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Leadership has traditionally been described through stories 
of individual heroism 

David and Goliath
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David and Goliath



However complexity of business environment increasing as 
uncertainty and turbulence increase

Example:  Media ranking by net sales 
Each line represents a firm's rank over time

Market leadership less correlated with 
future profitability 

Probability that top 3 market share leaders will also be 
amongst top 3 most profitable in their industry
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Draft – For discussion only

As a whole turbulence is spreading across industries
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Increasing interdependence of economies, people, and 
information

Trade flows growing People connected
Communication lines 

open
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1. World Development Indicator.  



Information available exceeds our processing capacity

Exabytes

Generation of Digital Data vs. Processing Power and Storage Capacity
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Source: IDC 2008, "The Diverse and Exploding Digital Universe." BCG analysis.
1) Moore's Law is the empirical observation that computing power doubles every two years.

How an we know what we know when we can know 
everything all of the time?



Social expectations of business are heightened

Relative # of articles
Index =100

Business press word mentions
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Notes: Number of times word/phrase was mentioned in the headline, lead, or body of an article appearing in the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Financial Times or The Economist in the 
given year; 2005-2008 analysis was done in a separate time, index points may vary from 125 - 650
Sources: BCG/IREVNA Factiva full article press search of New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Financial Times, and Economist between 1981 and 2007



These changes cause us to need adaptive leadership

As context of strategy changes... ...need adaptive leadership

Creating the conditions thatTrade as % GDP

Turbulence and 
uncertainty

Ex: Media ranking 
by net sales

Creating the conditions that 

enable dynamic networks of actors 

to achieve common goalsMoore's Law

Digital InformationInformation 
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in an environment of uncertainty
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Adaptive leaders must build their leadership capabilities in 
four new directions

N
Adaptive leadership differentiators

avigateN avigate

EmpathizeW in & win EmpathizeW in & win

S
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Self-correct



Navigate: Embrace uncertainty and use new approaches 
to chart a course

M h i1 Manage the context in 
which actors 

interact, not the 
instruction set

1

Allow leadership to be 
shared and to emerge

3

Cultivate a diversity of 
perspectives to generate 
a multiplicity of options

out of the given context 2

Constantly question the 
world around you

4
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Empathize: Create a shared sense of purpose and 
manage through influence

Create a shared sense of purpose
5

See the world through 6
the eyes of others Reward accomplishment 

with autonomy
7
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Self-Correct: Encourage experimentation

Increase the agilityEnable individualsDevelop your8 9 10 Increase the agility
with which the 
organization is 
able to correct 

itself

Enable individuals 
and teams to learn
from experiments

Develop your 
organization’s 

"signal advantage"

Ideate Test and select Scale-up

Success

Failures

Iterate and learn
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W in & win:  Focus on sustainable success for both the 
company and its stakeholders

Align the business model with its 
broader social and ecological context 

11

Deploy leadership influence 

g
to create “social advantage”
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Not all environments or challenges are equal, demanding 
different organizational and leadership styles
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Unpredictability of problem

Turbulence 



Analogies to these four styles can be seen in sports

Migrator Voyager
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As the environment and organization changes, leadership 
may move from one archetype to another

Migrator VoyagerMigrator Voyager

Sprinter Experimenter
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Adaptive leadership career progression makes the 
difference
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Questions to gauge how adaptive your leadership is

How many of the adaptive leadership practices described above do we currently employ? 

Do we have the right leadership model for our business environment?

What changes could we make to develop a more adaptive leadership model?
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