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What People Are Saying About


Oh SHI(F)T! Now What?


This book is an essential guide for Managers and Leaders navigating the complexities of hybrid work. The book is full of interesting case studies and notable examples from many leading organizations. The book outlines the key skills that Managers and Leaders need to be building; and the shifts required in their Leadership style — to be successful in this new world of AI. I particularly enjoyed the section on Building a Digital Culture, with key call-outs on collaboration/over-collaborating, building trust, aligning to a sense of purpose and fostering inclusivity, and the implications for the leaders of hybrid. I thought the chapters on navigating boundaries and nurturing skills for a fulfilling life were of particular interest.


Brent Cairns, Talent Strategist and HR Business Partner, Accenture


Oh SHIFT! Now What? Navigating the Age of AI, a Guide to Unleashing Your Leadership Potential is a stimulating read and strikes the perfect balance between being ‘content rich’ and being ‘powerfully practical.’ The business examples and quoted research are relevant to everyday team discussions as well as strategic meetings for Boards of Directors. The book recognizes the profound impact of digital disruption and emphasizes the need for adaptive leadership, which is essential in order to enable leaders to navigate the complexities and uncertainties of this digital age with both agility and resilience. Continuous learning and psychological safety within organizations are also emphasized — both hugely necessary to drive innovation and stay relevant in the rapidly evolving and somewhat confusing digital landscape.


Joni Peddie, CEO, Resilient People




The book Oh SHI(F)T! Now What? Navigating the Age of AI, a Guide to Unleashing Your Leadership Potential provides a comprehensive and insightful look into the challenges and opportunities that leaders face in the age of AI. Whilst this book is aimed at new and mid-level managers, I believe that the content is relevant to even the most experienced managers. The world of AI is moving at such velocity it takes hours of effort daily to keep my mental model of it all up to par. Oh SHI(F)T! has really helped me to prepare myself and my team with the right mindsets, strategies and skills to embrace and flourish as we see AI exponentially improving and playing an ever-larger role in the world. Often where I need the most help is dealing with challenges of trust, values mismatches, and making sure I’m staying within healthy boundaries. Managing myself and my team to positive mental states is an amazingly powerful lever as internal health reflects outwards to strong team results. Oh SHI(F)T! covers these topics and provides insightful and practical direction which is immensely useful. I’m excited to say that much of Oh SHI(F)T! will be making its way into our culture and way of work.


Jason Suttie, Technical Director, Devson Software


This timely book is gold for pragmatic leaders who have embraced the realities of what the AI and hybrid revolutions have already brought and will bring — that the time to start preparing and strategizing is now and never-ending, that their personal preparedness is the base from which they will, and will lead others to, triumph in whatever the AI revolution brings. The case studies offer priceless food for thought.


Sue Tomat, Director, GumLeafGreen
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To Sue de Waal, whose unwavering support and visionary insight helped make this book possible. Her indispensable role in conceptualizing and realizing this project cannot be overstated. Sue is an extraordinary woman, forging her own path and blazing a trail for others to follow.


To Eaton, Ronan, Rhys, and Reilley: With you by my side everything is possible.


To Pauline: I am because you are.


To the leaders reading this book: Being the bridge between your team and the organization, tasked with driving change while experiencing it yourself, is undeniably challenging. This book is dedicated to easing your burden. As we advance into the age of AI, I encourage you to nurture and cherish the qualities that make you human.











Throughout the centuries there were men who took first steps, down new roads, armed with nothing but their own vision.


Ayn Rand









Preface


The Birth of Oh SHI(F)T! Now What?


The idea for this book emerged from our shared experiences and the realization that we are at a pivotal moment in history. As AI advancements accelerate, many of us experience a sense of urgency, a flight-fight-or-freeze response in keeping pace with the rapid changes.


Welcome to the digital age, a landscape teeming with possibilities and challenges redefining leadership’s very essence.


The title Oh SHI(F)T! encapsulates this collective experience — acknowledging the significant shift we all feel.


For those not on the forefront of AI, it can be challenging to know where to focus. This book aims to move us through this uncertainty and inertia, guiding us to accept the imperative of transformation and reshaping and redefining our leadership practices.


Embark on a transformative journey with us as we unravel the profound impact of the age of AI and how we can use the three pillars — Collaboration, Communication, and Community — to succeed in today’s ever-evolving leadership terrain. We will provide valuable insights into adapting your leadership for hybrid and remote teams. We will also provide essential tools for self-awareness and development, empowering you to thrive and lead in the unfolding digital landscape.


Let’s shape the future together — today.











