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Introduction
In the 20th century, leaders identified goals for their organisation, described the jobs required to 
meet those goals, and hired people with the right skills to fill those job descriptions. Over time, 
people build on their skills and move into different roles, climbing a well-designed career ladder 
until retirement. 

That’s no longer the case. 

Our world is changing so fast that neither goals nor roles are clear and well-defined. The skills you 
need for the future aren’t the same as the skills you have now, and the best people have multiple 
careers (not even just multiple jobs) over their working life. 

It’s impossible to know exactly what skills we will need in the future, but we can be reasonably 
confident they won’t be technical, task-oriented skills because those skills will become obsolete 
through automation and artificial intelligence. Instead, the most future-proof skills will be higher-
order thinking skills. 

The Institute for the Future (based at the University of Phoenix, USA) has identified ten such 
skills1. They identified these skills by examining six global megatrends and drivers of change, and 
assessing the skills most valuable for coping with (and leading) these trends. 

In this Learning Module, we’ll examine these ten skills from a leadership viewpoint. Rather than 
assessing your proficiency in these skills, we’ll look at how well you’re developing these skills in 
your team.

The Big Picture

The Institute for the Future doesn’t group the ten skills in any particular order, but it makes sense 
to do so, based on how these skills apply to you.

Broadly, think of them at three levels:

1. Assimilation: The first three skills - Cognitive Load Management, Computational   
 Thinking, and Novel & Adaptive Thinking - are about absorbing information from the   
 outside world. 

2. Integration: The next three skills - Sense-making, Transdisciplinarity, and Design  
 Mindset - are about applying information to the outside world. 

3. Collaboration: The final four skills - Social Intelligence, New Media Literacy, Virtual   
                 Collaboration, and Cross-Cultural Competency - are about relationships with  
                 other people.

1 Future Work Skills 2020, Institute For The Future, iftf.org/futureworkskills 
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Overview of this Learning Module 

For each of the ten skills, I describe it briefly, list a number of criteria related to it, and then ask you 
to assess your team’s “fit” for this skill. 

At the end of this process, you will have a strong guide to your team’s readiness for the future, as 
well as a checklist for improvement. 

This is an active, not just passive, report. Treat it like a workbook, not a white paper. You will get 
the most value if you set aside some time, roll up your sleeves, and work through your answers to 
the questions here. 

As you work through this report, keep these things in mind:

• Don’t just answer Yes or No: Many of the questions are worded as Yes/No questions 
(for example, “Do you provide opportunities for reverse mentoring?”), but it’s rarely 
such a simple answer. That’s why we have provided a 0-5 rating for each question, 
where 0 means “No, not at all”, 5 means “Yes, no further work required”, and there’s a 
sliding scale between them. 

• Be tough on yourself: There are no prizes for high scores, so don’t give yourself an 
easy rating, which just leads to a false sense of security. You will get more value by 
being tough on yourself and identifying more areas for improvement. You can always 
prioritise them later anyway to focus on the most important items. 

• Use the “test of time” before you rate yourself: Most of these questions are subjective, 
and it’s easy to convince yourself that you’re doing better than you really are. To be 
sure, use the “test of time”: How much time per week do you and your team actually 
spend on this? If you’re not spending time on it, it’s hard to argue it’s a high priority! 

• Assess your level of engagement: Related to the previous point, it’s not only about 
time, but how much you’re engaged during that time. At the end of each of the 
10 skills, I’ll ask you to assess the level of engagement, and then identify ways to 
improve it. This is an important idea, so let’s look at it in more detail now … 

The six levels of engagement

When you consider any skill X in your team, you can classify it at one of six levels of engagement:

• Expose: They happen to bump into X from time to time, but not by design. 

• Enrol: I make a deliberate effort to involve them with X. 

• Embed: They actively do X as part of their regular work (In other words, it’s part of our 
day-to-day operations). 

• Embrace: X is an integral part of our product/service (In other words, it’s part of what 
we deliver). 
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• Evolve: We’re constantly working to integrate X more into our team and organisation. 

• Extend: We look beyond just X to the future of X.
 
Think of this as a hierarchy, from low to high engagement (with higher levels being more engaged 
– and hence better): 

For example, suppose you lead a team of software developers, and you’re considering the skill of 
“presentation skills”. The six levels of engagement could look like this:

• Expose: I occasionally ask somebody to make a presentation. 

