature of accelerating change, a concept popularized by futurist Ray
Kurzweil, who observed that technological and informational progress doubles at increasing
rates. In such a world, each year doesn’t just bring new challenges, it brings many more of
them, much faster.

What once took decades, adoption of electricity, cars, or the telephone, now happens in
months. Generative Al leapt from fringe research to global implementation within ayear.The
speed of change isn't just a technological marvel, it's a leadership challenge. Because while
our tools evolve exponentially, human habits, behaviours and attitudes coupled with
institutional structures, and bureaucracies move linearly, if at all. To quote Kurzweil.

“To express this another way, we won't experience one hundred years of technological advance
in the twenty-first century; we will witness on the order of twenty thousand years of progress
(again, when measured by today’s rate of progress), or about one thousand times greater than

what was achieved in the twentieth century.”[1]

This viewpoint underscores the unprecedented scale of change we are facing. Leaders must
prepare for a future where the sheer volume of innovation demands continuous learning and
flexibility.

This type of acceleration has been described as a law of returns, where each innovation
builds upon the last. | believe this is much more than a theory. In organisations, it means
that our we receive increasingly lower returns on our investments in strategic planning, and
the feedback loops, which are our indications of how our new systems are functioning begin
to shrink and in some cases collapse. Delaying adaptation, not developing an organisation
capable of evolving in real time is no longer costly, it's catastrophic.

Key Leadership Insight:
Today’s leaders must stop preparing for what's coming and start preparing for what’s already
arrived but has not yet been realised.

Introduction: Riding the Curve

Imagine you're standing, surfboard in hand, on the beach looking out at the small swell
representing the base of a wave. The ocean is calm, its surface undisturbed, almost
indifferent to your insignificant presence. You paddle out slowly, rhythmically, guided more
by instinct than vision. The sun is still low, the horizon wide. You've done this before, many
times. The water is familiar. The paddling feels routine. But something is different today. Far
out beyond the break, you sense a shift, a surge.

At first, the swell is subtle, a gentle rolling beneath your board. You feel it more than you see
it. The wave is forming beneath you, not foaming, not crashing but gradually building.
Exponential change works like this. It doesn’t announce itself with thunder; it rises slowly,
then suddenly. One moment you're gliding smoothly forward, the next, you're being drawn
upward by a force that defies your imagination. But you are still unaware of this
exponentiality, blissfully bathing in the familiarity of an unforeseen future.



Head down paddling hard to crest the wave in front of you, your body begins to sense and
realise the change, your board begins to slide more quickly through the water, accelerating
faster than your arms can paddle. As you begin to rise, the world below drops away. The
curve steepens. What once seemed like a manageable glide becomes a vertical climb.

Your balance is tested, your reflexes called into service. You can’t out-muscle the wave; you
must move with it. Here, knowledge becomes instinct, and instinct becomes strategy.
Planning loses its edge. Reaction time tightens. The rules change not once, but continuously.
You're not just navigating a force; you're becoming part of it.

Then comes the inflection point, the wave peaks. It's the moment every surfer feels in their
bones.The space between rise and fall. Get it wrong, and you tumble into chaos. Get it right,
and you ride momentum with grace and speed previously unimaginable. But no two waves
are the same. The only constant is your posture, knees bent, eyes forward, weight shifting,
adaptive, not reactive. You're not just surfing, you're composing your movement with the
wave. Improvisation is its own mastery.

Key Leadership Insight:

To ride the curve of exponential change is to live in the physics of flow. To embrace its rhythm
without trying to arrest it. It demands that we trade rigidity for readiness, prediction for
perception. Leaders in this age are surfers on towering waves, aware that balance is not
stillness but motion, not certainty but attunement. And the ocean, like change, doesn’t stop.
It only invites those willing to move with it. Leadership, in this space, is less about control
and more about cadence.

What Is Change? A Universal Law

Change refers to the process of becoming different, encompassing alterations in structure,
processes, or behaviours. In organisations, change can take many forms, such as shifts in
strategy, the adoption of new technologies, or adjustments to market dynamics. Successful
adaptation to change requires recognizing its inevitability and preparing for it proactively.
Change is not merely an event but an ongoing process that involves identifying
opportunities, addressing challenges, and continuously evolving to meet the demands of an
ever-shifting environment.

More literally, change can be viewed as the reconfiguration of state over time, a shift in the
arrangement, composition, or behaviour of matter, energy, or information. In the language
of physics, it is the consequence of force acting upon form. From entropy in thermodynamics
to phase transitions in materials, change is not just a disruption of the norm, it is the natural
outcome of interaction.

In this sense, change is not something that happens to the universe. It is what the universe
is doing, continuously, everywhere, all at once. | fear that today, man has reached the point
where we are now beginning to meddlIe with this universal law.

At its most fundamental level, change is governed by the principles of causality and flow.
Nothing stays fixed because everything is in motion, particles vibrate, energy transfers and
systems evolve. Much change is unseen, acting so slowly that it cannot even be perceived.
A glacier shifts imperceptibly over centuries.