Foreword


This book provides a convincing guide that empowers readers to harness their leadership potential in an era dominated by artificial intelligence (AI) and digitization. Authored by Kerryn Kohl and her team, the book provides invaluable insights and practical strategies for adapting to the rapidly changing landscape of modern-day leadership. Moreover, the book gives a detailed analysis of the challenges and opportunities that abound in the AI age for leaders and their organizations, and informs the readers how to build a digital culture, future, and a community of employees who would be adaptive, technologically skilled, and digitally literate. As a leader and manager in a fast-growing and digitally enhanced organization, the content of the book resonates quite well with the leadership toolkit required to embrace change and adopt a growth mindset to thrive in the age of AI. In general, Oh SHI(F)T! Now What? Navigating the Age of AI is a must-read for anyone seeking to succeed as a leader in today’s fast-paced and technology-driven world. It offers practical guidance, stimulating insights, and a roadmap for unleashing leadership capabilities in the age of AI and digitization.


Dr Oluwakemi Adebayo, Academic Manager, STADIO Higher Education
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Introduction


As we stand at the cusp of the digital age, leaders face a dynamic and ever-evolving landscape filled with challenges and opportunities. Successfully navigating this terrain requires a profound understanding of these obstacles and the ability to harness the potential for growth and triumph. Leaders can adapt and thrive by embracing constant change, leveraging digital transformation, addressing cybersecurity threats, ensuring responsible data management, fostering a vibrant digital culture, and capitalizing on technological advancements.


This book explores the multifaceted challenges and opportunities leaders encounter in the digital revolution. By understanding the challenges of constant change, leaders can cultivate agility and resilience within their organizations, navigate uncertainty, and make informed decisions. Embracing emerging technologies, challenging traditional norms, and effectively communicating with stakeholders are essential strategies for driving organizational change.


Fostering a vibrant digital culture is crucial for organizational success. Leaders must proactively address cybersecurity risks, protect sensitive information, and maintain data integrity and privacy. Implementing robust data governance practices and ethically utilizing data builds trust with employees and customers. Harnessing technological innovations such as artificial intelligence, the Internet of Things, and data analytics can enhance organizational profitability, optimize operations, drive innovation, and ultimately enhance customer engagement.


As we shift our ways of working, leaders must take the time to pause, reconsider their boundaries and core beliefs, and reimagine a workplace of the future that works for their teams, themselves, and their organization.




The journey of AI transformation demands adaptive leadership, collaboration, continuous learning, and self-awareness. Leaders can thrive in the unfolding digital landscape by adapting leadership styles for hybrid and remote teams and utilizing essential tools for self-awareness and development. Embracing these principles empowers leaders to lead with vision and agility.


Throughout this book, we provide invaluable insights, strategies, and real-world examples to equip leaders with the knowledge and tools needed to navigate the complexities of the digital age. Leaders can rise above obstacles and emerge as true digital champions by embracing the digital revolution, harnessing its transformative power, and leading with vision and agility.


As we all embark on this journey of transformation at both personal and professional levels, may we do so with purpose and integrity, never forgetting what makes humankind so special. With collaboration, communication, and community as our guiding pillars, we can navigate the relentless currents of change and lead our organizations to unprecedented heights. Let us confidently embrace the journey ahead, knowing that together, we can overcome challenges and seize the vast opportunities the digital age presents.









Part 1


Challenges and Opportunities


The age of AI (artificial intelligence) has brought forth a dynamic and ever-evolving landscape that presents both challenges and opportunities for leaders. To navigate this complex terrain successfully, leaders must possess a profound understanding of the obstacles that lie ahead and the capability to seize the potential for growth and triumph. By embracing constant change, harnessing the power of AI transformation, addressing the escalating cybersecurity threats, ensuring responsible data management, fostering a vibrant digital culture, and capitalizing on the vast opportunities that technology offers, leaders can not only adapt but thrive in the digital age.


We will be delving into the multifaceted challenges that leaders face and the opportunities that lie within their grasp as they navigate the uncharted territories of the AI revolution. Each of these critical areas will be explored in depth, providing valuable insights, strategies, and real-world examples that equip leaders with the knowledge and tools needed to flourish amid the sea of change.


By understanding the challenges facing us in this new age leaders can cultivate agility and resilience within their organizations, allowing them to navigate uncertainty and make more informed decisions. AI transformation highlights the need for leaders to understand and embrace emerging technologies, challenge traditional norms, and effectively communicate with stakeholders through hybrid mediums to drive organizational change.


The point on cybersecurity emphasizes the importance of proactively addressing cybersecurity risks, protecting sensitive information, and maintaining data integrity and privacy. In the realm of data management and privacy, leaders learn the significance of adhering to complex regulations, implementing robust data governance practices, and ethically utilizing data to build trust with customers.