• Enrol: I encourage everybody to make presentations, and help them design and 
deliver them effectively (for example, by enrolling them in Toastmasters to learn basic 
skills). 

• Embed: Everybody knows that presenting - both inside and outside the team - is an 
important part of their role, and they all expect to do it from time to time. 

• Embrace: Although we are software developers, we recognise that “selling” our 
software idea to other people is just as important as creating it. So, whenever we 
release new software, we also craft presentations to “sell” the idea to others - inside 
and outside the organisation.  

• Evolve: As a team, we constantly work with each other to raise everybody’s 
standards, so we all become better presenters. 

• Extend: We gain exposure to new kinds of presentations - such as presenting on 
video, running webinars, or presenting in virtual reality environments.

• 
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iINSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION:  The ability to discriminate and filter information for 
importance, and to understand how to maximise cognitive functioning using a variety of tools and 
techniques 

This is what we used to call time management, and has expanded over time to include concepts 
such as productivity, goal setting, stress management, work/life balance, and information overload. 

Cognitive load management is the same basic concept, but emphasises the skills of managing 
large amounts of information, interruptions, and demands on our time and attention. It reflects 
the reality of our world now, where many traditional productivity techniques simply don’t work 
anymore. For example: 

• We used to set 12-month goals, but the world is changing so fast that they become 
obsolete.

• You could shut yourself off for hours at a time to do uninterrupted work, but now we’re 
too easily distracted and interrupted (and need to be available).

• You had all your team available during fixed office hours, but they now want more 
flexible working hours.

• They were happy to put the organisation’s goals first (in exchange for fair pay), but 
now expect to achieve their own goals as well.

As a result, you need new strategies for productivity and performance - for example:

• Create 90-day projects rather than 12-month goals.
• Work in short bursts or “sprints” rather than looking for hours of uninterrupted time.
• Use collaboration software to accommodate team members with flexible working 

hours.
• Find ways to align personal and professional goals.

The same strategies won’t work for everybody. So one of the most important skills for managing 
cognitive load is knowing what works for you, understanding it might be different for somebody 
else, and working together despite those differences.

Cognitive Load Management
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Assess

Use these questions to assess how well you value cognitive load management in your team:

COGNITIVE LOAD MANAGEMENT
0 = Rarely or Never, 5 = Frequently or Always

Do team members perform well under pressure? 0 1 2 3 4 5

Do they also perform well when not under pressure 
(that is, are they also good at achieving “important but 
not urgent” goals)?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do they always feel under pressure? Do they regularly 
arrive early, stay late, and eat lunch at their desk?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you have effective Cloud-based, mobile-friendly 
systems for filing, filtering, sharing, and retrieving 
information without wasting time?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Is there enough flexibility built in for individual team 
members to use these systems in their own way (e.g. 
BYOD, iOS vs Android)?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you encourage team members to regularly make 
their own decisions?

0 1 2 3 4 5
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Action Plan

COGNITIVE LOAD MANAGEMENT

What is your current level of engagement?

Expose (occasional chance opportunities), Enrol (occasional intentional opportunities), 
Embed (part of day-to-day operations), Embrace (essential component of our product/service), 
Evolve (integrate this more into our work), Extend (exploring the future)

What level of engagement would you like to have?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)

What specific activities will you do to bridge this gap?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)
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INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION: The ability to translate vast amounts of data into 
abstract concepts and to understand data-based reasoning

 
Computational thinking is about “being good with numbers”. 

This is not only about the importance of teaching STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Maths) skills at school or teaching everybody how to be a world-class programmer. However, it 
does include some of these elements, because it will be increasingly important for everybody to be 
able to understand, manipulate, analyse and interpret numbers and data. 

For example, as a leader, you probably have these basic skills: 

• Basic numeracy - such as understanding fractions, percentages, currencies, and units
• Understanding and interpreting graphs and charts
• Working with spreadsheets -not just reading them, but doing basic manipulation and 

analysis
• Understanding basic statistics -such as knowing the difference between median, 

mean and mode; knowing the difference between relative risk and absolute risk; 
statistical significance; and so on

Even if you have other people (or Google) to crunch the numbers for you, you need to know what 
to ask them to do. You will only know the right questions by being skilled at computational thinking.
 
