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• Interactive Lecture 
• Activity  
• Present and discuss 
• Reflective exercise 
• Q&A

Today’s class



• Adaptive situations 
• Resource for leadership

Last lecture



• How to lead in a challenging situation in social 
organizations? 

Motivating questions



• Plato’s argument for philosopher-king  
• The expertise required of leadership is 

substantive vision of the good.  
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=ALXsaT6bqL0 
• Did Plato misunderstand leadership? 

Social Organizations: Leadership expertise 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ALXsaT6bqL0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ALXsaT6bqL0


• What do we learn from doctor-patient relationship? 
• Medicine and politics present similar dilemmas 
• Tell the difference between technical and adaptive situations. 

• Does making progress on this problem require changes in 
people’s values, attitudes, or habits of behavior?  
• Take action to provoke debate and rethinking 

• Type III may be broken down partially into Type II and Type I 
• A leader allows invention: directing attention to issues instead 

of dictating authoritative solutions 
• Creativity and courage transform adaptive challenges into 

technical problems 

Implications for Social Systems



• Authority: resources 
• Members of social organisations confer resources in 

exchange for services 
• Power is received in the promise of fulfilling expectations 
• In adaptive situations, delivering quick fixes is counter-

productive  
• Exercising leadership from a position of authority in 

adaptive situations means going against the popular 
demand

Popular Demand and Leadership
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mately, they will blame him for lack of progress. To stay balanced
on the edge, one needs a strategic understanding of the specific tools
and constraints that come with one's authority.
Yet in either case, an authority figure cuts his feet. When he is the

focus of hopes and pains that are beyond his magic, or any magic,
some people are bound to attack, at least in words. Even the most
agile cannot dodge these attacks completely, nor shield himself, men-
tally and physically, from an assortment of wounds.
Leadership is a razor's edge because one has to oversee a sustained

period of social disequilibrium during which people confront the
contradictions in their lives and communities and adjust their values

Table 2. Leadership with Authority in Adaptive Situations

Social function

Technical

Situational type

Adaptive

Direction Authority provides
problem definition and
solution

Protection Authority protects from
external threat

Role orientation Authority orients

Controlling conflict Authority restores
order

Norm maintenance Authority maintains
norms

Authority identifies the
adaptive challenge,
provides diagnosis of
condition, and
produces questions
about problem
definitions and
solutions

Authority discloses
external threat

Authority disorients
current roles, or resists
pressure to orient people
in new roles too quickly

Authority exposes con-
flict, or lets it emerge

Authority challenges
norms, or allows them
to be challenged



• Identify the adaptive challenges 
• Keep the level of distress within a tolerable 

range for doing adaptive work 
• Focus attention on ripening issues and not on 

stress-reducing distractions 
• Give the work back to people, but at a rate they 

can stand 
• Protect voices of leadership without authority. 

Principles of Leadership



• What issues were represented by this conflict-what 
were people really fighting about?  

• Did the issues constitute a technical problem for 
which an authoritative response would suffice, or 
did the situation require adaptive changes? 
• What are the values of the social system? 
• What are the reality? 
• Is there discrepancy between our values and reality?

Identify the adaptive challenges



• Evaluate the level of social distress 
• If it is too high, take action to bring it into a 

productive range. 
• Authoritative action will reduce stress, while 

inaction will increase it.  
• People can relax their attention because 

someone in authority is paying attention. 
• Not specific actions but activism

Regulating Distress



• Identify which issues can currently engage 
attention  

• Stay clear of the likely work avoidance 
mechanisms that might arise  
• For example, denial, scapegoating, 

externalizing the enemy, pretending the 
problem is technical, or attacking individuals 
rather than issues

Directing Disciplined Attention to the Issues



• Place and develop responsibility by putting the 
pressure on the people with the problem.  

Give work back to people



• Give cover to those who raise hard questions 
and generate distress 
• People who point to the internal 

contradictions of the society.  
• These individuals often will have latitude to 

provoke rethinking that authorities do not have. 

Protect voices of leadership without authority 



• Case of President Johnson and civil rights 
movement 
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=5NvPhiuGZ6I

Activity 



• Johnson spoke clearly to the orienting values of 
the nation: freedom, equality, and democracy. 
The issue of civil rights was to be seen in that 
context.  
• He identified the adaptive challenge by 

identifying the discrepancy between our values 
and behavior.  
• He identified the next adaptive challenge as 

well: poverty. 

Application: Identify the adaptive challenges



• Johnson tried to maintain the level of urgency 
at the same time that he addressed its causes.  
• Johnson demanded immediate Congressional 

action.  
• Johnson pointed out that Congress had failed 

to complete its work on voting rights in the 
earlier civil rights legislation. These acts kept 
the pressure on. 

