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|  PREFACE |

On a beautiful spring evening in 2006, the three of us (two Boston Red
Sox fans and a New York Mets fan) were watching a Red Sox baseball
game on television at Ron’s house. The Red Sox were well ahead. The
conversation began to drift to reflecting on the insights we had gleaned
from the clients and students with whom we had worked over the past
quarter century as they tried to apply the frameworks we have offered
to their own challenges of leadership on important and tough issues.
This book grew out of our conversation that evening.

Our previously published work had been focused on developing the
conceptual framework and practical basis for adaptive leadership, but
as we talked together that night, we realized that we knew a lot more
about the operational nitty-gritty, how to actually do adaptive leader-
ship, than we had written before. The efforts of people with whom we
had worked across all three sectors and all over the globe had created a
real-time virtual learning laboratory for translating leadership into
practical tools and techniques for leading adaptive change. By the end
of that evening, we understood that together we had enough of a track
record of real experience that we had the opportunity, perhaps even
the responsibility, to share these insights and emerging best practices
with a wider audience. The tools and tactics for leading adaptive
change should be treated, we believe, in the same spirit as open source
technology, made broadly available, so that people who lead adaptive
change can learn from each other and improve their skills, and all of us
improve our insights into practice.

During that evening, we talked about several people with whom we
had recently worked. Gail went well beyond her job description to help
people in her firm deal with persistently troubling external and internal
pressures. Drew deliberately gave up a role he enjoyed enormously
and performed with unique competence, defining his professional iden-
tity, and stepped into discomfort and incompetence by taking on new
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responsibilities to enable his firm to reach higher aspirations. Ed walked
away from a secure career he loved with its promising personal trajec-
tory to build an institution committed to helping the people of his state
tackle the big questions, knowing he was going to have to raise the heat
carefully in the system to have an impact. Clive and Brian took signifi-
cant risks within each of their governments to develop the leadership
capacity of senior officials to operate more creatively, courageously, and
wisely in mobilizing collaboration and innovation across sectors in their
countries. And Debbie believed so deeply in the need for leadership in
her religious community that she put her own job on the line to change
the way her organization thought about the qualities needed in its
senior people.

Each of them faced what we call an adaptive challenge for them-
selves and for the communities in which they took action. In order to
exercise leadership on that challenge, they had to go beyond what
people expected of them, risk testing some relationships, and move
themselves and their organizations into unfamiliar territory. They had
to be coolly realistic and skilled at diagnosing their own resources and
constraints, and make some necessary adaptations in their own pre-
ferred behaviors. And they needed to do the same coolheaded diagnosis
for the situation: understand the underlying value conflicts embedded in
the strategy of the organization or community, what and whose inter-
ests benefited from the status quo, and the political dynamics that both
kept their organizations in their current equilibrium and offered some
potential for catalyzing change. They each learned in the midst of
action, made some mistakes and midcourse corrections, and stayed the
course.

Their journeys are close-to-home sagas of leading adaptive change,
with all the dangers, ambiguity, setbacks, and improvisations that lead-
ership journeys involve. As of this writing, none of their journeys are
over. The work of leadership continues.

In this book, we have tried to capture their experiences and those
of many others (usually appropriately disguised) with whom we have
worked in the classroom or the field, at the tactical level, teasing out les-
sons and then creating straightforward, practical, accessible resources
and tools in the hope that doing so will be useful to you as you take on
the issues you consider most important. Everything in this book comes
from the field and has been tested there by our clients and students.
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