In addition to understanding 
numbers and data, this skill also 
means understanding the limits of 
data, and how to make assessments 
with incomplete or inaccurate data - 
or even in the absence of data. 

As a leader, you might have some 
of these skills already, but are you 
nurturing and encouraging them in 
your team as well?

Computational Thinking
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Assess

Use these questions to assess how well you value computational thinking in your team:

COMPUTATIONAL THINKING
0 = Rarely or Never, 5 = Frequently or Always

Do you give team members the chance to exercise 
these skills, even outside their regular work?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you give them the time to learn these skills (for 
example, by enrolling in online courses)?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you spread this around to everybody, not just the 
“good with numbers” people?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you encourage them to make decisions, and in 
different situations (based on good data, based on 
dirty data, in the absence of data)?

0 1 2 3 4 5
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Action Plan

COMPUTATIONAL THINKING

What is your current level of engagement?

Expose (occasional chance opportunities), Enrol (occasional intentional opportunities), 
Embed (part of day-to-day operations), Embrace (essential component of our product/service), 
Evolve (integrate this more into our work), Extend (exploring the future)

What level of engagement would you like to have?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)

What specific activities will you do to bridge this gap?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)
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INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION: Proficiency at thinking and coming up with solutions 
and responses beyond that which is rote or rule-based 

 
It’s tempting to assume this is about innovation, 
but that is only one part of this skill. Innovation is 
important - and that relates to the “novel” part of this 
skill - but it’s more important to be adaptive.
That has three components: 

• Independence: Facing new and 
unfamiliar situations, being able to think 
for yourself

• Judgement: Being able to exercise good 
judgement when there is no clear answer

• Decision-making: Being decisive without 
being impulsive, and choosing wisely 

These are important leadership skills, and people who 
show these skills are often rewarded with leadership 
positions. So, as a leader, you might have these skills 
already.
 
However, many leaders don’t do enough to develop these skills in their team members. In fact, 
many leaders actively (but often unintentionally) discourage team members from developing these 
skills. 

For example, are you guilty of these things? 

• Delegating a task, but micro-managing to ensure it gets done the way you want
• Delegating a task, but responding to mistakes by “taking back” the work (or re-doing 

it) rather than training the person to improve
• Only delegating the easy, clearly-defined tasks
• Asking for information, but always making the decisions yourself
• Asking for a decision, but overriding it with your own decision

If you only do these things occasionally, that might be acceptable because it’s appropriate for 
some situations. But if you regularly behave this way, you’re not developing the adaptive thinking 
skills of your team members.

Novel & Adaptive Thinking
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Assess

Use these questions to assess how well you value novel and adaptive thinking in your team:

NOVEL & ADAPTIVE THINKING
0 = Rarely or Never, 5 = Frequently or Always

Are your standard operating procedures “guidelines” 
(which provide flexibility) rather than “procedures” 
(which require compliance)?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do your team members understand how their regular 
work fits with the rest of the team, the organisation, 
and the outside world?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you regularly expose them to more senior roles 
(with your support, of course) so they can see the 
bigger picture beyond their regular work?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you give them the chance to speak up and offer 
suggestions, advice and ideas?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you then implement most of these ideas, in order 
to encourage more ideas?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you know what motivates them (for example: 
money, challenging work, family, relationships, 
religion)?

0 1 2 3 4 5



10 Skills For The Future Workforce page 13w w w . i i d m g l o b a l . c o m

Learning Module

Action Plan

NOVEL & ADAPTIVE THINKING

What is your current level of engagement?

Expose (occasional chance opportunities), Enrol (occasional intentional opportunities), 
Embed (part of day-to-day operations), Embrace (essential component of our product/service), 
Evolve (integrate this more into our work), Extend (exploring the future)

What level of engagement would you like to have?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)

What specific activities will you do to bridge this gap?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)
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Sense-making

INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION: The ability to determine the deeper meaning or 
significance of what is being expressed
 

We are bombarded by more information than ever before, and from myriad sources. Sense-
making is the skill of taking that information (without being overwhelmed - as we have seen 
already with Cognitive Load Management), sifting through it, and finding connections, patterns, 
meaning and significance.

