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The Work of
Leadership

Followers want comfort,
stabifity, and solutjons from
their ledders. But thops
babysitting. Real leqders qqf
hard questions and knock
p_eop."euuz of their comfpry
- ZORES, Then__t'h_ey-rna_nqge the:
resulting distress,

by.Ronald A. Heifetz and
Donald L. Laurie

U STAY ALIVE, Jack Pritchard

had to change lifs life. Triple

bypass surgery and medication
could help, the heart furgeon toid
him, but no technical fix could felease
Pritchard from his own. responsibility
for changing the habits of 3 lifetime.
He had to stop smoking, improve hig
diet, get somé edercise, and take time
to relax, remempe ring to breathe THoTe
deeply eaclyday. Pritchard’s doctor could
provide sustaining technical expertise
and take supportive action, but only
Pritchard could adapt his. ingrained
habits to improve his longterm heaith,
The doctor faced the Igadcr.ahlp task af
mobilizing the patient to make critica)
behavioral changes; Jack Pritchard faced
the adaptive work of figuring out which
specific changés to make and -how to
incorporate them into his daily life,
Compame\ today fdce cha!lenge% Sim-
lar to the ones that confrouted pr che

~ard_and his_doctog heywfa
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BESY OF HER - The Work-of tesdership

challenges. Changes in societies, mar-
‘kets, custorners, competition, and tech-
nology around the. globe are forcing
orgapizations to clarify their vales,
develop. new strategies, and learn new
ways of operating. Often the toughest
task for leaders in effecting change is
mobilizing people throughout the or-
ganization to do adaptive work.

Adaptive work is required when our
deepiy held beliefs are challenged, when
the values that made us successil be-
come less relevant, and whemn legitimate.
yet competing perspectives emerge.
We see adaptive’ challenges evelry.-day
at every lével of the workplace - when.
companies restructure or reengineet,.
develop ovimplementstrategy, or merge
businesses. We see adaptive chailenges
whten marketing has difficuity working
with operations, wheti cross-functional
teatns don’t work well, or when senior
executives complain, “We dei't seem to
be-able to execule effectively” Adaptive
problems- are often systemic problems
with no ready answers.

Mobilizing an organization to adapt
its behaviors in order to thrive in new
business enviranments is critical. With-
out such change, ahy company today
would falter. Indeed, getting people to
do adaptive work is the mark of leader-
shipina competitive world. Yet for most
senior executives, providing leadership
and not just authoritative expertise is
extrerhely difficult. Why? We see two
reasons. First, in-order to make change
‘happen, executives have to break along
standing behavior pattern of their own:
providing Jeadership in the form of so-

Iutions. This tendency is quite natural

because many executives reach their po-
sitions of authority hy virtue of their

Solutions to adaptive challenges reside not

in the executive: suite but in the col lective

intelligence of employees at all levels.

competefce intaking responsibility and
solving problems. But the Jocus of re-
sponsibility for problem solving when'

A company faces an adaptive challenge

st shift to its people. Solutions to

adaprive challengés reside not in the

execitive suite bt in the collective in-
telligence of employees at ali levels, who
need to use one another as resources,
often across boundaries, and learn their
way to.thosé solutions.

Second, adaptive change is distress-
ing forthe peaple going through it. They
nead to take on new rolés, new fela
tionships, et vahies; new behaviars,
and new approaches to work, Many
.employeee are amnbivalent about the
efforts and sacrifices required of them.
They often look to the senior executive
to take problems off their shoulders.
But those expectations have to be un-
learned. Rather than fulfilling the ex-
pectation that they wiil provide answers,
leaders have tw ‘ask tough questions.
Rather than peotecting people from out-

side threats, leaders should allow them

to feel the pinch of reality in order to
stimulate themyto adapt. Instead of oci-

enting people to their cutrént roles,.

ledders must disoiient themm so that new
relationships. can develop. Instead of
quelling conflict; leaders have to draw
the -1ssues out. Instead of mainfaining
norms, leaders have to challenge “the
way we dd business” and help others

Ronald A. Heifetz s codirectot of the Center for Public Leadership at Harvard Univer-
SHY'S John E Kennedy School of Government in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Dorigld L,
Laurie is founder and managing direttor of Laurie imernational, -o. Boston-based
manragement consulting firm. He ivako a founder and portner at Oyster International,
anurher Boston-based manageriant consultrngﬁrm He is the author of Venture

ataiyst {Perseus Books, 2001). This amde is basgd in part on Heifetz’s Leadership
Without Easy-Answers (Belknap Press of Horvard University. Press, 1994).

distinguish imniutable vaiues from his-
tarical practices that raust go:

Drawing on our experience with man-
agers from around the warld, we offer

_six principles for leading adaptive work:

“getting on the bajcony” ldenufymg
the adaptive challenge, regulating dis-
tiess,maintaining cl:sc;phned attention,
giving the work back to people, and.
protecting voices of Ieadershlp from
below, We-illustrate thosa prmuples
with an example-of adaptive change
at KPMG Netherlands; a pmtessronal—
services finm.

" Geton the Balcony

Earvin “Magic” Johnson’s greatness
leading his basketball feamn came in part
fromhisability to play hard while keep-
ing the whole game situation in ryinid,

-as-if he-stood i a press box of on a bal-
‘cony above the fieid'of play. Bobby Orr
played hockey it the same way. Other
players might f:'i_i_l o recognize the larger
patterns of play that pecformiers like
Johnson-and Orr quickly understand,
because they are 50 engaged in the
game-that they get carried away by it.
‘Their attention is captured by the rapid
motion, the physical contact, the roar of
the crowd, and the pressure to execute.
In sports, most players simply may not
see who is open for a pass, wha is miss-
ing a block, orhow the offerse and de-
fense work together. Playets like John-
son and Orr watch these things and
allow their abservations to guide their
actions.

