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[image: Foreword by Marty Linsky]


I am writing this flying home to New York after four days in Los Angeles with my fifty-two-year-old son, Sam, and his wife, son, and mother-in-law.

The weekend ended with a long unplanned, intimate conversation between Sam and me in front of a fireplace in the lobby of my hotel. Without naming it, we talked about what we both needed to do in this last chapter of my life to enrich our already deep relationship and make the best use of whatever time we have left together.

I experienced it as a hard, complicated, important, and generative conversation, requiring us each to voice and then try to let go of perspectives and assumptions—“truths” that we were inured to and had worked for us. We agreed to individually abandon some habituated ways of thinking and being, and to experiment with some new behaviors.

Then I read Tod Bolsinger’s How Not to Waste a Crisis.

Sam and I were modeling the very process Tod describes.

Tod brings a spiritual anchor and a lifetime of addressing concrete problems to the connective work of applying the tools and frameworks of adaptive leadership to the vagaries of everyday personal and professional life, especially relevant in times characterized by constant, rapid change.

[image: Head shot ink sketch of Marty Linsky sporting a beard and baseball cap.]

No matter who you are, where you are, how you spend your days, or how old you are, Tod Bolsinger’s practical guidance and probing reflective questions are a vehicle for you and your organization, family, or community to get off the dance floor, get on the balcony, bring a new perspective to the challenges and opportunities in front of you, and begin to make more progress than you have in the past in closing the gap between your most noble aspirations and your current reality.

He has given us a gift. I am already a beneficiary.






[image: About the Practicing Change Series]


The Practicing Change books are about learning skills for leading in a time of deep disruption and change. Together, through them all, we will learn to recognize and then reset our leadership skills for a world that is constantly being upset and reset.

First, we will learn to see the out-of-date habits that have been cultivated through our successes. Then, we will work on new skills necessary for leading in times of change. Those new skills will enable us to embody a different form of leadership—what is called “adaptive leadership.”

Adaptive leadership, as developed by Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky, is an approach to organizational problems that is needed when your old best practices no longer work. Adaptive leadership starts with diagnosis: Is this problem something that our expertise can solve or not? Is this something that requires us to apply a solution that already exists, or does it fall outside of our current knowledge and ability? Will it require learning and making really hard no-win choices?1 As we shall repeatedly see, developing adaptive capacity—that is, the capacity to apply and adapt an organization’s most sacred core values so that its mission will thrive in this new environment—is the greatest challenge of leadership.2

Most communities are hardwired to resist this kind of adaptation. They believe that survival means reinforcing the way we have always done things in the past. The result is that instead of undergoing transformation in order to be more effective in their mission to serve the world, organizations unconsciously reinforce the very status quo that is not working.

Instead of undergoing transformation in order to be more effective in their mission to serve the world, organizations unconsciously reinforce the very status quo that is not working.



Schools want to attract students to maintain the faculty who have come to do research within the safety of tenure and the resources of an academic community. A nonprofit’s work that was once an innovative solution to a real problem becomes, after a time, an institution whose own survival is now the core purpose for being. In order to restore their flagging attendance or lagging donations, churches double down on the programs that people have historically loved most and will fill the facilities that they invested in building. And established businesses get disrupted by upstart startups while they are busy picking out new furniture for a bigger corporate office.

When a changing world or changing needs require an organization, institution, or company to itself change in order to keep being relevant to the challenges that are arising around them, it becomes clear that the internal organizational transformation needed—and the losses that must be faced—is an even more difficult leadership challenge than the external reason for changing.

This requires learning a new set of leadership practices.

In these four books (How Not to Waste a Crisis, The Mission Always Wins, Leading Through Resistance, and Invest in Transformation) we are going to reexamine four “mindsets” that have resulted in bad habits for most leaders. We’ll take on one of them through each book:


	1. Trying harder at what has been successful in the past


	2. Focusing on pleasing our historical stakeholders


	3. Doing whatever we can to eliminate resistance


	4. Confusing trust with transformation




These mindsets are so ingrained within most leaders that they are usually never questioned. Shouldn’t we work hard, take care of our most loyal members, manage resistance to change, and be trustworthy?

Yes. But also no. Not primarily.

Your primary work as a leader is to develop your own capacity to lead your people through the transformation necessary to face the challenges of a changing world.

And that takes practice. Lots of practice. Hours of deliberate practice.

Feel free to read these books in any order, starting with the “old mindset” that is most familiar or potentially most challenging for you. In each book, we will start with a problem area, and then instead of trying to learn a new intellectual concept, we’ll focus instead on a new skill—trusting that that new skill will help us both see and think differently.3 If we can keep practicing the new skill (and reinforcing the new insight), eventually we’ll develop new habits that will become second nature.

Your primary work as a leader is to develop your own capacity to lead your people through the transformation necessary to face the challenges of a changing world.



The pattern that we will use in these books will be the same. We will start with a case study adapted from real-life leadership challenges.4 After the case study (and throughout the book) we will pause and engage in some reflective exercises that are very similar to the kinds of coaching conversations that my team and I have with leaders all over the world.

These are called “balcony sessions.”5

While the “dance floor” is where the action is, the “balcony” is where leaders try to get some larger perspective amid the swirl of the challenges in front of them, decisions foisted on them, opinions and desires of everyone around them, and even their own conflicting internal feelings.6 Good leaders learn how to toggle back and forth between “listening on the dance floor” and “looking from the balcony” and begin to see a different way of approaching a new challenge.

