
 

 

Adaptive Leadership Challenges 
 

Gone are the days when the most important problems were solvable. Today the volume and 
velocity of organizational pressures and the number of unpredictable and uncontrollable variables 
mean that most challenges are much more complex than “rocket science”: there is no “fix” or 
clear path, many stakeholders are competing for resources and hold differing values and visions 
of success, and patterns of relating are under continuous construction. The capacity to foster 
change under such conditions begins with the way leaders participate in the relationships that 
constitute the organization and depends on their capacity for holding tension (in the way a bridge 
spans and connects two sides). 
 
The following observations may assist leaders to build their capacity to approach and handle 
such challenges. 
 
Properties of a complex adaptive challenge 

 Tension among many values and perspectives generates disequilibrium, work avoidance, 
and  fear of loss 

 

 The stakes are often high  
 

 Requires experiments and adjustments in numerous places in the organization  
 

 Stakeholders must be assisted to share responsibility for the work and to develop the 
competencies necessary to work together effectively 

 
 Recommendations:  
  

1) Observe: 
 The leader must simultaneously be part of “the dance” of the work AND detach enough to 

be able to “go to the balcony” to observe the patterns of action and to ask “what‟s really 
going on here?” 

 
 In order to remain agile and to see as much of the system as possible, it is helpful to hold 

interpretations “lightly”, seeking various ways to connect the dots surrounding important 
events. 

 
 Leaders must legitimize the stress as normal and not “solvable” and help people  stay 

with the tensions of difference and complexity rather than deny or flee them.  
 
      2) Interpret: 

 What is the work and how can we break it down?   
 

 Who are the stakeholders?  What are the factions? 
 

 What's holding negative patterns in place? What can we shift? 
 

 What are the conflicts? Can they be worked with as polarities? [see penultimate 
page**] 

 
 Is necessary work being avoided?  Examples of work avoidance: 

 Silence, denial, lip service 

 Rushing, constant sense of urgency  

 Holding on to past, nostalgia 



 

 

 Blaming, sniping, scapegoating, distorting 

 Attacking the leader 

 Fake solutions, e.g. over-studying, consultants 
 
 
3) Intervene:  Exercising leadership takes courage because it means going against the grain to: 

 

 Reframe tough questions in a way that engages people, helping people adjust their 
unrealistic expectations so that they can feel the pinch of reality (rather than protecting 
them from complexity). 
 

 Counteract people‟s exaggerated dependency and promote their resourcefulness by 
giving the work back to them and helping them see themselves as co-creators of their 
reality.  
 

 Challenge short-term “no margin, no mission” thinking, encouraging discussion of longer-
term needs and those values that must endure (“if we lose sight of our values, what‟s the 
point of a margin?”) 

 

 Create a safe enough space for adaptive work but not so safe that nothing happens:   
 

 To lower the distress temperature 
 Acknowledge that people's strong preference for technical solutions and cause-

and-effect explanations will not be met  
o Reframe the work, helping people let go of the idea that it is possible to 

control  disturbances or outcomes 
o Validate feelings (e.g. “this is going to be uncomfortable”) 

 
 Simplify and clarify 

o Address the technical aspects 
o Break problem into parts 
 

 Reassess and reallocate resources and attention 
o Temporarily reclaim responsibility for tough issues 
o Allot more time to enrich the focus, knowledge and skills 

 

 To raise the distress temperature 
 The greater the amount of new learning required, the more resistance there will be.  

 
 Inspire higher standards for engagement and information-sharing 

o Bring conflicts to the surface 
o Build in workshops for improving communication skills 
o Engage group in defining the polarities and ways to manage them [see 

penultimate page**] 
 

 Increase accountability, giving people more responsibility than they may be 
 comfortable with  
 
 Reframe the task at a higher intensity 
 
 Refocus on shared missions and on the risks of not acting 

 
 



 

 

 
4) Developing Relational Communication Skills  

 
Since the unit of change in organizations is often conversations, no skill area is more critical than 
relational communications. Therefore the leader must: 
 
*Help the group learn to notice, talk about and modify their patterns of interaction that are 
interfering with the work 
 
*Foster patterns of partnership and collaboration 
 
*Foster listening, inquiry and dialogue skills and the capacity to work constructively with differences  
 
*Improve how the group uses its time and relates to each other in meetings  
 
*Model excellent facilitation skills  

 
 

5) The Inner Work of Leadership 
 
Perhaps the hardest leadership task is holding the inevitable tensions of difference and 
complexity--not in your own body but rather in such a way that people can work with the tensions. 
To articulate such realities in ways that invite engagement and accountability requires agility and 
preparation, and role models are scarce. And since fearful people tend to “shoot the messenger,” 
it's natural to feel vulnerable to attacks (e.g. “do you even know what you're doing?”). But 
because there are no fixes or easy answers, “not knowing” is NOT a sign of deficiency—rather it's 
a sign of openness to what's emerging. Don't underestimate the contribution you make when 
people observe you skillfully handling tensions and uncertainty—that is, maintaining your 
equilibrium and optimism about the group's ability to meet its challenges. [See Figure 2 below for 
an illustration of developing a Mature Authentic Presence by managing the tension between Self-
Differentiation from and Attunement to others]. 
 
Key practices for supporting personal resilience and maintaining realistic expectations of yourself 
and others include: 
 
*Asking “what does it mean to take care of myself in this situation?” and “how do I show up 
authentically so I can remain whole in the face of pressures to dissimulate?” 
 
*Maintaining relationships with those who will give you useful feedback and remind you of your 
strengths and with whom you can relax 
 
*Building in time for reflection in order to glean lessons from your experience  
 
*Protecting rejuvenating time away from the work.  
 
Additional Reminders: 
 
*It is natural to view some stakeholders in less-than-charitable ways. With those you find 
particularly difficult, ask yourself: “What deeply held value of mine do they trigger? When I apply 
my values to them, what is the result?” 

 
*It‟s common for organizations to give administrators responsibilities and then to reward them for 
applying short-term “fixes” rather than for leading the much more necessary and difficult adaptive 



 

 

work. Under these circumstances whichever path she chooses, the leader will disappoint people 
and may be spit out of the system as if a „new leader will solve the problem'. Therefore choose 
the path most aligned with your values and the ways in which you most want to influence the 
world. 
 
**Managing Polarities is a helpful way to unpack false dichotomies, e.g. stability and change, 
individual and community, short-term and long-term.  Such “either/ors” call for a “both/and” 
respond. By characterizing competing values as interdependent (i.e. neither stands alone) rather 
than as opposites, we put them in dialogue, making the trade-offs more evident and helping us 
consider how to maximize the upsides of both poles (in Figure 1 “empowered individuals” and 
“coordinated services”).   
 
What look like “either/or problems” are often half of a polarity. For example, if we define the 
downside of the polarity of Centralization vs. Decentralization as the problem (i.e. Excessive 
Control), then the solution looks like empowerment of individuals, ignoring the inevitable 
resistance from those committed to coordinated services. This heuristic then helps us identify the 
key question: “In order to be most competitive organization possible, how can we reap the 
benefits of both Centralization and Decentralization?”  
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         Figure 2 [described in #5 above] 
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