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Critical Questions for Individuals and Organizations
Committed To Achieving and Sustaining Growth

Peter Abramo, Ph.D. and Michael Edmondson, Ph.D.

Individuals and organizations are under tremendous pressure to determine new ways they can

achieve and sustain growth. Today’s hyper-competitive and dynamic global economy presents

new challenges on an almost daily basis. To address these challenges and grow, individuals

and organizations need to think effectively. This article provides a brief overview of the

following ten critical issues and also poses a variety of questions that should be considered by

any individual or organization committed to growth:

1.

2.

8.

9.

Information Literacy
Information Exchange Rate
Information Production
Global Access

Availability of Choice
Technical Literacy

Content Creation

Social Networks

Open Innovation

10. Need to Create and Be Creative

Please remember that the questions listed in this article are meant to challenge the way you

currently think about these topics. Additionally, please realize that these ten topics represent

just a small fraction of the many issues that individuals and organizations need to think about in

order to achieve and sustain growth in today’s ever-changing and challenging global economy.
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Information literacy

In 1989 the American Library Association stated, "To be information literate, a person must be
able to recognize when information is needed and have the ability to locate, evaluate, and use
effectively the needed information.”” Despite having more information than any generation
before, there is little evidence that our ability to make good, timely decisions has improved. In
September 2005, the United Nations declared that information literacy is a "prerequisite for
participating effectively in the information society and “should be given the same standing as the
Three-Rs”." Individuals who have forged their own lives often have a high degree of
information literacy. They know what questions to ask and who can answer them. They realize
that they do not have all the answers so they keep searching until they find what they need.

Search engines make it easier to find information, but not necessarily legitimate information.

How information literate are you? Do you recognize when you need information or do you just
jump to conclusions based on little or no information? Do you know where to get information
when you need it? How do you evaluate the legitimacy of the source? Once you obtain

information, do you asses it or just use it immediately?

Information Exchange Rate

As futurists Alvin and Heidi Toffler noted in Revolutionary Wealth, “learning becomes a
continuous-flow process...and we can't learn everything fast enough.”” We cannot learn
everything fast enough because the information exchange rate (IER), the rate by which people
transfer information from one location to another around the globe, now occurs in real-time.
Advancements in wireless technology, smart phones and software applications have all

contributed to real-time IER.
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How much thought have you given to the IER? If you are over the age of 30, you have a
reference point of time when the IER was actually hours or perhaps days. Now that the IER has
decreased to ‘real-time’ what has that done to your ability to process information? Have you

monitored your ability to process information as such a fast pace?

To forge your life you need to have an understanding of how the IER factors into it. How do you
handle constant information? It is easy to be overwhelmed or stressed with how fast you
receive information. What strategies can you put in place to incorporate the information you

need to have and filter out the rest?

Conversely, have you contributed to the IER? In other words, do you find yourself sending
more information more quickly than you previously did? Do you allow any time to think about
what information you send? Do you think about the impact of how fast you will send

information? Do you panic when you cannot send information as fast as you would like to?

Information Production

According to a December 23, 2009 New York Times article, “184 million U.S. adults regularly
surf the Internet at work, home or at school and the percentage of adults who access the
Internet at home increased from 56% in 1999 to 76% in 2009."? Additionally, while it took radio
38 years to reach 50 million users and television 13 years; it only took the internet 4 years, the
iPod 3 years and Facebook added 100 million users in less than 9 months.? As Joel Achenbach
of the Washington Post wrote, “For the modern person with the slightest intellectual ambition,
the world of knowledge is overwhelming, a vast ocean, horizonless, plunging to impossible

depths. The best you can do is occasionally go for a swim.”* While the IER has decreased to
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the point of exchanging information in real-time, the amount of information produced continues

to rise with each passing day and has created a “vast ocean.”