[image: A diagram shows the overall structure of the books in this series. ]

A diagram shows a bubble in the upper right explaining that each book will begin with a case study; an arrow then points to a second bubble that explains how the case study leads to a balcony session where readers will look and listen; a third arrow points to a final bubble that explains how the reader will then move to a reflective exercise designed to disrupt old mindsets and encourage a new mindset. 


After the first balcony session, we will proceed through a reflective-practice learning process:


	1. Disrupting an old mindset (which leads to)


	2. Practicing a new skillset (which leads to)


	3. Embodying an adaptive reset (a new habit for adaptive leadership)




The Practicing Change books—and the process that they teach us—are the ultimate survival guide for leaders in chaos. Together we unlearn bad habits, master adaptive skills, and embrace a leadership style that offers genuine change and transformation—to our people and ourselves.






[image: Introduction: Jerks & Control Freaks]


When the going gets tough . . . most leaders freak out.

We don’t want to think it is so. We love the idea that if we are called on to call the shots, we will rise to the occasion and lead our teams through any challenge with creativity, poise, and patience. But mostly, the very same altruistic, visionary, compassionate, inspiring people we aspire to be become—when under fire—little Caesars determined to get our way.

Writing on research from the 1980s that defined what has been called “threat-rigidity” response, Columbia Business School professor Rita McGrath explains that the very experience of being “under threat” or even just being criticized or questioned tends to bring the worst out in most leaders. We “narrow [our] focus of attention, fall back on habits from the past, and simplify in a way that doesn’t take account of the true challenge.”1

[image: Ink sketch of an organization's leader lying on the ground and throwing a temper tantrum.]

Four cartoonish-looking people are standing around, looking down at a leader lying on the ground as he kicks his feet in the air while throwing a tantrum. One of the people asks, “What happened?” Another person responds, “The going got tough!”


In another book in this series, we took up the tendency for leaders to “fall back on habits from the past,”2 but for McGrath, the real problem with the threat-rigidity response is that when threatened, leaders become jerks.3 We not only double-down on what we believe worked in the past, but we insist on it and use our authority to get others to fall into line. We become control freaks making rigid demands and passing new policies (like ordering everyone back to the office after they have become accustomed to remote and hybrid work) that are mostly about feeling in control.

[image: Ink sketch of two elephants stacked on top of a ball. A man is balancing on a chair at the very top.]

An ink sketch shows a man juggling three balls as he balances very precariously on a couple of chairs that are stacked on top of two elephants. The elephants themselves are stacked on top of a big ball at the bottom. The ball says “Org,” the first elephant says “Change,” the second elephant says “Resistance,” and the man on the chairs at the top is saying, “What could go wrong?” 


Even more challenging, in situations that call for adaptive leadership—that is, situations where, by definition, leaders are out of control, where there are no best practices, where we will have to learn as we go, where we will have to let go of many of the strategies of the past, where we will have to experiment our way forward—it is normal for leaders to face resistance from our followers, and this makes our sense of feeling out of control even worse. At the very moment when we are trying to lead a new initiative, we get resistance from and even are sabotaged by our own people. And most of the time we have no idea how to respond to it—which just reinforces the cycle of feeling out of control, trying to control others, and getting more resistance from those who don’t want to be controlled.

Sigh. No wonder there are times when we just want to either give up or fire everyone and start with a new team.

At the same time, organizational resistance is not a reliable indicator of whether a new idea has merit. The new idea that we are trying to get our team to embrace may or may not be a good one—it is far too early to tell. But there will be resistance anyway!

Resistance is like water surrounding a fish. It is present all the time. And any time a leader brings new ideas or plans to an organization, resistance and sabotage is to be expected. It’s “part and parcel” of the leadership process as Edwin Friedman has written.

Resistance . . . is more than a reaction to novelty; it is part and parcel of the systemic process of leadership. Sabotage is not merely something to be avoided or wished away; instead, it comes with the territory of leading, whether the “territory” is a family or an organization. And a leader’s capacity to recognize sabotage for what it is—that is, a systemic phenomenon connected to the shifting balances in the emotional processes of a relationship system and not to the institution’s specific issues, makeup, or goals—is the key to the kingdom.4


Once leaders are able to take hold of this “key” and understand that resistance to a new idea, plan, or project is a normal response to the change in the emotional balance in the group, healthy leaders can then adjust their own responses to keep the change process progressing. But for well-spoken, visionary leaders who are skilled at moving an organization forward through charisma, power, or sheer will, this insight is itself disruptive. It may require a much deeper process of personal formation to develop the tempered resilience to lead in the face of the resistance of your own people.5 At the very least, the old mindset and connected skill set for getting your group to go along with the change have to be set aside, and a new way of leading must emerge.

[image: Ink sketch of two tennis players playing on the court. One racket says “Change” and the other says “Resistance.”]

This new way of leading is a capacity and set of skills that begins in a leader’s own self-awareness (like how insecure I become when I feel out of control!) and comes to fruition in an organization being transformed to come together and take on the challenges of a changing environment. To learn this new way of leading, we’ll take some instruction from a group of Mennonites, some jujitsu masters, and a hostage negotiator.

Let’s start with a small business owner with a new idea.
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