
Becoming an Adaptive Leader 



Leadership would be an easy and 
safe undertaking if organizations 

and communities only faced 
problems for which they already 

knew the solutions  



The concept of thriving is drawn from evolutionary 
biology, in which a successful adaptation has three 

characteristics:  

(1) it preserves the DNA essential for 
the species’ continued survival;  

(2) it discards (re-regulates or 
rearranges) the DNA that no longer 
serves the species’ current needs; 

(3) it  creates DNA arrangements that 
give the species’ the ability to flourish 
in new ways and in more challenge 
environments. Successful adaptations 
enable a living system to take the best 
from its history into the future. 
•



What does this suggest as an analogy 
for adaptive leadership? 



• Adaptive leadership is 
speci0ically about change than 
enables the capacity to thrive.  

• Successful adaptive changes 
build on the past rather than 
jettison it.  

• Organizational adaptation occurs 
through experimentation. 



• Adaptation relies on diversity.  
• New adaptations signi0icantly 

displace, re-regulate, and 
rearrange some old DNA.  

• Adaptation takes time. 

-From	The	Practice	of	Adaptive	Leadership	



Video from Money 
Ball

link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z-SK_jA-Wro

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z-SK_jA-Wro


Distinguishing Technical Problems from 
Adaptive Challenges  

“Adaptive leadership is the activity of 
mobilizing people to tackle the 

toughest problems and do the adaptive 
work necessary to achieve progress”



It’s hard to solve  an adaptive 
problem 

With only a simple technical solution! 



Technical problems (even though they may be complex) can be 
solved with knowledge and procedures already in hand. 

•Easy to identify. 

•Require change in just one or a few places; often contained within 
organizational boundaries 

Everyday, people have problems for which they do, in fact, have the 
necessary know-how and procedures—technical problems. 



Technical problems (even though they may be 
complex) can be solved with knowledge and 
procedures already in hand. In contrast, adaptive 
challenges require new learning, innovation, and new 
patterns of behavior. In this view, leadership is the 
activity of mobilizing people to address adaptive 
challenges—those challenges that cannot be resolved 
by expert knowledge and routine management alone. 

•
-From	Leadership	Can	Be	Taught	



Adaptive challenges are situations for which solutions lie outside the current 
way of operation. 

• Dif0icult to identify (easy to deny). People often resist even acknowledging 
adaptive challenges 

• Require experiments, new discoveries, and adjustments from numerous places in 
the organization. 

• Without learning new ways—changing attitudes, values, and deep-seated 
behaviors—people cannot make the adaptive leap necessary to thrive in the new 
environment. 

• Calls for changes of heart and mind—the transformation of long-standing habits 
and deeply held assumptions and values. 



You May Be Facing an Adaptive 
Challenge If

• the solution requires operating in a different way than you do now. . . 
• the problem AND the solution require learning. . . 
• the solution requires shifting the authority and responsibility to the people 

who are actually affected. . . 
• the solution requires some sacri0ice of your past ways of working or living. . . 
• the solution requires experimenting before you’re sure of the answer. . . 
• the solution will take a long time. . . 
• the challenge connects to people’s deeply held values. . . 



Technical vs Adaptive Work



The Process of Adaptive 
Leadership

1. observing events and patterns around you;  
2. interpreting what you are observing—  
     developing multiple hypotheses about what  
     is really going on;  
 3.  designing interventions based on the  
       observations and interpretations to  
       address the adaptive challenge you  
       have identi=ied. 
•





Designing Effective 
Interventions 

1. Get on the Balcony 

2. Determine the Ripeness of the Issue in the System  

3. Ask, Who Am I in This Picture?  

4. Think Hard About Your Framing  

5. Hold Steady 

6. Analyze the Factions That Begin to Emerge  

7. Keep the Work at the Center of People’s Attention 



Discern 
Is your church facing technical problems for which technical fixes 
will be appropriate or are is your church facing adaptive challenges 
or are is your church facing both? 



Identify- What are the signi0icant adaptive 
challenges confronting your church? 



Interpret:  
■    Is there any part of this challenge that is new and that might need a different 
strategy than what is usually done? 
■    Who are the key stakeholders, and how might they be positively affected or 
negatively affected? How would they describe the situation and the stakes for 
them? 
■    How generalized is the urgency to do something or do you have to 0igure out 
how to ripen the issue? 
■    What are the adaptive elements of this challenge/ situation, and what are the 
technical aspects? 
■    Is this only organization facing this challenge/ situation? What responses are 
others making? 



 Identify Interventions  

Design and implement changes that could address the adaptive 
challenge.  This means more than just programs or quick 0ixes.  
These are changes to the culture.



Think	Hard	About	Your	Framing	

Thoughtful framing means communicating your intervention in a way that 
enables group members to understand what you have in mind, why the 
intervention is important, and how they can help carry it out. A well-
framed intervention strikes a chord in people, speaking to their hopes 
and fears. It starts where they are, not where you are. And it inspires 
them to move forward. Think about the balance between reaching 
people above and below the neck. Some groups and some people need 
data 0irst, before the emotion. For others, it is the reverse. Connect your 
language to the group's espoused values and purpose. 

•



Hold	Steady	

When you have made an intervention, think of it as having a life of its 
own. Do not chase after it. The idea will make its way through the 
system, and people will need time to digest it, think about it, discuss 
it, and modify it. If you think of it as "yours," you are likely to get 
overly invested in your own image of it. Once you have made an 
intervention, your idea is theirs. The key is to stay present and keep 
listening. 



Analyze The Factions 

Notice the factions  that begin to emerge. As people begi 
to discuss the intervention, pay attention to who seems 
engaged, who starts using the new language or pieces of 
your idea as if it were their own. Listen for who resists 
the idea. Use these observations to help you see the 
contours of the factions that various people represent on 
the issue. 



Keep The Work At The Center Of People's Attention.  

Avoiding adaptive work is a common human response to the prospect 
of loss. Avoidance is not shameful; it is just human. Expect that your 
team will Bind ways to avoid focusing on the adaptive challenge in 
doing their diagnosis as well as in taking action. Resistance to your 
intervention will have less to do with the merits of your idea and 
mostly to do with the fears of loss your idea generates. 
•



Moses- 
The Church’s 

First Adaptive  
Leader?



So, think about your context.  What steps do you see?  
What challenges or opportunities do you think might be 

possible?



Adaptation takes time.

It takes time to consolidate adaptions into new sets of norms and 
processes. Adaptive leadership thus requires persistence. Signi0icant 
change is the product of incremental experiments that build up over 
time. And cultures change slowly. Those who practice this form of 
leadership need to stay in the game, even while taking the heat along 
the way. 



Adaptive Work as Spiritual Work

"What	Heifetz	describes	as	adaptive	work	is,	at	its	heart,	spiritual	
work.	It	involves	the	central	dynamics	of	the	spiritual	life	and	of	
transformation,	which	includes	loss,	risk	and	trust,	even	death	and	
resurrection.	Our	sacred	Scriptures,	sacraments	and	our	symbols	are	
all	powerful	resources	for	adaptive	challenges	and	adaptive	work	
that	we	face	at	this	time.	No	program,	effort	at	restructuring,	or	
“right”	leader	alone	will	meet	this	challenge.	It	involves	our	own	

changes	of	minds	and	hearts.	
•

Robinson,  Leadership	for	Vital	Congregations
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