Business leaders have to be able to
view patterns as if they weie on a bal-
cony. It does them no good to be swept
upin thie field of action. Leaders have to
SE¢ Aconteyt far rhmw.n oL graate one-
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The Waork 0‘ i"aders‘w -

They shqul'd give employées a stiong
semse of thé history of the enterprise
and what’s good-about its past, as well
as an ided of the market forces at work
today and the responsibility people
must take in shaping the future. Lead-
-ers must be able to fentify struggles
over values and power, recognize ':p'a't—
terns-of work avoidance;-and watch for
; the many other finctienal and dys-
functional reactions to change,

Without the capacity ¢ move back
and forth between the field of action
and the baleony, to feflect day to day;
IOMENt'to moment, 6n-the many ways
in which an organizafiou’s habits can
sa hotave adaptive wor}( a leader eatily
and unthtmgi} becomes a prisoner of
the system. The dynamics. of adaptive
changeare fat too compléx 1o keep track
of, let‘alone influence, if leaders stay
only on the field of plav.

We Dave encountered several leaders,
some of whom we discuss in this article,
who manage to spend much of their
precious time on the balcony as they
guide thefrorzanizations throughchange.
Wzthout that perspective; they proba
bly wouid have been unable.to mobilize
people to-do adaptive work, Getting on
the baicony isthus a prerequisite for fol-
lowirig the next five principles..

tdentify the
Adaptive Challenge

when a leopard threatens a band of
.ch'imp_ahzees,_ the Jeopard rarely suc-
ceeds in pitking off a stray. Chimps
know how to respond to this kind of
threat. But when a man with an auto-
matic rifle comesnear, the routine re-

sponses fail. Chimps risk extinction

a world of poachers unless they figure
out how to disarm the new threat. Sim-
ilarly, wheén businesses cannot Jearn
quickly to adapt to new challenges,
they are likely to face their ovwn form
of extinction.,

Consider the well-known case of
British Airways. Having observed the

dustry during the 19805, then chief ex-

ecutive Colin Marshall clearly recog-

nized the need 1o transform an airline
aicknamed Bloody Awful by jts OWN
passengers into an exemplar of cus-
tomer service. He also understood that
this ambition would require more than
anvthmg else'changes in values, prag:
tices, and relatlonshlp; throughout the

Lompany, An organization whose peo-
ple clung to functional silos and vajued

pléasiiig theit bosses more than pleas-
ing custamers could not become "the'
world's favorite aicfing" Marshail needed
an organization dedicated to serving

peuple, acting on trust, respecting the-

individual, and making teamwork hap-
pen across boundaries, Values had to
Lhange throughout British Alrways,
People had to Jearn to colldborate and
ta dévelop d collettivesense of respon-
sibility for the dlrectj_on and perfar-
mance of the airline. Mayshall identi-
fed the essential adaptive chillenge:
creating trast throughout the organi-

zation. He is oie of the first executives

we have known 16 make "creating trust”
a priority.

“Tolead British Airwags, MarsRall had
to get his executive team toumderstand
the natire of the threat created by
dissatisfied customery: Did it represent

-& technical challenge or an adaptive

cha_li:‘:ngg-? Would expert adwvice and
technical adjustments within Basicrou-
tines suffice, or would peaple ‘through-
fut'the-company have to learn différ-
ent ways of doing business, develop
new competencies, and begin to work
collectively?

Marshall and his-team set out to di-

agnose in more détail the orgapization's -

challenges. They fooked in three places.
Eirst, they lstened to theidéas and con-
cerns of people ‘inside and outside the
rganization - imeeting with crews on
flights, showing up m the 350-person
teservations center in New York, wain-
dering around the baggage-handling
area in Tokyo, or visiting the passenger
Jounge in whatever airpott they hap-

pltes over seemingly tachnical

pened tobe in. Thelr primg Fy-questions
were, Whose va]ues beljefs, attltudes
or behawo!s would have to change i
order for progress to take place? Whay
shifts in priocities; resources, angd power
were necessary? What sacrificec would
have to be made and by whom?

Second, Marshall and hig team saw
conflicts as clues ~ SYMptoms of adap-
tive chalienges The'way conflicte ACTOES
funictions were being €xpressed were
mere surface phenomena; the urider.
lying conflicts had.to be dia gmosed. Dig-
issues
such as proceduies; schedules, and lines of
authority were.in fact, Proxies for under-
lving conflicts about vatues and norms.

Third, Marshall and hig team held a
MIrFor up to themseives, recognizing
that they embodied the adaptive cha)-
lenges facing the organization. Early iny
the transformation of British. Alrways,
competingvalues and norms were played
ot on the execute»e team in dybf"unc
tional ways that mpaired the capacity
of the rest of the company to collab-
Aorate across functions and units angd
make the necessary trade-offs. No exec-
utive can hide 'from the fact that his or
hertearn reflects the best and the worst
of the.company’s values apd noms, and
therefore provides 4 case in.point for
msight into the nature of the adaptive
work ahead,

Thus, tdentifyving ity adaptive chal-
lenge was crucial in British Altways'
bid to become the world’s favorite air-
ling. For the strategy to Succeed, the
tofipany’s leaders needed. to undei
stand themnselves, their Peocpie, and the
patential sources of conflict, Marshall
recognized that strategy development:
itself requires adaptive work.

