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      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.


      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.


      

        [image: Ink sketch of a bearded Marty Linsky in a baseball cap. ]


      


      He has given us a gift. I am already a beneficiary.
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      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      First, we will learn to see the out-of-date habits that have been cultivated through our successes.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: Diagram shows the three-part structure employed by this book series.]


        

          Three bubble-like images show the structure of this book: first, a case study is presented that is adapted from real-life leadership challenges; second, we participate in a balcony session where we look and listen; third, we move to a reflective exercise designed to disrupt old mindsets, practice a new skillset, and finally adapt 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.
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      There is no transformation without trust. Period. End of sentence.


      That axiom is as bedrock and foundational to leading as it can be.


      If you are a leader reading this book, I encourage you to pause here and internalize this truth before you read anything else. If nothing else, taking this truth seriously is critical because of the number of scandals of untrustworthy leaders and what it has done in our culture—even in the church.


      If you are reading this book because you have been entrusted with the calling to bring about good, healthy, missional change, you should pause even a bit longer and be as honest as possible with yourself about what kind of trust it is going to take to accomplish your leadership vision:


      

        	

          ➜ The need for you to be diligent about your character


        


        	

          ➜ The obligation for you to be consistent in your integrity


        


        	

          ➜ The candor, courage, and empathy to walk with a group through the disruption of change


        


        	

          ➜ The absolute necessity for you to be honest about your shortcomings (because they will be exposed!)


        


      


      Leaders don’t have to be perfect, but they do have to be trustworthy. When trust ebbs, leading people to accomplish any mission is almost impossible. If leaders are not trusted, no one will follow them anywhere.


      

        [image: Diagram shows the correlation between the trust of a leader and transformation effectiveness.]


        

          A diagram plots the amount of transformation effectiveness relative to leadership trust. The y-axis says  "transformation effectiveness. " The x-axis says “Trust of Leader.” Where the two lines meet there are two negative marks; where the two lines are farthest apart there are two plus marks. A bunch of dots within the diagram shows that transformation effectiveness increases as the trust of a leader increases. Conversely, transformation effectiveness decreases as the trust of a leader decreases. 


        


      


      Even more, if a leadership challenge was thrust on you because of an external disruption—a rapidly changing world, a crisis, or a radical change in the environment or context of your mission—then the anxiety caused by the unknown requires that trust to be even greater, because the unknown and unfamiliar requires deep personal transformation. Transformation is the crux of all leadership challenges.


      

        

          When trust is gone, the transformational journey is over.


        


      


      

        LEADERSHIP AND TRANSFORMATION


        Leadership, as I define it, is energizing a community of people toward their own transformation so that they can accomplish a shared mission.1 And that transformation cannot begin until the level of trust is high enough for the group to even consider what it will cost to be transformed.


        Adaptive change requires leaders to face the challenges of a changing world or disrupted environment with hard decisions around core values, with hard questions about what we need to learn (and unlearn!), and with hard truths about the necessity of our own transformation. Adaptive change requires leaders to become what they are not yet already.


        Transformation is what makes adaptive leadership adaptive.


        

          

            Transformation is the crux of all leadership challenges.


          


        


        Adaptive leadership inspires and equips people to see beyond their own personal goals, security, and visions of success to collaborate to bring about the change necessary for the organization to thrive in a different (and often disruptive) environment.


        Since this is not at all natural, the transformation process requires leaders to “keep the work at the center of people’s attention,” and to pace and structure the change process so there is time for the members of the organization to absorb the changes, the losses they must face, and the transformation needed.2


        Like a chef trying to slowly sauté onions so that they will become softened, browned, and flavorful without sticking or burning, the leader must continually pay attention, adjust the heat, and every now and then stir the pot to keep the process going.


        A group facing challenges requires deep transformation into the very best version of who they can possibly be.


        “Leadership is disappointing your own people at a rate they can absorb,” Marty Linsky told an interviewer when describing the challenges of adaptive leadership.3 And whenever I quote the line in a seminar or speaking engagement, it always gets a laugh and a lot of nodding heads.