Other change is so fast that it is also imperceptible to our own human senses. A neural
signal travels in milliseconds. In both, the core phenomena are the same: transition from
one state to another, driven by an imbalance, a pressure, a charge, a temperature or a
tension. Change is the language and expression of adaptation, written in the grammar of
physics, biology, and information theory.

Key Leadership Insight:

Thus, change can be defined as the continuous and inevitable transformation of a system’s
state, triggered by internal dynamics or external conditions, and governed by time-
dependent interactions. Whether in the mechanics of a falling apple or the reinvention of an
organisation, the essence is identical, a former configuration becomes obsolete, and a new
one emerges. The challenge for leaders is not just to witness this, but to understand its
tempo, and to design in sync with it.

New Information and Change: New Strategic Paradigms

New information is nothing new! But the rate of accumulation of new information in our
world today is staggering. Now | know that Instagram photos of cats might not constitute
valuable new information but maybe the use of that information to train Large Language
Models (LLM) could be seen as productive.

The other issue is the distinction between new information and new knowledge. Knowledge
is essentially processed information where someone, or in today’s world perhaps something,
has processed a series of data, rationalised it, compared it with what was known before and
then either made a series of deductions, decisions, or solved problems.

Artificial intelligence (Al) is not just another tool in the change landscape, it's rapidly
becoming the engine of change, driving this acceleration in new information. From machine
learning to natural language processing, Al is compressing the time between insight and
action, automating tasks at a breathtaking scale, and unlocking new forms of human
augmentation. It doesn’t just increase productivity, it transforms possibility.

But the real impact of Al lies not just in its mechanism of action, but in its speed of action. Al
systems learn faster, operate 24/7, and improve themselves through data feedback. As a
result, industries are reshaped almost overnight. Retail, healthcare, finance, entire sectors
are recalibrating their value around what machines can now see, predict, and decide.

In major world cities it took around 40 years of gradual migration to convert from riding
horses to driving cars. This was plenty of time for manufacturers, distributers, suppliers and
users to convert or retrain. Imagine waking up one morning to find that your skill, specialism
or even industry has just been made irrelevant? This prospect is becoming increasingly
possible.

This hope, or doom, depending on your point of view brings both promise and pressure.
Organisations must now adapt not only to how Al can leverage information and create new
viable knowledge for their own organisation, but to what competitors empowered by Al are
doing. Strategy isn't just about innovation; it's about acceleration of innovation.

Indeed, | would go one stage further, organisations need to be thinking in new strategic
paradigms. The form and function of the organisation needs to become a shape-shifting
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organism, capable of gradually searching for opportunity and developing its skills and
competencies. It needs to possess the ability to grow smoothly into new areas of relevance
shifting both ‘What’ it does and ‘How’ it does it, whilst all the time retaining its focus on the
relevance of ‘Why’ the organisation exists at all.

Key Leadership Insight:

Leaders must grapple with a new duality; how to leverage Al's capabilities whilst not just
maintaining relevance for their human workforce, but by ensuring that the human element
adds real value. The best organisations use Al to expand their capacity to think, sense, and
act, not to replace it. But doing so requires foresight, ethics, and a willingness to redesign
work at its core.

Leadership & Accelerating Change: Inbuilt Bias
We all have to overcome an evolutionary bias. We are simply not programmed to think

exponentially. Our pre-technological evolution causes us to only glimpse a little way into the
future. This is what Ray Kurzweil was getting at when he wrote.

“Our intuition about the future is linear. But the reality of information technology is exponential,
and that makes a profound difference.’[1]

True leadership in exponential times begins not with answers, but with a new kind of inquiry.
It's the ability to ask better questions, and not just ask “what comes next?” but “what does
this change make possible?” Leaders mustn't simply be good map-readers capable of
guiding the organisation along a known path, leaders need to be mapmakers.

In ancient times it was speculation, imagination and stories that decided the shape of the
unexplored parts of the world in the rudimentary early atlases. Leaders of today need to be
cartographers of complexity, mapping shifting landscapes, sometimes even deciding
themselves how the future terrain will look.

All the while they need to be capable of inspiring others to navigate alongside them with
confidence. This requires courage, not bravado; humility, not hesitation. As the velocity of
change increases, the best leaders won't just be interpreting the future, they will be co-
creating it with their teams, turning uncertainty into a shared exploration rather than an
individual burden.

One powerful example of such leadership comes from Satya Nadella’s transformation of
Microsoft. When he took the reins in 2014, the company was a giant that was beginning to
show signs of stagnation. Rather than defending the old order, Nadella pivoted the company
toward a cloud-first, Al-integrated, learning-centric organization.

He didn’t just shift strategy, he reshaped culture. By emphasizing empathy, collaboration,
and curiosity as strategic values, he broke down internal silos and replaced arrogance with
adaptability. Under his leadership, Microsoft redefined its relevance in aworld of exponential
innovation. It achieved this not by reacting faster, but by learning deeper. Nadella didn't just
lead through change, he built a company with real plasticity, that could lead with it.