Our investigation into the opportunities that technology presents reveals the transformative impact of harnessing technological innovations. By leveraging advancements in technological evolution such as artificial intelligence, the Internet of Things, and data analytics, leaders can enhance customer engagement, optimize operations, and drive innovation within their organizations.


Armed with this comprehensive understanding of the challenges and opportunities in the digital age, leaders are poised to chart a path toward success. The insights, strategies, and real-world examples shared in Part 1 will serve as invaluable resources, equipping leaders with the knowledge and tools they need to navigate the complexities of the digital landscape and achieve sustainable growth and excellence in their organizations.


As we move forward, let us embrace the AI revolution, harness its transformative power, and lead with vision and agility. The journey ahead may be challenging, but with the right mindset, skills, and strategies, leaders can rise above the obstacles and emerge as true digital champions in the ever-evolving age of AI.









Chapter 1


A Shift toward Adaptive Leadership


Introduction


A defining characteristic of successful leaders is the ability to manage constant change. One of the primary drivers of continuous change in the age of AI is technological advancements. We have entered an era of relentless change where technological advancements disrupt industries at an unprecedented pace. As a leader, adapting to these rapid shifts is crucial. Embracing emerging technologies and harnessing their innovation potential becomes paramount. Leaders who can harness the potential of these technologies and adapt their organizations accordingly are poised for success (Kane et al., 2021).


In adapting to this whirlwind of change, leaders must maintain a sense of clarity, agility, and resilience. They must navigate uncertainty and make informed decisions amid ambiguity. In addition, establishing and nurturing a continuous learning culture is paramount to successfully driving organizational change. Leaders need to understand the importance of continued training and development instead of once-off courses or programs to see and realize the potential in their workforce. Encouraging employees to stay updated on industry trends, offering opportunities for upskilling and reskilling, and cultivating a growth mindset are vital elements in effectively tackling the challenges of change in the age of AI.


The Rise of Adaptive Leadership


Adopting an adaptive leadership style is essential for managing this rate of change in the age of AI. This collaborative leadership style enables leaders to empower their teams, promote a culture of continuous improvement, and respond more rapidly to market dynamics than they can with more traditional approaches (Michaels, 2023).


Author Nick Obolensky asserts that the only way for organizations to deal effectively with the increasing complexities of our world is to decrease our reliance on traditional leadership practices, which concentrate power in the hands of the few, and embrace an adaptive approach. Essentially, it is the democratization of power, placing it in the hands of those doing the work. Adaptive leadership matches current organizational challenges, where solutions need to be discovered collectively by the team. It requires a leader adept at building trust, a sense of community, and equal accountability for creating solutions within their team (Obolensky, 2014).


Principles of Adaptive Leadership


Adaptive leadership, as described by Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky (2009), emphasizes the importance of engaging people throughout the organization in the process of change. Unlike traditional leadership approaches that focus on maintaining stability and control, adaptive leadership emphasizes flexibility, continuous learning, and the ability to respond to unforeseen changes. Adaptive leadership is a modern approach to dealing with complex challenges and rapid changes. The following principles underpin this leadership style:




	
Perspective: This principle involves stepping back from the immediate situation to gain a broader perspective. It allows leaders to observe patterns and dynamics without getting caught up in the chaos of the moment (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002).


	
Challenge: Adaptive leadership distinguishes between technical problems (with clear solutions) and adaptive challenges (requiring new learning and solutions). Leaders must identify and focus on these adaptive challenges, which need innovative solutions (Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky, 2009).


	
Regulation: Change can create anxiety and resistance. Leaders need to manage the stress level within the organization, keeping it within a productive range. To regulate these emotions, adaptive leaders provide direction, protection, orientation, conflict management, and norm shaping (Heifetz & Laurie, 1997).


	
Attention: Leaders must ensure the organization remains focused on the imperative issues. To maintain this focus, the adaptive leader must encourage diverse viewpoints, foster open communication, and keep the team engaged with the core challenges (Northouse, 2018).


	
Democratization: Adaptive leaders empower their team members to take responsibility for solving problems. They encourage initiative, foster a sense of ownership, and build the capacity for collective problem-solving (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002).


	
Voice: Leaders should create an inclusive, psychologically safe environment for all levels to exercise their voice. They must value and protect those who raise uncomfortable truths or challenge the status quo (Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky, 2009).





Let us shift our focus to the characteristics of an adaptive leader. The following use case scenarios best demonstrate these characteristics.


Use Case Scenario: Embracing Change in a Retail Organization


Company: XYZ Retail is a traditional brick-and-mortar retail chain with multiple stores.




Challenge: The retail industry is rapidly shifting toward e-commerce and digital channels. XYZ Retail recognizes the need to adapt to this changing landscape to remain competitive.