        Leaders recognize themselves—and the challenges confronting them—in this statement. They understand now, if they didn’t when they took the job, that unlike being a manager who fixes problems, sorts out solutions, makes plans that align, and allocates resources (and thus make people happy!), leaders often are faced with taking people through a process of personal and organizational transformation in order to face these disruptive challenges in front of them.


        

        

          [image: Diagram shows the five steps to adaptive challenges in the workplace. ]


          

            A diagram shows that adaptive challenges (1) require learning; (2) result in facing loss; (3) reveal competing values that must be named and navigated; (4) require experimentation and failure; and (5) result in resistance that must be faced with resilience. 


          


        


        It is a process that they often resist and a reality that makes leading any group of people really hard. To be sure, when we took on a leadership challenge, we naturally assumed that there would be challenges and that some days would be hard. (“It’s the hard that makes it great!” as Tom Hanks’s gruff baseball manager character in A League of Their Own said.) But what most of us didn’t expect is how hard it would become to lead the very people who asked you to step into the leadership role. We didn’t really expect to have to face resistance and even opposition from the staff, partners, and board members who asked us to take on the challenge. We figured they would have our backs and that they were ready for the rough road ahead.


        Until we realized that they weren’t.


        The often subconscious expectation of our people was that we would make things better for them. We would “right the ship” or “trim the sails” or get us going “full steam ahead.” They may have expected that there would be some rough seas, but mostly they assumed that our leadership would make an organization (one they belong to and have invested in) a more efficient and effective version of what it already is. The hard news to deliver is that a group facing challenges requires deep transformation into the very best version of who they can possibly be—transformation that requires people to endure loss.


        Those losses are not just cosmetic but go to the level of personal and organizational identity:


        

          	

            ➜ Reevaluating legacy commitments


          


          	

            ➜ Reconsidering unspoken loyalties


          


          	

            ➜ Shifting unquestioned behaviors and attitudes


          


          	

            ➜ Especially: naming and navigating competing values


          


        


        Adaptive leadership confronts the gaps in what we say we believe and what we actually do each day. It queries people on where they need to grow and what they need to learn.


        And most painfully, adaptive leadership asks people to face what they must leave behind in order to move the organization forward into uncharted territory.


        

          [image: Ink sketch shows the gap between what organizations say they believe and what they actually do. ]


          

            An ink sketch shows a stack of letters that says  “What we do” and another stack of letters that says  “What we say.” There is a big gap between them, and a man is standing on top of the  “What we do” stack and pointing emphatically at the gap between the two stacks. Two people are standing on the ground contemplating the big gap. 


          


        


      


      

      


        CHANGE AND LOSS


        “People don’t resist change, they resist loss,” Heifetz and Linsky have taught us.4


        And this reality helps us better understand the most delicate skill required of change leaders: to utilize both empathy and courage to shape the “disappointment” of your own people . . . at a rate they can absorb, as Linsky so memorably put it. To bring about transformation without losing all trust from your people, to pace the transformation in a way that will enable you to invest the trust you have in the process, ultimately leads to your organization becoming people who can face the necessary losses and take on the challenges in front of them.


        

          

            Adaptive leadership asks people to face what they must leave behind in order to move the organization forward into uncharted territory.


          


        


        That’s what this book is about. It is about learning the skill set and developing the adaptive mindset that moves from trust to transformation. Together we will learn how . . .


        

          	

            ➜ to build a high-trust account that you can invest in transformation;


          


          	

            ➜ to work collaboratively to restore trust when your change processes have (understandably!) depleted it . . . so you can then invest again in transformation;


          


          	

            ➜ to then restore it again and invest again; and


          


          	

            ➜ to repeat.


          


        


        These steps require us to understand even more deeply the dance between trust and transformation—and how desiring to be considered a trustworthy leader can keep us from being a transformational one.


        

          [image: Ink sketch of a tombstone that says, in Latin and English, “Transformation therefore loss.”]


          

            Ink sketch of a tombstone that says, in Latin,  “Transformatio ergo damnum.” The English translation is listed below it:  "Transformation therefore loss. "
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