Key Leadership Insight:

This is the blueprint for exponential-era leadership. It's not just about guiding others through
disruption, it's about giving them the confidence and capabilities to hurtle at full speed into
an imagined future. But it's more than that. It's also about developing the systemic
intelligence to let the organization learn at the speed of change and achieve a high degree
of plasticity, or the ability to morph. This means embedding feedback loops into strategy,
democratizing insight, and treating every disruption as a diagnostic opportunity.

Adapting to Change: From Volatility to Design

“The law of accelerating returns implies that by 2045, the nonbiological intelligence created in
that year will be one billion times more powerful than all human intelligence today.” [1]

This projection by Ray Kurzweil illustrates the exponential growth of Al. We collectively and
individually must not only consider the implications of such advancements on workforce
dynamics, decision-making processes, and ethical considerations, rather we must design a
new model of being human and being relevant.

Thriving in an environment of relentless change isn’t about prediction, it's about preparation
and design. The traditional playbook of stability, rooted in long-term planning and rigid
hierarchies, is increasingly obsolete. In its place, we need a new architecture, one built not
on permanence, but on purposeful adaptability. This begins with a shift in mindset.
Organisations that treat change as merely a deviation from the norm remain brittle. Those
that see change as the baseline, build agility and antifragility into their DNA.

Design will be required to replaces reaction, just as agility will be needed to replace control.
This shift starts with organisational form or structure. Organisations must favour modularity
over monoliths. Distributed authority of centralised decision-making and cross-functional
teams over compartmentalised units. In physics, resilience emerges from form, not force.
The same is true in leadership. Adaptive organisations are less about pushing harder and
more about designing smarter.

Time itself has also become a design variable. Legacy systems operate on the tempo of
quarterly reports, annual targets and five-year plans. But acceleration demands a different
rhythm, shorter cycles, quicker iteration, and decisions made in the moment, not in
hindsight. Acceleration in change causes us to think in repeated OODA Loops (Observe,
Orient, Decide, Act). Vision doesn’t disappear, it will evolve into a living strategy, updated
constantly through repeated OODA cycles. Learning in the future becomes our critical
infrastructure and failure becomes our data.

Adapting to change will also require mental design and flexibility of thought.Training people
to operate under ambiguity, equipping them to make decisions with imperfect information,
and building cultures that reward learning over certainty, are all part of the designed
architecture of adaptability. Organisational flattening will be no mere accident. Organisations
will be flat by design. And in their flattened form, they will amplify signals, reduce noise or
interference, and move in concert with change rather than against it.



Key Leadership Insight:

Leaders must design organisations not just for stability, but for motion, structures that flex
rather than crack. In a world of accelerating disruption, volatility isn’t a flaw in the system, it
is the system. The difference between chaos and coherence lies in the hand of the designer.

Leaders who understand this will no longer ask how to minimize volatility, but will relish the
opportunity to metabolize it, transforming turbulence into traction. Leadership today is not
just about predicting the future, it's about designing the present so the future doesn’t catch
you unprepared.

Summary

At its heart of this article, | try to assert that we are misaligned about the nature of modern
change. We persist in viewing change as linear, manageable, and gradual. In reality, change
behaves more like a wave, starting slow, then rising rapidly into a steep, often unpredictable
curve. The leadership challenge becomes not how to control this motion, but how to move
in synchrony with it.

The article is structured around several interwoven ideas that point toward a new kind of
leadership, one that is adaptive, ethically grounded, and fundamentally design oriented.
Three of the key takeaways from this article are:

Change is Not aTrend, It's a Universal Law

Change should be reframed as the constant reconfiguration of matter, energy, or
information. Our problem as humans is that it is often beyond the threshold of our
perception. Leaders must stop treating change as an event to manage and instead recognize
it as the constant condition of existence. The organizations that thrive will be those who build
synchronicity with change into their operating systems.

Exponential Information Requires Strategic Rewiring

We live in a world where artificial intelligence compresses the time between data and
decision, but we still stubbornly refuse to accept that information alone is not knowledge.
Al's ability to generate and act on insights at scale forces a strategic reckoning: how do
organizations create new knowledge, not just absorb more data?

The answer lies in structural adaptation. | try to argue that organizations must become
shapeshifters, Entities that can reconfigure themselves based on where value is emerging,
while staying anchored to purpose. This requires reconceptualising strategic planning as an
evolutionary process, rather than a fixed roadmap.

Leadership Must Become Cartographic and Cultural

Leaders in this era are no longer navigators of the known, they are mapmakers of the
unknown. Leadership becomes a creative and collaborative act, not just a technical or
administrative one.The new leadership archetype is not the visionary hero but the visionary
design architect who creates tomorrow’s topography with their team, all the time
encouraging them to respond, learn, and grow in concert with accelerating change.

Riding the Curve is not simply an argument for agility, it is a philosophical and structural
reimagining of what leadership needs to become. It asks leaders to stop fighting change and
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start dancing with it. It replaces fear with design, control with cadence, and strategy with
story.

In a world where the pace of change may soon exceed our ability to comprehend it, this

article suggests that we should be creating a map, not of the terrain itself, but of how to move through
it wisely.
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