Regulate Distress

Adaptive: wark generates distress. Be-
fore putting peoplé to work on chal-
lenges for which there are hp. ready
sblutions, a leader must realize that
peopie can learmi:only so much s fast.

At fhp same ll}‘;"e’ E}'}'ﬁ_‘r' ket _irl.L.i | #3]5

revolutionary change‘; in the airline in-
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need to change a5 reality brings new
challenges. They cannot lear neviways
when they aré overwhelined, but elimi-
nating stress altogether rémoves the
impetus for doing adaptive work. Be-
-cause a leader must sirikea delicate
halance between having people fee! the
need to change and having them feel
overwhelmed hy chan ge; leadership s
a-razor's edpe.

Aleader must attend Lo three funda-
merita fasks in orderte help maintain
a‘productive }cvei of tension. Adhering-
o these tasks will aliow him or her 10
motivate. péople without disabli ling them.
First, » leader must create what can be
called a lisiding environment. To tse the
analogy of a pressure cooker, a ledder
heeds Lo regulate the presiure by turn-
ing up the heat while also allowing.
some steam to escape. If the pressure

pefformince and compensation, and.
1eve]opmf~* sophisticated information
systems. Duunﬂr that tine; employees
atall levels jearned to identify what and
how they needed to change.

Thus, & leader miust sequence and
pace the work, Too often, senior man-
agers convey that everythirig is impos-
tant, They start new initiatives without
stopping other activities, or they start
Lo many initiatives at the.same time.
They overwhelm and disorient the ve ry
peoaple who need to take: responsibility
for the work.

Second, a leader js résponsible for
direction, protection, orientation, man-
aging conflict, and-shaping nerms. {See
the exhibiit “Adaptive Work Calls for
Lcadershlp "} Fulfilling these fesponsi-
Bilities.is also important for a manager
in tectinical or routine situations. But a

Aleader must sequence and pace the work. Too often,

senjor managers convey that everything is important.

They averwielm and d disarient the very pep ple wihig

need 1o take respon wmt* for the waork,

excecdithe cooker® s capacity, the cooker
can blow up. However, nothing cooks
without sorne heat.

In the early. stages of & corporate
change, the holding environment can
be atemporary “place”in which a Jeader
createsthe conditions fordiverse: groups
to talk to one another aboit the chal-
lenges facing them, to frame and debate
issues, and to clarify. the assumptions
behind competing Pperspectives and
values: Over time, more issues can be
phased in ag they becorne ripe. At Brit-
ish Alrways, for example, the shift from
an iintemal focus £o a customer facus
‘took place over four or five years and

dealt with important issues in succes

sion: building 4 credible éxecutive team,
comuTiunicating with-a highly fragmented

leader engaged in adaptive work- uses
his auihorityj to fulfill them diffe reitly.
Aleader provides direction by identify-
ing the organization's adaptive chal-
lenge dnd framing the key questions
and’issues. A Ieader protects people by
managing the rate of change. A leader
prients people ta new rolesand respor-

stbilities by clarify ing business realities

and key values. A leader helps expose
conilict, \lewmg it:as the engine of cre-
ativity and learning. Finally, a leader
helps the organization maintain those
normsthat must endure and__nhaj!ﬁnge.
those that heed to change,

Third, a leader must have preserce
and poise; regulating distress is perhaps
a leader’s most difficult job. The pres-
sures to restore equifibrium are enor-

against the walls of a Préssuee: cooker,
pcople bang up against leaders whe are
frying to sustain the bregsires of totgh,
conflictfilled work. Although IE’!dEEIShIp

-demands a deep under:,tandw, of the

pain of chabge -the fears arig sacrifices
assediated with major remimstment»;t
also. requires the abzhty to hold steady
and maintain the ténsion. (’)Lherwwe

the pressure éstapes and the stimilyg.
for learning and change is Jost.

A leader has to have the emotional
capacity to tolerate unice tatnty, frostra-
tion, and pain. He has to be able to rdise
tough guestions withoyt getting too
anxieus himself: Ernpioyees as well as
colleagues and custorers wij] tarefully
observe verbal and nonverhg) Cuestoa
leader’s ahility to.hald . Steady. He needs
tocommunicate confidence. that he apd
they can tackle the tasks ahead.

Maintain Disciplined Attention
Different people withip the same oOrga:
nization Bring different gkperiences,.
assumiptions, values, beliefs, and habits
to their work, Thls diversity i valuable
because innavation and leatning are
the products of differences, No one
leags anything without' bem° Open to
contrasting pointé of view. Yer Mangdgers.
at all jevels are-often unwitling - or un-
able - to address their- Lompeting per-
spectives collectively.. They frequently
avoid paying attention to issues that
disturb:-them. They restore equilibrium
quickly,.often with work avoidance ma-
newvers. A Jeadermust get employees to
confront tough frade-offs in values, pro-
cedures,. operating styles, and power,
‘That is as true at the top of the orga-
nization as it is in the. middie or on
the front line. indeed; if the executive
team cannot mode] adaptive worl, ‘the
organization will languish. If senioy
managers can’t diaw out and deal with
divisive issues, how will People else-
where.in the organization change their
behaviors and rework their relation:
ships? Ag fan Carlzon, the lesgndary
CEO of Scandinavian dirlings System

organization defining pew measissiat

Fots— st moteTmies hang hard
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Defirg problems and
provide stlutions

The Wark of Leadership -

BEST OF

identify the adaptive
thallenge and frame key
questions and [ssues

ong another ag resources
in the problem:solving pro-
cess. For example, one CEQ
we know uses executive meet-
ings, evenr those that focus
©n operational and techni-
cal issues, &5 opportunities
to teach the team how .t
work collectively on adaptive
problems.