Most people just see the superficial in something new, but sense-makers go further by asking 
questions like these: 

• “What is this an example of?”
• “What is this like?”
• “What is interesting about this?”
• “What does this mean?”
• “How can we use this?” 

Example: When Pokémon Go was first released, 
many people saw it as just another example of 
young people walking around with their eyes 
glued to their phones, and making a nuisance 
of themselves. But sense-makers see more - for 
example: 

What is this an example of? Augmented reality, viral 
marketing, freemium business model, collaboration.

• What is this like? Online gaming in the 
real world 

• What is interesting about this? People 
who don’t exercise are walking more 

• What does this mean? People 
motivated by rewards, strangers 
collaborating for a common goal, value 
of free 

• How can we use this? Gamification, 
buying advertising, augmented reality 
for training, build our own augmented reality app
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Assess

Use these questions to assess how well you value sense-making in your team: 
 

SENSE-MAKING
0 = Rarely or Never, 5 = Frequently or Always

Do you regularly ask team members for new ideas 
they have found in their lives?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you encourage them to learn from different fields 
and different industries? 

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you provide them time for thinking, not just doing? 0 1 2 3 4 5

Are you open to new ideas, or do you shut them 
down? 

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you (as a team) make time to look for deeper 
meaning and significance in your products, services, 
and activities? 

0 1 2 3 4 5
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Action Plan

SENSE-MAKING

What is your current level of engagement?

Expose (occasional chance opportunities), Enrol (occasional intentional opportunities), 
Embed (part of day-to-day operations), Embrace (essential component of our product/service), 
Evolve (integrate this more into our work), Extend (exploring the future) o

What level of engagement would you like to have?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)

What specific activities will you do to bridge this gap?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)
I
INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION: The ability to connect to others in a deep and direct 
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Transdisciplinarity

INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION: Literacy in, and ability to understand, concepts 
across multiple disciplines

 
Most people learn one skill in one discipline and develop deep knowledge in that skill alone. 
They might occasionally learn other skills in their career (for example, a technician who learns 
management skills when she is promoted), but their core expertise is confined to one discipline. 

In a fast-changing, increasingly complex world, that’s risky - for many reasons: 

• Jobs, roles and sometimes entire industries are disappearing to outsourcing and 
automation.

• New jobs, roles and industries are being created.
• Increasing competition limits the available jobs and roles in a discipline.
• Large, important problems can’t be solved using a single discipline.

That’s why transdisciplinarity - the ability to think and work across different disciplines - is so 
important for the future. People with high transdisciplinarity (sometimes called “generalists” or 
“polymaths”) can transfer their skills and knowledge across multiple disciplines, making them more 
valuable and more future-proof. 

The most famous polymath is probably 
the Italian Renaissance painter Leonardo 
da Vinci, who is known mainly for his 
art, but was also an inventor, engineer, 
astronomer, anatomist, biologist, 
geologist, physicist, and architect. In more 
recent times, we look to entrepreneurs 
like Elon Musk, who don’t just specialise 
in one field, but succeed across different 
disciplines. 

As a leader, look for ways to increase 
transdisciplinarity in your team members. 
This can be challenging, because you 
have to balance two competing priorities: 
applied expertise in one area (the area of 
their regular work!) and broader expertise 
across multiple areas. The more time you 
give them for exploring other areas, the 
less time they have for their regular work. 
However, that’s a cost you must accept if 
you want to foster transdisciplinarity.
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Assess

Use these questions to assess how well you value transdisciplinarity in your team:

TRANSDISCIPLINARITY
0 = Rarely or Never, 5 = Frequently or Always

Do you encourage people to learn from different 
disciplines?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you know in what other areas they might already 
have skills?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you give them opportunities to try out different 
disciplines?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you give them professional development 
opportunities in other disciplines (for example, by 
enrolling in online courses)?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you teach them how to communicate their 
specialised knowledge in a way outsiders can 
understand?

0 1 2 3 4 5
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Action Plan

TRANSDISCIPLINARITY

What is your current level of engagement?