Do you realize how much information is now readily available on almost any subject? Have you
trained yourself to deal with the increase in information? Are you able to handle all of the
information being produced and distributed in real-time? Have you contributed to the
information production? How does the amount of information hamper your ability to forge your
life? Have you used the information to your advantage? Have you created a “no new ideas”

zone around you? These zones are easy enough to create with the new software applications.

For example, if you use a news feed to read newspapers on line do you always read the same
newspapers? Do you only read newspapers from your country? Have you spent any time at all
thinking about the amount of information now available and its implication on your ability to forge

your life?

Global Access

In 2010 there are approximately 6.8 billion people in the world.® According to Internetstats.com
over 1.7 billion people, or 23% of the world’s population, have access to the Internet. By having
constant access to the Internet and cell phones, more people each year will be able to
participate in the accelerated information exchange rate. Additionally, the reach and frequency

on the number of participants will only continue to grow.

Six in 10 people around the world now have cell phone subscriptions, signaling that mobile

phones are the communications technology of choice, particularly in poor countries, according
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to a U.N. report.® In 2009, there were an estimated 4.1 billion subscriptions globally, compared

with about 1 billion in 2002.

With such large numbers of people across the globe having access to the Internet, and with that
number likely to rise rapidly, there is one fundamental observation that all community leaders
and stakeholders need to realize. As John Timpane of The Philadelphia Inquirer wrote, “we are

easily the most connected and connective society of human beings ever.”’

Have you thought about the implications of billions of people being connected via technology?
How does this global connectedness play a role in you forging your life? Conversely, have you
thought about how you might be able to capitalize on this global connectivity so that you might

possibly help others around the globe forge their own life?

Availability of Choice

In Differentiate or Die, author Jack Trout observed, “What has changed in business over recent
decades is the amazing proliferation of product choices in just about every category. It's been
estimated that there are 1 million SKUs (standard stocking units) out there in America. An
average supermarket has 40,000 SKUs. Now for the stunner. An average family gets 80 to 85
percent of its needs from 150 SKUs. That means there's a good chance we'll ignore 39,850
items in that store.” Starbucks offers consumers up to 87,000 drink combinations. Comcast, the
nation's largest cable provider, offers up to 1,000 channels. Sirius offers 140 different satellite

radio stations.

In other words, consumers have more to choose from now than ever. During the last couple of

decades, the American economy has undergone a variety revolution. Instead of simply offering
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mass-market goods, businesses of all sorts increasingly compete to give consumers more
personalized products, more varied experiences, and more choice. As Thomas L. Friedman
noted in The World Is Flat, “companies create platforms that allow customers to serve
themselves in their own way, at their own pace, in their own time, according to their own
tastes.”® For example, consumers now have the ability to design their own automobile via a
company’s web site, download ring tones for when specific people call, and customize how they
receive and pay their bills with on-line banking options. For those interested in making movies,
technology now allows people the option to develop their own movie and then sell it directly to a

mass audience — thus completely bypassing the major motion picture studios.®

But do all these choices make for happier consumers? Kathleen Vohs, an associate professor
of marketing at the University of Minnesota, has found in her research that making choices can
deplete one's mental resources, making a person less able to concentrate later. In his 2004
book The Paradox of Choice: Why More Is Less, Swarthmore College psychology professor
Barry Schwartz agreed with Vohs when he wrote, "The mere act of thinking about whether you

prefer A or B tires you out."

What is your approach to selecting among choices? Do you even have a method of selecting?
Do you let selection become a barrier for your plans and goals? Does selecting something to
eat take up more time than it should? The abundance of choices allows us a more customized
shopping experience, but if we take up so much time that it distracts us from forging our life then
we need to ask ourselves is it worth it? Have you noticed that you were exhausted after trying
to choose between two or more choices? How has the proliferation of choices impacted your

ability to think effectively, adapt to change and forge your life?
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Technical Literacy

An April 2009 survey by the Pew Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project shows that
56% of adult Americans have accessed the internet by wireless means, such as using a laptop,
mobile device, game console, or MP3 player. What exactly does this statistic and others like it
mean? Does it mean that 56% of Americans are fluent in technology? As discussed earlier,
with 1.6 billion people having access to the Internet, does that mean they all know what they are
doing? Does it mean that everyone online knows how to forge their life with the new technology

and applications available?