Of course, only the rare

Shield the'grganization
from exierial thrests

Letthe organization fee!

3range it canstand

external pressures within

manager intends to avoid
adaptive work. In general,
people feel ambivalent about
it. Although ‘they want to

Clanfy roles-andg
responsibilities

Challenge current rojes
and resist pressuréto
defing new roles quickly

make progress on hard prob-
lems or live up to their re-
newed and clarified values,
people also want to avoid the:

Resfire giger

Expose conflict ar
et wemerge

associated distress. Just ag
millions of .S, citizens want
to reduce the federal budget

hMaintain norms

Chatienge unproductive
nerms

deficit, but not by giving
up theic tax dollarsor bene-
fits or jobs; 50, too, managers

Inthe course of regulating people’s distress, a leader faces several key
responsibilities and may have'to use his or her authority differently

depending on the type of work situation.

(SAS), told- “us, “One Df. the most inter-
-ebtmg missions of Jeadership s Batting
people on-the executive fear to listen
t0 and learn from one-another. Held
in debate, people can learn their way
to collective solutions when they wr
derstand one. anothet’s assumptiors.
The work of the teader is to get conflict
out. Into the open and use it as a source
of créativity”

Beca_i.ts_e W_Qrk; avoidatice iy rampant
in organizations, a leader has to coun-
teract distractions.that prevent people
fromrdealingwith adaptive issues. Scape-
goating, denial, focusing only on today's
technical issues, or attacking individuals
tather than the perspectives they repre-
sent - all forrms of work avoidanice -are
to be expected when an organization
iindertalkes adaptive wark, Distractions

have to be identified when they bccurso
that people will regain focus.
‘When sterile conflict takes the place

of dialogue, a leader has to step in and

putthe team to work on reframing the
issues. -She has to deepen the debate.
with quéstions, unbundling the issues:
ifito their parts rather than letting con:
flict remain polacized and superficial.
When peoplé preoccupy themselves

‘with blaming -external forces, higher
‘management, or d heavy workload, a

leader has to sharpen the team’s sense
of responsibility for.carving out the time
to' press forward. When the team frag-
ments and ihdividuals resort to piotect-
ing their own turf, leaders have to
démonstrate the need for. Lonabm ation.

People have to discover the value of
consuiting with one another and using

may consider adaptive work
@ priotity, but have difficuity
sacrificing their famifiar w’*ayé
of doing business. Peaple,
need leadership to help them
rmaintain their focus on. the
tough guestions. Disciplined dttention’

s the currency of leadership.

Give the Work Back

10 Péople
Everyone in the organization hasspecial
-accessto information that comes from

his or her particiilar vantage point.
Everyone may see different needs and
opportunities. People who sense early
changesinthe marketplace are often at
the periphery, but the orgayization will
thrive if itcan bring that information to
bear ontactieal and strategic decisions:

‘When peoplé donotacton their special
Jknowledge, businesses fail to adapt.

Ali too often, péople look up the
chain of comrmand, expecting senior
management to meet market challenges
for which they themselvés are responsi-

o
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ble. indeed, the greater and more per-
ststent distresses that accompany adap-
tive work male such dependence worse:
People tenid to bécome passive, and se-
nior managers who pride themselves on
being problem solvers take decisive ac-
tion, That behavior restores equilibrium
inthe short term but ultimately Jeads to
complacency and Habits of work avoid-
‘ance that shi¢td people from responsi-
bility, pain, and the need to change.

Getting people to-aséume greater ve-

sponsibility is not easy. Not only are
many lowerlevel employees comfort-
able beiy told what to do, hut many
managers are accustomed to treating
cuhordmates ike machinery that re:
guires control, Letting people take the
nitiative i defining and 'aOI\’mf' prob-
lems means that management neetls
to'leam to supporttather than contral,
Workers, for their part, nieed to learn to
take-responsibility.

JanCarlzon encouraged responsibility
taking at SAS by tristing others and
decentralizing authority. A leader has
tolet people bear the weight of FESPON-
stbility, “The key is to let them discover
the problem” fe3aid. “You wo vt be suc-
cessful if people aren’t carrying the
recognition of the problem and the so-
fution within themselves” 16 that end,
Carlzon sought widespreadengagement.

For examiple, in his first two years at
SAS. Carlzon spent up to so% of his time
.édmmuﬁica_tmg directly in'large meet-
ings and. indirectly ina host of innova-

“tive ways: through workshops; brain-
Storming sessions, learning exeTcises,
newsletters, brochures, and exposure in
the public media. He demonstrated
through.a variety of symbolic acts - for
example, by eliminating the pretentious
executive dining room and burning
thousands of pages of manuals and
handbeoks - the extent to which ries
had come to dominate the cOmpany.
- He made himselfa pervasive presence,

meeting with-and listening to people

both inside and outside the Creaniza-

Truth (M arperCollins, 1989}, to explain

his values, philosophy, and strategy.