Expose (occasional chance opportunities), Enrol (occasional intentional opportunities), 
Embed (part of day-to-day operations), Embrace (essential component of our product/service), 
Evolve (integrate this more into our work), Extend (exploring the future)

What level of engagement would you like to have?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)

What specific activities will you do to bridge this gap?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)
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Design Mindset

INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION: The ability to represent and develop tasks and work 
processes for desired outcomes

Most of the skills we have discussed so far relate to manipulating information. For example, 
sense-making is about finding information, computational thinking is about working with numbers, 
and transdisciplinarity is about applying expertise in multiple fields. However, it’s also important to 
create effective and efficient processes for managing this information. 

That is the design mindset skill. It’s about designing processes, systems, procedures, guidelines 
and the right environment for success. 
 
This goes far beyond the TQM (Total Quality Management) movement of the 1980s and 1990s, 
which too often buried teams under a mountain of checklists, approvals and paperwork. Even if 
that had worked as intended, its focus was on following procedures, which is no longer enough in 
a fast-changing world. 

That’s why this skill is called a design mindset, not a process mindset. It emphasises the skill to 
not just follow a process, but to assess it, tweak it, improve it, and possibly even discard it for 
something better. 

People with a design mindset are extremely valuable because they perform well in new, unfamiliar 
situations. This skill is related to adaptive thinking, which we saw earlier. The difference here is 
that not only can you adapt effectively to a new situation, you can design a process that helps you 
(and others) do the same - reliably, efficiently, and effectively.

Assess

Use these questions to assess how well you value a design mindset in your team::

DESIGN MINDSET
0 = Rarely or Never, 5 = Frequently or Always

Do you foster an environment of continuous 
improvement?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you encourage team members to share their best 
practices, and document them for others?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you allow flexibility within processes and systems? 0 1 2 3 4 5
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Do you regularly “trim the fat” or even completely 
discard outdated systems and processes?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Are your team members confident they have the 
authority to break the rules when needed?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Are you confident they will exercise good judgement in 
breaking the rules?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Are your team members confident in dealing with 
unfamiliar, non-standard situations?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Are you confident they can deal with these situations 
well?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do they have the permission and authority to create 
the best work environment for themselves?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do they have time for working “on the business” (for 
example, processes, procedures, being more efficient, 
optimising, fixing problems)?

0 1 2 3 4 5
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Action Plan

DESIGN MINDSET

What is your current level of engagement?

Expose (occasional chance opportunities), Enrol (occasional intentional opportunities), 
Embed (part of day-to-day operations), Embrace (essential component of our product/service), 
Evolve (integrate this more into our work), Extend (exploring the future) 

What level of engagement would you like to have?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)

What specific activities will you do to bridge this gap?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)

INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION:  The ability to discriminate and filter information for 
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INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION: The ability to connect to others in a deep and direct 
way, to sense and stimulate reactions and desired interactions 

In simplistic terms, this is about “people skills”, but that doesn’t do it justice. “People skills” often 
just implies effective teamwork - in other words, getting people to work together to achieve the 
team’s goals (and ultimately, the organisation’s goals). That’s important, but social intelligence 
goes further. 

Social intelligence is about taking a human approach to business. This goes further than just 
teamwork, because it’s about dealing with individuals as individuals, not just as members of a 
team slotted in to do a particular job. 

When Gallup polled employees in 1991 about what they most want from work, these were the top 
six responses2: 

• Superannuation and other benefits
• Interesting work
• Job security
• Learn new skills
• Good holidays
• Work independently

As you can see, most of these relate to tangible benefits and “perks” provided by the employer in 
exchange for doing a good job.

However, that has changed, and employees now want their organisation to develop their unique 
talents and skills. In 2013, Harvard Business Review published its list of the top six things 
employees want now3:

• Identity: “Let me be myself”
• Transparency: “Tell me what’s really going on”
• Talent: “Discover and magnify my strengths”
• Pride: “Make me proud I work here”
• Meaning: “Make my work meaningful”
• Support: “Don’t hinder me with stupid rules”

Leaders with social intelligence recognise these needs in their team members, and work diligently 
to assist them. The best leaders also help team members develop their own social intelligence.