Application: Regulating Distress



• Johnson kept attention focused on the issue by cautioning the 
public to stay clear of the likely work avoidance mechanisms 
that might arise: 
• viewing the events in Selma as an issue of states' rights 

rather than national values 
• viewing voting rights legislation as a technical fix after which 

people could relax their attention 
• holding onto the past 
• scapegoating the white people of Selma by a "prideful 

righteousness" that would deny the presence of racism 
throughout the land. 

Application: Directing Disciplined Attention to the Issues



• Johnson told people that the challenge of civil rights would require 
adaptive and ongoing work: the attitudes and the structure of society 
would have to change.  
• He acknowledged how difficult that would be.  
• In large part, the work belonged to the general public.  
• Voting rights legislation was no final remedy; it was simply a catalytic 

step.  
• Yet Congress would not be off the hook either. By challenging its 

members so publicly to spend sleepless nights, he made them bear the 
weight as well.  
• He put all of their names on the line (including his own) by expecting 

rapid passage of the bill he would submit in two days.

Application: Giving the Work Back to People



• Johnson protected the voices of those who lead 
with little authority, even though such voices 
often will be both deviant and annoying.  
• He credited the civil rights movement for 

provoking the nation to face the large gap 
between what we stood for and the way we 
lived. 

Application: Protecting Voices of Leadership in the Community



• Is leadership same as authority? 
• How to lead without authority?

Motivating Question 



• Politicians, top managers in firms are often men 
• In some societies, women have been denied 

formal authority roles 
• Yet some women have learned strategies for 

leading without authority, and some have 
learned not to try leading at all.  
• Stories?

An example



• People daily go beyond both their job description and the 
informal expectations they carry within their organization and do 
what they are not authorized to do 
• Articulate an idea that strikes a resonant chord 
• Speak up at a meeting even though she has no authority to 

do so.  
• Run an unauthorized experiment and later announce the 

results.  
• In the early hours of a disaster, some people will step 

forward and mobilize others to face and respond to the crisis 

It happens all the time 



• Share the story of how you lead without 
authority among group members 
• Present to other groups what strategies you 

used to lead without authority 

Group Activity 



• You can probably think of a time where you helped out a colleague because 
you have a strong working relationship with them or you consider them a 
friend.  
• Why does it work? people have an easier time following the ideas of someone 

they like. 
• Shared trust and respect go a long way in getting others to help you achieve 

your goals.  
• You can build relationships by  

• listening to and taking an interest in others. 
• following through on promises,  
• being responsive 
• recognizing others for the work they do 

•

Establish Relationship 



• In order to influence others, they must trust yourself and your ability to do 
a good job.  
• show that you’ve done your research, know the facts, and understand the 

impact your ideas and actions will have.  
• Demonstrate your own credibility and excellence will make people want to 

work with you.  
• In addition, show that you understand your organization as a whole, not 

just your part of it 
•  Especially when working with others who work in different parts of the 

organization.  
• However, take care to not present yourself as inflexible. Keep learning, 

even if you think you know everything you need to.  

•

Establish Credibility 



• In trying to influence others, it’s helpful to meet them where they are, 
instead of assuming they’re starting from the same place or working in 
the same way as you.  
• Some people might be more analytical, some might need pictures or 

infographics, and others might need to hear as many details as you have.  
• In addition, some people might be more social and willing to build a 

personal relationship than others.  
• It’s important to recognize the working and social styles of whomever 

you are trying to influence and make sure that you work within those 
parameters.  
• You can also help others understand your own working and social styles 

by acting with consistency  

•

Understand and adapt to the working/social styles of others



• If you demonstrate that you’re a team player 
who can help others, people are more likely to 
help you when you need it.  
• It’s important to find the middle ground where 

you can help others, show your competence, 
and get your own work done. 

Be a team player



• Others’ time is limited, it’s helpful to synthesize your ideas and 
projects down to the most salient points. 
• Providing only the details necessary to get your point across  
• Make good use of short conversations.  

• An elevator speech is a clear, brief message or “commercial” 
about you. It communicates who you are, what you're looking 
for and how you can benefit a company or organization. It's 
typically about 30 seconds, the time it takes people to ride 
from the top to the bottom of a building in an elevator. 
• If you’re talking to someone you want to network with, make 

sure that you contribute a quick unique idea or interesting fact 
during every conversation. This will make you more memorable. 

Synthesize and Simplify



• doesn’t mean bragging or being cocky, but 
instead, being able to clearly articulate the value 
you’re adding to your organization and taking on 
projects or roles that get you noticed. 
• But a little bit of self-promotion ensures you don’t 

get lost in the shuffle, particularly at a big 
organization.  
• You might just be doing your job, but when you do 

it well, that should be seen and celebrated. 

Make your work speak for you