As Catlzon noted, I no'one else read it
at least my people would”

A'leader also must develop collective
selfconfidence. Again, Carlzon said it
well: “Péople aren’t born with self-
confidence. Even the most self-confident
people can be brokem. Seif-confidence
comes fTom success, experience, and

the organization’s environment. The.

leader’s most important role is to in-
stilt confidence in people. They must
dare to take risks and responsibility,
You must back them up if they make
viristakes”

Protect Voices of Leadership
from Below
Giving'a voice to all peoplé is the foun-

dation of an organization that iswilling.

to experment and learn. But, in.fact,
whistle-blowers, creative: deviants, and
ather such original voices routinely get
vndshed and silenced in organizational
life. They generate disequlibrium, and
the eagiest way for an organization to
restore. equilibriumi s to neutralize
those veices, semetimes in the naine
of teamwork and Yalignment.”

The voicestfrom below are usuailynot
as articulate as one would wish, People
speaking beyond their authority tisually
Tee] seif-conscious and sométimes have
Lo generate “too much? passion to get

themselves geared up for speaking out..

Of course, that often makes it harder for
them to commuonicate effectively. They
pick the wrong time and place, and
often bypass proper channels of com-
munication and lines of authority. But
buried inside a poorly packaged inter-
jection may Tie an important intuition
that needs to be tedsed-out and consid-
ered. To. tass it out for its bad timing,
lack of clarity, or seeming unreason-
ahleness. Is to lose potentially valuable
information and discourage a potential
leader in the organization.

That is what happened to David, a

“manager in a large manufacturing com

pany. He had listened when- his Siipe-

Tiors encouraged people o ook for

problems, speak openly, and take re-

-sponsibility. So he raised an Iissue about

one-of the CEO's pet DIOJects ~ an issye.
that was deemed “tos hot to handie?
and had been swept under the carpet
for years. Everyorie understood that it
was not open o discussion, bt David
knew that proceading with the project

could-damage or derail key. elements
.of the tompany's overal) strategy He'

raised the issuc directly ina meeting
with his boss and the CEQ. He provided
a clear description of the problem, s
rundown of competing Perspectives,
and a summary of the consequences
Gf continuing 1o pursue the Broject,

The CEO. angrily squeiched the dis
cussion-and reinforced the positive
aspects of his pet project. When Cavigd
and his Boss laft the roeny, ks boss
exploded: “Who do you think voy. arey
with your holigr-than-they attituder”
He insinuated that David had never
liked the CEQs § pet praject because
David hadn't come up with the idea
himself: The subject was closed.

David had greater expertise in the

area of the project thaii-either his hoss
orthe CEQ: But his two superiors dem-

ohstrated o curiosity, no-effort 1o inves-
tigate David’s teasoning, no awareness.
that he was behaving. tesponsibly with
the interests of the company at heart.
It rapidly bécame clear to David that jt

‘was more important to uwnderstand

what mattered to the boss than 1o focus
on realissues. The CEO and-David's boss
'_t(jgethe'r squashed the viewpoint of a
leader from below and thereby killed
his potential-for leade rship in the orga-
nization. He-would either leave thé comn-
Ppany ornever 2o againstthe grain again.
Leaders muist rely on others within
the business to raise: questions that
may indicate an impending adaptive
challenge. They have to-provide cover
t people-who paint 1o the intumal
contradic tions of the enterprise. Those

ndiidenaferhavethe [ETSTIeCtve

tien. He even wrote 3 book, Momerts.of
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to provoke rethimikmg that peaple in au-
thoritydo not. Thus, asa rule of thul,
when authority fgures feel the veflexive
urge fo.glare at or otherwise silence
someone, they shouid resist. The urge
to restore social equilibrium 5 quite
poverful, and it cofes on fast. One hias
to get accustomied to gélting on the bal-
cony, d'e]a}ih.g the jrﬁpulse and asking,
What is this guy reafly talking about?
i5 there something we're missing?

Doing Adaptive Work

at KPMG Netherlands

Thie highly successful RPMG Nether-
lands provides-a good exampie of how
a company can engage in ad_a_pl'ive
waork. In 1984, Ruud Roedijk, the firm's
chaiiman, recognized 4 stiategic chal-
lenge. Although the auditing, consult-
mg, and t=a:-;—p_repafatrio_n partnership
wag the industey feader in the Nether-
Tands.and was highly profitible, growth
opportunities iy the s'k':_gm'r:nts it served
weje liriited. Marging in the auditing
business were being squeezed as the
market becarme more safurated, and
competition in the consulting business
was increasing as well; Koedijk knew
that the firm negded to move into more
profitable growth areas, bur he didmt
know what they were or how KPMG
might identify them.

~ Koedijk and hisboard weré corifident
that they had the tools to do the ana-
lytical strategy worl:analyze trends and
discontinuities, understarid core com-

‘Petencies, assess theircompetitive posi-

tion, and map potential opportunities.
They were considerabily less certain that
they could commit to implementing the
stritegy that would emetge from their
work. Historically, the partnership had
resisted atteripts fo change, basicaily
-because the partners were content with
the way things were. They had been suc-
cessful for a long time, so they saw no

reasato leam new ways of doing busi-

ness, either from their feligw partness or
from anyene lower down in the organi-

Management needs to learn to support rather

than control. Workers, for their part, need to

learn to take responsibility

tuedeand its deep impact on the organi-

Zation's tulture posed an enormous.
adaptive challenge for KPMG,

Koedijk could see from the balcony
that the vety. structure of KI'MG inhib-
ited change. In truth, KPMF was 1ess a
partnershlp than a Lolluttzon of smial]
fiefdoms: in which each partner was a
lord. The firm's success wds the clumiila-

five accomplishment of each of the in-
dhividual partriers, not the unified result

of 300 colieagues pulling together to-
ward a shared ambition, Success was
measured s_ﬂle.}_y in térms of the prof-
ftability of individual unjté. As one part-
ner described it, “If the bottom line was

correct, you were.a ‘gaod fellow! As a

result, one partner would not tréspass

onanother’swurf, and learning from oth-
€rs was 4 rare’ event. Because. ifddepen-.

dence was so highly valued, confron-

fationy were rare and condflict was

camoufiaged. If partnery wanted to
resist firmwide change, they did not
kil the ssue divectly, “Say yes, do no”
was the operative phrase.