Our experience has been that while people have high-speed Internet access and/or a SMART
mobile phone they seldom are aware of the various applications available. Learning new skills,
or enhancing current ones, is a necessary component to forge your life and grow today.
Technical literacy refers to understanding how to use the majority of each device you own.
Additionally, it also means learning how to leverage online tools and applications so that you

can think effectively, adapt to change and forge your own life so you can grow.

At the International Conference on Technology Education in the Asia Pacific Region held in
Taipei Taiwan on November 11, 2009, William E. Dugger, Jr. defined someone who is
technically literate as someone who understands:

1 What technology is

1 How technology is created

1 How the use of technology shapes society and in turn,

1 How society shapes the development of technology

1 A person who is comfortable with and objective about the use of technology — neither

scared of it nor infatuated with it."
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How technical literate are you? Are you comfortable learning new applications? Do you
understand how the use of technology shapes society and in turn how society shapes the
development of technology? Have you incorporated technology into your ability to forge your

life and achieve your goals?

Content Creation

In his book The Lexus and the Olive Branch, Thomas Friedman recalls an interview where a TV
executive sums up the “democratization of technology by saying the printing made people
readers, photocopying made people publishers, television made people viewers, and digitization
has now made people broadcasters.” The democratization of technology refers to the
affordability and ease by which almost anyone with an Internet connection can now record

music, publish a book or make a video.

In 2008, nearly 480,000 books were published or distributed in the United States, up from
approximately 375,000 in 2007, according to the industry tracker Bowker. The company
attributed a significant proportion of that rise to an increase in the number of print-on-demand

books.™

Have you created any content? Does content creation play a role in forging your life? Have you
collaborated with anyone around the world on a project that could help you forge your life and
release the song from within? Have you helped anyone forge their life so they could release

their song?
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Social Networks

According to the 2008-2009 Global Information Technology Report, Mobility in a Networked
World, the “information and communication technologies are increasingly revolutionizing
production processes, access to markets, and information sources together with social
interactions.” One such example is Facebook. According to its web site on December 26,
2009, Facebook had approximately 350 million users; 70% of which were outside of the United
States. We define social network sites as web-based services that allow individuals to (1)
construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other
users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections
and those made by others within the system. The nature and nomenclature of these

connections may vary from site to site."’

While we use the term "social network site" to describe this phenomenon, the term "social
networking sites" also appears in public discourse, and the two terms are often used
interchangeably. We chose not to employ the term "networking" for two reasons: emphasis and
scope. "Networking" emphasizes relationship initiation, often between strangers. While
networking is possible on these sites, it is not the primary practice on many of them, nor is it

what differentiates them from other forms of computer-mediated communication (CMC).

What makes social network sites unique is not that they allow individuals to meet strangers, but
rather that they enable users to articulate and make visible their social networks.

Do you use any social network sites? If so, how often do you update them (what is your own
personal IER)? If you have yet to join a social network, why are you hesitant? Have you asked

yourself how social networks might help you forge your life?
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Communication
Today’s technological advancements have created a new lexicon of communication terms such
as these to name a few:
1 Blogging/Podcasting
1 Social Networking
1 Media Relations
1 Microblogging
1 Instant Messaging
1 Tweeting
1 Video Logs
1 Search Engine Optimization
1 Content Management
1 Email Marketing

1 Social Bookmarking

Being technically literate is a requirement to become an effective communicator in today’s
world. The first step is being intimate with the various forms of communication, the next step is
to integrate them effectively into your life and business. Failing to do so separates you from
millions of potential ideas, concepts, customers, partners, and opportunities.