2 “What do Workers Want?”, Gallup, 1991, inc.com/magazine/19921101/4386.html
3 “Creating The Best Workplace on Earth”, Harvard Business Review 2013, hbr.org/2013/05/creating-the-best-workplace-on-earth

Social Intelligence
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Assess

Use these questions to assess how well you value social intelligence in your team:

SOCIAL INTELLIGENCE
0 = Rarely or Never, 5 = Frequently or Always

Do you know everybody’s professional and personal 
goals, and actively work at helping them achieve these 
goals?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you know something about their background, 
family, and personal life (at an appropriate level)?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you know what motivates them (for example: 
money, challenging work, family, relationships, 
religion)?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you give everybody the opportunity to interact 
with people outside the team, and even outside the 
organisation - especially customers or clients? 

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you give team members opportunities to coach, 
train or mentor each other?

0 1 2 3 4 5
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Action Plan

SOCIAL INTELLIGENCE

What is your current level of engagement?

Expose (occasional chance opportunities), Enrol (occasional intentional opportunities), 
Embed (part of day-to-day operations), Embrace (essential component of our product/service), 
Evolve (integrate this more into our work), Extend (exploring the future) o

What level of engagement would you like to have?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)

What specific activities will you do to bridge this gap?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)
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INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION:  The ability to critically assess and develop content 
that uses new media forms, and to leverage these media for persuasive communication

 
In a nutshell, this is about being proficient in using social media and other online communication 
channels - as they are now and as they evolve. 

Because new media channels are pervasive, this is probably the easiest of the ten skills to 
understand and accept as essential for the future. However, that also makes it easy to take for 
granted, and some leaders don’t give it the priority it deserves. 

For example, they might assume: 

• “Young” people know it already from their personal life, and don’t need to use it at 
work.

• It is only for personal use, and has no place in the workplace.
• They themselves (and other “old” people like them) can get by without it.
• They themselves (and other “old” people like them) are too old to learn it anyway. 

Any of these assumptions might be true in a specific situation, but it’s dangerous to assume they 
are always true. Don’t treat new media literacy as something only young people need to do; it’s 
important for everybody. 

Also keep in mind the second part of the definition of this skill: being able to leverage these media 
for persuasive communication. This emphasises the importance of influence, persuasion and 
communication skills - not just using the technology for its own sake.

Assess

Use these questions to assess how well you value new media literacy in your team:

NEW MEDIA LITERACY
0 = Rarely or Never, 5 = Frequently or Always

How much old media are you holding on to because 
it’s “too difficult to change”?

0 1 2 3 4 5

How much are you social and mobile? 0 1 2 3 4 5

New Media Literacy
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How much is your workplace social and mobile (For 
example, can everybody work just as effectively on PC 
or Mac, or from mobile devices?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you encourage people to communicate with each 
other using new media?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you encourage them to communicate externally 
using new media?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you help them transition to new media channels 
(for example, running webinars)?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Are they just consumers, or producers as well? 0 1 2 3 4 5

Are you learning new media skills? 0 1 2 3 4 5

Are you learning them from your own smart, motivated 
team members?

0 1 2 3 4 5
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Action Plan

NEW MEDIA LITERACY

What is your current level of engagement for new media literacy?

Expose (occasional chance opportunities), Enrol (occasional intentional opportunities), 
Embed (part of day-to-day operations), Embrace (essential component of our product/service), 
Evolve (integrate this more into our work), Extend (exploring the future)

What level of engagement would you like to have?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)

What specific activities will you do to bridge this gap?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)
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Virtual Collaboration

INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION: The ability to work productively, drive engagement, 
and demonstrate presence as a member of a virtual team 

Technology brings our world and our work 
closer, but it also needs a new set of skills 
for communication and collaboration. For 
example: 

• Everybody isn’t in the same 
office, so you can’t just peek 
your head over a partition and 
ask a question. 

• People are in different time 
zones, so you can’t always 
conduct meetings - even virtual 
meetings. 

• Even in the same time zone, people work flexible hours, and might not always be 
available at the same time or on the same days. 

• In virtual meetings - even with video - it’s more difficult to see non-verbal cues, such 
as body language and interpersonal interactions. 

• Informal conversations in the coffee room or in corridors don’t happen in a virtual 
team. 

• Virtual teams have less personal rapport and social interaction, so they don’t bond 
and build trust in the same way as in-person teams. 