Koedijk-also Knew that this sense. of
autonomy got in the way of devel-
oping new talent at KPMG, Directors
tewarded thelr subardinates for two
things: not making mistakes and deliv-
ering a hbigh number of billable hours
per week. The emphasis was not oncrea-
tivity or innovation. Partriers were look-
ing for errors when they reviewed their
subordinates” wark; not for new up-
derﬁtandmg or fresh ln51ght Although
Koedijk could see the broad outlines of
the adaptive Lhallﬁ‘ﬂf’CS facing his-orga-
nization, he knew that he could not
mandate behavioral change. What he

¢ould do was create the conditions for

people to discover for thermselves how
they needect to change, He set a process
ymotion to make that happen.

To start, Koedifk held a meeting of a1
300 partners and fatused their arter.
tion on the history of KPMG, the cur
rent business reality, and the businesg
issues they-couid eXpect 1o face, He then

-raised the guestion of how they would

o abott changing asa firm and agked

for their perspactwcs on lhe issues, By

Taunching the strategic initiative through
dialogue rather: than edict; he buiit- trust
within the partner ranks, Based on this
emergihg trist and hi own credibility,
Koedijk persuaded the partners to re-
lzase 100 partners and adnpavtners
from. thmr day-10-day respionsibilities to
work on the strategic thallenges, They
would devote 6ow of their flmé‘ for
nearly four rionths to that work..

Koedijk and his colleagues Estal-
lished a strategic integration tedm of
12 $enjOr partners to work with the j00
professianals {caltéd “the 100"} from
differént levels'and disciplines, Engag-
ing peopie below the ank of partner in
amajor strategic injtiative was dnheard
of and signaled. a new ‘approach from
the start: Many of these peaple’s opin-
1ons had never before been valued or
sought by authority figuies in the firm.
Divided into 14 task forces, the 100 were
to. work in three areas; “gavging fulure
trendsand discontinuities deﬁnmg core
competencies, and grappling wich the
adaptive challenges facing the organi-
zation. They were housed orl a sepatate
floor with their own Suppoit staff -and.
they were unfettered by triditional riles
and regulations. Hennie Both, KPMG's
director of marketing and commn unica-
tions, signed ou ag project Manager,

As the strategy work got under way,
the task forces had to confront the éx-
isting KPMG culture. Why? Because
they Hterally could not do their new

wirls wa‘hm Hw obd eyles Thi, ci—eeriirhed

zation. Overturning the partners’ atti-
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not work when strong respect foy the in-
dividual came-at the expense of effec-
tive téam_wr_)rk-, when deeply-held indi-
vidual beliefs got in the way 0f genuing
discussion, and when uwit. lovalties
formed a ‘barrier 1o -cross-functional
problem solving. Wogst of all, task force.
members fcu_n_cl t'hem_seh-'e_-s_- avoiding
conflict and unable to discuss those:
problems. A number of the. task forces
became dysfunctiona) anid tnable 5 do
their strategy work.

To focus their attention on what
needed to change, Both helped the task
forces map the culture they desired
Againstthe cortentculture. They discow-
ered very little overlap. The top descrip-
tocs of the currentouture were: dc\:;lup'
oppesing views; demand perfection,.
and avoid centlict. The {Op characteristics
‘of the desired cultuge were: ereate the

-opportunity for seltfulfiliment, dével_r)p
4 caring environment, and maintain
trusting relations with colleagues. Ar-
ticulating this gap made tangible for
the group the adaptive challérnge that
Koedijk saw facing KPM(. 1n other.

tions would tie or she take? Wha else
needed 1o be involved far individual
change to take root? Acting as coaches
and consuitants, thie task 'f'_drce_ members
gave one another supportive feedback

and suggestions. They had learned to

confide, tolisten, and to advise with gen-
uirie care.

Progress on these issues raised the
level of trust dramatically, and task force
members begar to understand what
adapting their behaviormeait i gvery-
<ay terms. They undérsicod how toiden-
Tify an adaptive issue and developed a
language with which to discuss what
they meeded to do to imprive their
collective: abmty 1o solve problems.
They talked abour dialogue, work avoid-
ance, and using the collective intelly-
gence of the group. They knew how to
call one another on dvsfunctional be-
havior: They hiad hegun to develop the
culture requiredto implement the new
business strategy.

Despite the critical breakthroughs
toward developinga collettive inder-
standing of e adaptive chatlenge,

AS a result af conti 'ont_f'ng._sﬁr‘at_e-gf{_ ang adaptive
challenges, KPMG task forces identified 450 mullion
to 360 miflion worth of new business Opporturtities..

words, the people whoneeded to do'the:

changing had fimally framed the adap-
tve challenge for themselves: How
coudd KPMG succéed at 2 cormnpetence-
based strate gy thar depended on cooper-
ation across multiple wiits and layers
if'its people:conidn’t succeed in these tagk
forees? Armed with that understanding,
the: task force members could become
emissariesto the rest.of the firm.