Have you examined your communication skills recently? What are your main forms of
communication with others? What are your main forms of communication with others? How do
you integrate new technologies into your communication? How are you limiting yourself by the

forms of communication you currently use?
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Open Innovation

“Open innovation is a paradigm that assumes that firms can and should use external ideas as
well as internal ideas, and internal and external paths to market, as the firms look to advance
their technology.”'> The boundaries between a firm and its environment have become more
permeable; innovations can easily transfer inward and outward. The central idea behind open
innovation is that in a world of widely distributed knowledge, companies cannot afford to rely
entirely on their own research, but should instead buy or license processes or inventions (e.g.
patents) from other companies. In addition, internal inventions not being used in a firm's

business should be taken outside the company (e.g., through licensing, joint ventures, spin-

offs)™.

On a personal level, do you seek input from others? What sources do you use? Are you afraid
of sharing your ideas? Do you find yourself bottling up thoughts about certain topics because
you do not want anyone to steal them? When you have a question or issue to be addressed do

you first go to an expert or do you seek counsel from those outside of the area?

Need to Create and Be Creative

Creating as a skill now sits atop the revised Bloom’s Taxonomy (see chart below) while critical
thinking or evaluation was atop the original 1956 model. Information and technology have
combined to give us endless materials and means for creation. If you understand the world you
now realize that your ability to create form and content is unmatched in world history so the

opportunities presented to you are almost as varied as one can imagine.
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1956 Bloom’s Taxonomy

2001 Bloom’s Taxonomy’

Highest level — Evaluation Create
Synthesis Evaluate
Analysis Analyze
Application Apply
Comprehension Understand
Lowest level - Knowledge Remember

Each level is a noun

Each level is a verb

There was a time not too long ago that Walter Cronkite ended his television newscasts with the
words: "that’s the way it is." With so much information currently available, it is impossible for any
one person to declare “that’s the way it is” anymore. People now have the ability to piece
together “news” of what is happening in the world for themselves from a variety of primary
sources. In the process, people create their own realities based on the information they use.

The result depends on how they apply, analyze and evaluate the information.

The ability to live the life you want and achieve your goals largely depends on your ability to
create and to think creatively about information. As futurists Alvin and Heidi Toffler wrote in
Revolutionary Wealth, “we need not only new knowledge but new ways to think about it.”" With
more people around the globe producing new information and distributing it faster each day, it is
imperative that we think critically. To develop a competitive edge, however, we need to think
creatively about both the form and content of ideas since so much of the same information is
available to so many people. Merely having knowledge is not an advantage. Information and
technology without creative thought is merely sameness — a nondescript flat land. Think

creatively about where you obtain information, what information you use, and how you apply it.
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How much effort do you put into thinking creatively? Are you satisfied with just receiving as
much information today as possible? Do you gather information from a variety of sources and
evaluate it to make your own conclusions? How do you piece together information in a creative
way? Do you ever purposefully go to someone and have them challenge your idea so you can

think of creative responses?

Responding Effectively i How You Think

These are the main aspects of today’s connected world and just some of the ways they impact
your life. How you respond has a very deep impact on your ability to be successful, achieve
your goals, and live the type of life you want to live. While focused on information, this
connectivity flows through our very existence and impacts all aspects of our life. The effective
response needs to start in your mind, with your thoughts, and how those thoughts drive your
actions and the ultimate outcomes. A group of people have embraced all of these aspects of
our world, but many merely survive around them. These survivors use technology they enjoy or
are forced to use, but at only the most minimal level. Most people are not thinking strategically
about the aspects of today’s global digital economy. Thinking about your answers to the
questions in this article is a starting point for a deeper, strategic incorporation of the boundless
information and resources into the toolbox you use to create the life you want. Shift yourself

from a user to a purposeful manipulator and creator who is moving toward your desired goals.
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