• People from different countries - with different cultures, different languages, different 
standards of living, and different attitudes - need to work together. 

• If some people are in the office and others aren’t, the latter sometimes feel neglected 
(“Out of sight, out of mind”). 

• It can be more difficult to train, coach, or mentor virtual team members. 

• All of these reasons are magnified when the collaboration involves people outside the 
team - for example, customers, suppliers, or the media. 

For these reasons (and many others), many teams face challenges with virtual collaboration. 
However, because the need for it will increase, so it’s an essential skill for the future workforce. 
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Collaboration tools will keep improving (for example, virtual reality will soon be common for 
meetings and training), so the skill goes beyond just understanding specific tools or software. 
Instead, this skill involves the principles of virtual collaboration4:

• Use the Cloud: The more you use the Cloud for data, software applications, and 
documentation, the easier it is for virtual team members to collaborate. 

• Show your face: It can be difficult working with someone you don’t know and might 
never meet, so allow team members to be human and share their personality. Allow 
them to share their funny, quirky and personal side as well as their professional skills. 

• Let go of perfection: Aim for “80% right, 100% complete”. Don’t try to control 
everybody, and don’t try to control every aspect of the process or the outcome. This 
doesn’t mean you compromise your standards, of course! It simply means you loosen 
the reins and be more flexible to accommodate different people. 

• Work to a plan: Be clear about milestones, deliverables and deadlines, and make 
sure everyone involved in the collaboration knows and understands the plan. Team 
members might be in different time zones, working to different timetables. With a clear 
plan, each person knows their roles, responsibilities and the results they are expected 
to deliver. 

• Set the ground rules: Set clear rules and parameters for executing the plan so 
everyone understands how the collaborative effort will work. This can be as simple 
as avoiding assumptions (Does “5pm” mean 5pm in your time zone, my time zone, or 
another?) and as complex as creating backup plans (If somebody misses a deadline, 
do you need to wait, proceed without their input, or take some other action?). 

• Think global: When collaborating with international team members, take into account 
their different locales - things like time zones, language, spelling, currency and 
customs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

______ 
 
4 From the book Out of Office, by Chris Pudney and Gihan Perera, OutOfOfficeBook.com
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Assess

Use these questions to assess how well you value virtual collaboration in your team: 
 

VIRTUAL COLLABORATION
0 = Rarely or Never, 5 = Frequently or Always

Do you already operate a team with some “virtual” 
members?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Does your infrastructure support virtual team members 
(e.g. Cloud-based information, VPNs and security, 
backups, HR policies, and IT support)?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you have high-quality virtual collaboration tools 
(e.g. webinar software, videoconferencing and wikis)?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you treat your virtual team members equally to the 
in-office team?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you reward (and promote) output, not input? In 
other words, you measure the results achieved, not 
the number of hours worked?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you provide professional development 
opportunities for virtual team members?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you know your virtual team members’ goals, and 
proactively help them on their career path?

0 1 2 3 4 5
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Action Plan

VIRTUAL COLLABORATION

What is your current level of engagement?

Expose (occasional chance opportunities), Enrol (occasional intentional opportunities), 
Embed (part of day-to-day operations), Embrace (essential component of our product/service), 
Evolve (integrate this more into our work), Extend (exploring the future) 

What level of engagement would you like to have?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)

What specific activities will you do to bridge this gap?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)
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INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION: The ability to operate in different cultural settings

Our world is getting “smaller”, with more situations where people interact with others from different 
cultures - in the same workplace, with freelancers and virtual team members, on social media, with 
customers, when travelling, in blended families, in the media, and so on. That’s why cross-cultural 
competency is so important. 

This is about cultural diversity. If you want to go further, broaden it to include diversity in other 
ways - for example, gender mix, multiple generations, and sexual orientation. 

To understand this in the workplace, consider an analogy of how a society approaches cultural 
diversity. Broadly, there are three levels, from least to most diverse: 

4. Tolerate: You accept it, but expect conformity. The attitude is “We’ll tolerate your 
differences, but won’t make any concessions to you. You’re welcome to join in, but 
you have to play by our rules.” 

5. Integrate: This is the “melting pot” society, which supports equal opportunity by 
absorbing differences. The attitude is “You’re different, and that’s unfair to you, so 
we’ll help you change to fit in. Now everybody’s equal again.” 