On amore personal jevel, each men-
ber was asked to identify his or her in-
dividual adaptive challenge. What Atth
tudés, behaviors; or habits did each one

_r'egulati:ng the level of distress was &
constant pieoccupation for Keedijk,
the board, and Both. The nature of the
WOrk was d'is_tr';:ss'ing,_ Stratepy work
riizans broad assignments with Fmited

fnstructions; at KPMG, people were:

‘accustornedto highly structured assigri
ments. Strategy work alse means bé-
ing creative. At one breakfast meeting,

a hoard member stood ér a table to.

challenge the group to be-more ereative
and toss aside old rules. This radical.and
unexpected behavior further raiséd the
distress level: No one had ever seen a
partner behave this way before Deaple

realized that their work experience had
prepared them only for perfor ming,
routine tasks with Feople “like them”
fromheir awn units,

The protess allowed for conflict and
focused people’s attention on the hot
Issnes in arder tohelp them' fearn how
to-work with ¢orittict in 3 CONStructive
manner. But the heat wags kept within
-2 twlerable range in some of the o)) i

iy ways:
~On one ogeasion when lensions were
unusually high, the 100 were brought
together to voice their concerns to the
hoard in-ah Oprah erreyw—stylc meet-
ing. The board sat in the center of ap
auditeriumyand Loak pointed questiong
from the surrounding groyp.
+ The group devised sanctions to dis’cour-
age unwanted behavior. I1n the soccer.
crazy Netherlands, all participants in
the process: were. Issued the yellow
cardsthat socger referees (se to indicage
“oul” to offending players, They used
the cards to stop the-action wher soipe:
one started arguing his of her ‘point
without listening te or understanding
the assumptions and cornpg.tmg per-
spectives of othet participants,

- The group cre ated symbaois, They ¢ofn-
pared the old KPMG to » hippopota-
mus.that was Jarge and cumbersome,
liked to sleep a.fot, and became aggres-
Sivel when its normial habits ‘were. dis-
tubed: They aspired to he dolphins,
which they characterized. a5 plavful,

eager to learn, and happily wrﬂmg to
80 the extra mile for the team. They
even paid attention to the statement
that'clothes make: It surprised. sorne
clients to see managers wandering
through the KPMG offices that summer
n Bermuda shorts and T s_hn_:ts.

- The group made a deliberate point of
having fun:"Playtime” could mean long
bicyelerides or lasereun Eames at a
focal amusement centet. In one sponta-
neous moment at the KPMG offic s,
a distussion of the power-of pedpie
mobilized toward a commai; gaai led

the £rouR ta go-autoide AR TS Ll]Lll’

need to change, and what specific ac-
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collective leverage to move a seemingly
finmovable concrete hlock. .
. Thn groupaktte nded frequent two- and
three-day off:site meetings to elp biing.
closure €6 parts of the work:

These actions, taken as a whole; al
tered attitides and behaviors. Curiosity
became more valued than obedienceto
rules. People no longer deferred to the
senior autharity figure in the reom; géni-
uine dialogue neutralized hicrarchical
power in the battle over ideas. The tern-
dency for each ndividual to. promote
Lxis or her petsolttion gave way 1o un-
derstanding other perspectives. A conf-

-dence in the ability of people in-differ-
ent units to werk together and work
thihgs out emerged. The people with
the most cartous minds and interest-
ing questions soon became the: most
respected.

Ag.aresult of confronting strategie
and adaptive: challenges, KPMG as a
whole will move from auditing to assur-
ance, from operations consutting to shap-
iuﬁ COrpdrdte vision, fromy issingss-
process réengineering (o developing
organizational capabilities, and from
u.adnng_ traditienal skills to its own
clients to creating learning orgaiiiza-
tons. The task forges identifed $50 mik-
lion to-$60 million worth-of few busi-
ness opportunities.

Many senjor partners who had be-
lieyed that a ficm domiinated by the'
auditing mentality tould not contain
creative peopie were surprised when
the process unlocked creativity, passion,
imagination, and a wiljingness to take
115ks. Two stories illustrate the furida:
mental changes that took place in the
firmn's mind-set,

We saw orie-middle ranager develop
the confidence to create a new business.
He: spotted the oppéctunity to provide
EPMG services to virtual organizations
and strategic alliances He traveled the
world, visiting the: leaders of 65 virtual
arganizations. The results of his innova:
tive research served as a resource to
KPMG in entering this growing mar-

ket-Moreaver; he represented the new
KEMG by giving a keynote dddress dis-
cussing his findings atza world forum:
Wedlso saw a 28-vear-old female auditor
skillfuilly guide a groap of older, male

senior partners through a complex day

of lvoking at opportumties associated
with ‘traplementing: the firnt's new
strategies: That could not have-occurred
the year before: The senior partners
never would have listgned to such a
voice from helow,

Leadérship as Learning

Many efforts to transform organizations
through mergers and acquisitions, re-
structuring, reengineering, and strat-
egy work falter hecaise mandeers fail
to grasp the réquirements. of adaptive
work. They make the classic error of
treating adaptive challenges like tech-
nical problems that can be solved by
wugh-minded senjor executives..

The implications of that drror 20,10
the heart &f the work of Jeaders in ar-
Eanizations today. Leaders crafiing steat-
ég}-‘ have-access to the technical exper
tise-and the toolsthey need ta calcuate
the benefits of & merger or restiuc-
turing, uiderstand future trends and
discontinuities, identify opportunities,
map.existing competenties, and iden-
tity the steering mechanisms to support
their strategic direction. These toals and
techtuques are readily available both
within organizations and ffom avariety
of consulting fims, and they are very
useful. In'many cases, however, séem-
ingly £00d strategies fail to. be: imple-
mented. - And often the failure is mis-
diagnosed: "We had a gond strategy, but
we couldr’t execute it effectively”

Jn fact, the stratégy itself is often de-
ficient bécause too many. perspectives
were ignored during ils foemulation.
The failure to do the necessary adaptive
wod during the strategy development
pro¢ess is a symptom of senior map-
agers' wehnical arientauon. Managers
frequently derive their solution to. &

‘problem and then try tosell it 1o some

colieagues and bypass or s andbqg otfers

in the commitment- bmidme, process.

Too often, leaders, their team, and con:
sulkants fail to ientify and tackle the
adaptive dimenstons of the chai!eng,c
and to ask themselves, Who needs o
learn whit in-order to deve lop; tnder-
stand, commit to, and implemert the
strategy? o

The same technical Orlentation en-
traps business- process«re:—:ngmeermg
and. restructuring initiatives, in whijciy
consultants a_nd. mandgers have the
know-how-to do- the techinical work of
framing the objectives, desigriing a new
worl flow, documenting and comm_u']l.;,
ating results, and identifying the activ-
ities to be performed by peoplelini the
organization. m.many instances, reeny.
neering falls shortof the mark because
jt treats process redesign as a technical
prablem: Managers neglect to tdentify
the adaptive work. and invelve the
peaple wha have 1 da the changing,
Senior executives fatl to invest their
time and their souls in understanding
thege igsues and guiding people through
the fransition. Indeed, engingering is
itself the wrong metaphor

In shert, the prevailing notion that
leadérship consists of Having a vision
-and aligning people with-that vision Is
Bankrupt because it contipues o treat
addpme sl_tud___t:on_s ag if they were terh-
nical: The authority figure is supposed
to divine where the company is going
and people are supposed e follow,
Leadership is reduced to a combination
of grand knowing-and salesmanship,
Such-a perspective reveals a basic mis
conception aboul the way bisinesses
succeed m addressing adaptive chal-
leniges. Adaptive situations are hard-{o
define and resolve precisely becanse
they demand the work and responsibii-
ity of managers and people throughout
the organization. They are not. amena-
Bla to solutions: prov]dcd by leaders; ddap-
tive. qoiutmm tequite members of the
organization to take fesponsibility for the
problematic situations that face them
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Leadership has to take place every
day. It cannot he the responsibility of
the few, 4.rare event, of 3 once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity. tn our world, n
eur businesses, we face adaptive chal-
fennges all'the time, When an executive
is asked to sgdare condlicting aspira-
tions, he and his people face an adaptive
chailenge. When a manager.sees a solu-
tion to a problem.- technical itn many
respects except that it requires @ charige
in the attitudes and babits of subordi-
nates—he faces an adapive chalienge.

When an employet closé to the front

line sees'a gap between the drganiza-
tion's purpose and the objectives he is
asked tg.achieve, he faces bothan adap-
tive clialierige and the risks and Oppor-
tunity ofléading from below.
Leadership, as seen in this light, re-

‘quires a iéarning strategy. A leader, from

above or below, with or without author-

ity, hasto engage peoplé in confromting:

the ciralienge; adjusting their values,
changing perspectives, and learming new
babits. To-an authoritative person who
prides himself ‘on his ability to tackle

hartt problems, this shift may come ag

a rude awakening. But it also should ese
the burden of having to know all the ap-

swets-and bear all the load, T the per-

son who walts to receive either the

coach’s cail or “the vision™ tp lead, thig
thange mayalso seem a mmu: @ Of good
news:and bad news. The adaptive de-
mands.of our time require jeaders who
take responsibility without waitmyg for
revelation or request.One can lead with

T more than a question in hand: v

Réprint rome
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Exploring Further

Tolearn more abput the idéas in
“The Work of Leadérship," explore
the refated article. and ‘book Iisted
-at right. Yoy maya:cess these =
_materials cm___the Harvaid Bq_slnesé_
Schoal-Publishing Web site, .

vewwibsp.harvard.édu, or by calting

‘Bo0-988-0886 (inthe United States
and Canada) or 617-7837500; -

ARTICLES
“Whatever Happened to the Take-Chaige. Ma nager?”
Nitin Nohria and James D. Berkley.
Horvgrd Busingss Review, J¥niisry-Febr uary 1964
Product No. 406
This: artlcie shares with Heifetz and Laurie the conviction that the fundamental
respons]bl ity of leadership cannot be outsotrced. Many American managers
félt that the éntergence of hew m:magenal ldl.d‘i such as total guality and seif
managed teams signaled-a rejuvenation of LS. business. But their thiigi ng
didn't correspond to the facts: U5, Managers didnl take. charge inthe 1980s;.
they abdicated their responsibifity ta 2 hurgeoning industry of management
professtonals. if business leaders want to reverse fhis trend, they must
retlaim managerial cesponsibility - arid pragmatism is the place to start.

BOOKS

Will to Lead: Rufining a Business with o Netwark oj’_i eaders

Marvin Bower

Harvard Busingss'Schoal Press, 1957

Fraduct No. 75é?

Lomrmnd and-control icadesship helped build the U.S: economy, but
#t'smo:Jonger the best system for today’s intensely competitive global market.
‘Bower sets forth his vigion of a leade rship model that replaces hieraichy with
anetwork of leaders and leadership groups placed strategicatly throughout a
compaity. The goal? Helping individual workerslearn to.lead, work maore
-efficiently, generate niore ideas, and exercise more ¢ Feativity and. initiative.-
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