6. Embrace: This is the truly multicultural society, which welcomes differences. The 
attitude is “You’re different, and we can all be better because of those differences.”

Which approach do you adopt, support and champion when dealing with diversity in your 
workplace? 

Keep in mind you might have to fight for your choice, because other people in the organisation 
might not agree. 

For example, one of your team members might be a highly-valued employee who has moved 
to, say, Peru, but continues to work in your team as a full-time telecommuter. You and she are 
thinking at the “Embrace” level, and want to take advantage of her location to be your local contact 
for expanding into the South American market. 

Cross-Cultural Competency
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However, everybody else might not be on board - for example:

• Other team members might resent her higher status.
• HR staff might not know how to provide resources for her.
• IT staff might not give her the infrastructure she needs to work effectively (Cloud-

based data, secure connections, high-speed videoconferencing, and so on).
• Other departments might resist because that work is in their area of responsibility.
• Senior managers might not like you bypassing the official hierarchy.

 
Obviously, in an ideal world, everybody is “enlightened”, and embraces diversity. But this isn’t an 
ideal world, so you might have to work hard to work this way.

Assess

Use these questions to assess how well you value cross-cultural competency in your team:

CROSS-CULTURAL COMPENTENCY
0 = Rarely or Never, 5 = Frequently or Always

How culturally diverse is your team? 0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you really embrace diversity, as opposed to just 
tolerating or integrating it?

0 1 2 3 4 5

How often do team members interact with culturally 
diverse people outside the team?

0 1 2 3 4 5

Do you encourage mentoring within the team based 
on diversity (for example, “reverse mentoring”, where 
junior people with greater experience in some area 
mentor the more senior people)?

0 1 2 3 4 5
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Action Plan

CROSS-CULTURAL COMPETENCY

What is your current level of engagement?

Expose (occasional chance opportunities), Enrol (occasional intentional opportunities), 
Embed (part of day-to-day operations), Embrace (essential component of our product/service), 
Evolve (integrate this more into our work), Extend (exploring the future)

What level of engagement would you like to have?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)

What specific activities will you do to bridge this gap?

work), Extend (exploring the future of sense-making)

 

INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE DEFINITION: The ability to translate vast amounts of data into 
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Summary
Here is a summary of the 10 skills for the future workforce:

1. Assimilation: Cognitive Load Management, Computational Thinking, and Novel &  
  Adaptive Thinking 

2. Integration: Sense-making, Transdisciplinarity, and Design Mindset   

3. Collaboration: Social Intelligence, New Media Literacy, Virtual Collaboration, and  
 Cross-Cultural Competency

Of course, any such list is open to discussion and debate, and you might see other lists with 
different items. However, this is as good a starting point as any, and much better than simply 
ignoring the future! 

Action plan

As a leader, it’s not always easy to develop these skills in yourself and your team, especially when 
you’re under pressure and face competing priorities for your time, money and focus. 

It’s too easy to defer this “until we have the time”, fully intending to do so, but with the nagging 
feeling in the back of your mind that you’ll never really find the time for it. If you find yourself in this 
situation, follow this principle: Habit trumps discipline. 

For example, consider the habit of brushing your teeth (which presumably you do every day). 
You brush your teeth every day, even on the busiest work days, and even though you know the 
risk of tooth decay is decades in the future. You do it because it’s a habit. You don’t have to get 
motivated, be disciplined, or “psych yourself up” to do it. You just do it! 

Similarly, many financial advisers teach their clients “Dollar Cost Averaging”, which simply means 
they invest the same amount of money in shares every month. When stock values go up, the 
money buys fewer shares; and vice versa. But the client doesn’t have to think about what to invest 
in, how much to invest, or when to invest. It’s just a habit - and over time, it builds a powerful 
wealth portfolio. 

In the same way, look for ways to turn these skills for the future into habits. For example:

• Set aside 10 minutes at the weekly staff meeting.
• Allocate funds from your budget.
• Emulate Google, and give your people “20% time” to work on their own projects (If 

20% is too high, choose a lower number).

By doing this (or whatever is appropriate for your workplace), you eliminate the need for discipline, 
motivation, or effective time management. It’s just a habit, and it just gets done!
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