The Adaptive Leader: Leader X, CEO of XYZ Retail, displays the following characteristics:






	
Adaptability and Agility: Leader X understands the dynamic digital landscape. Leader X embraces change and encourages their team to be agile. Rather than rigidly adhering to a fixed plan, Leader X adjusts strategies based on market shifts, customer feedback, and emerging technologies.


	
Vision and Strategic Thinking: Leader X develops a clear vision for XYZ Retail’s digital transformation. They envision a seamless omnichannel customer experience, integrating physical stores with online platforms. Their strategic thinking guides the organization toward this vision.


	
Digital Literacy: Leader X may not be a coder, but they understand digital concepts. They know the importance of e-commerce, data analytics, and user experience, and collaborate with experts to make informed decisions.


	
Customer-Centric Approach: Leader X prioritizes customer needs and invests in understanding customer behavior through data analytics. This information informs product recommendations, personalized marketing, and targeted promotions.


	
Empowering Employees: Leader X recognizes that successful digital transformation requires an empowered workforce. To this end, Leader X organizes training sessions, workshops, and mentorship programs. Employees learn about e-commerce platforms, data analytics tools, and digital marketing.


	
Communication and Collaboration: Leader X clearly communicates the digital vision to all employees and fosters collaboration across IT, marketing, and operations departments to ensure alignment. Regular ‘town hall’ meetings and open-door policies encourage dialogue.


	
Risk-Taking and Experimentation: Leader X encourages experimentation and creates a safe space for employees to propose innovative ideas. They see failures as learning opportunities and celebrate successes.


	
Continuous Learning Culture: Leader X instills a culture of continuous learning. It promotes online courses, industry webinars, and knowledge-sharing sessions, and employees stay updated on digital trends and technologies.


	
Data-Driven Decision-Making: Leader X leverages data analytics to make informed choices. They track website metrics, customer engagement, and conversion rates. Data guides product assortment, pricing, and inventory management.


	
Resilience and Persistence: Leader X faces challenges, such as technological glitches, resistance to change, and market disruptions. Their resilience keeps the transformation journey on track, and Leader X persists, knowing that digital transformation is an ongoing process.





Leader X exemplifies the characteristics leaders need in today’s digital age: adaptability, vision, digital literacy, customer focus, empowerment, collaboration, risk-taking, continuous learning, data-driven decision-making, and resilience. Their leadership ensures that XYZ Retail thrives in the ever-evolving retail landscape (Schrage, Pring, Kiron, & Dickerson, 2021).


Let us now look at a real-life example of an adaptive leader and how they put these characteristics into practice.




Jeff Bezos: Although recognized primarily as a transformational leader, Jeff Bezos exhibits many traits of an adaptive leader. Here are some ways in which Bezos demonstrates adaptive leadership qualities:




	
Embracing Change: Bezos has consistently navigated Amazon through changing market conditions and technological advancements. His ability to pivot and adapt Amazon’s strategies to new realities has been critical to the company’s success.


	
Empowering Teams: Bezos empowers his teams by decentralizing decision-making and fostering a culture of autonomy and ownership. This approach aligns with the principles of adaptive leadership, where those closest to the work have the authority to make decisions.


	
Learning and Innovation: Bezos encourages a culture of experimentation and learning. He views failures as opportunities to learn and innovate, a core aspect of adaptive leadership. Amazon’s willingness to try new things and learn from its mistakes has led to numerous successful innovations.


	
Customer Focus: By relentlessly focusing on customer needs, Bezos ensures that Amazon adapts to changing consumer preferences and stays ahead of competitors. This customer-centric approach requires continuous adaptation and responsiveness.


	
Long-Term Orientation: Bezos’s focus on long-term growth and sustainability over short-term gains reflects an adaptive mindset. He prepares Amazon to adapt and thrive in the future by investing in emerging technologies and new business models.





While Bezos may not be the quintessential example of an adaptive leader in the traditional sense described by Heifetz, his leadership at Amazon embodies many adaptive principles, particularly his approach to change, innovation, and empowerment (Stone, 2014). The question now is how leaders can adapt and transition to an adaptive style.


Steps to Developing an Adaptive Leadership Style


On the path to developing their adaptive leadership style, leaders must assess their ability to instill genuine trust among those they lead and within themselves. Today’s leaders must define their purpose beyond merely supervising their teams to deeply connecting and communing with them, shifting their approach from ‘check-up’ to ‘check-in’ (Northouse, 2018).


Building this type of connection with their team requires superb communication skills crucial to building trust and connection. Leaders must strive to understand their team members’ needs and circumstances, clearly communicate expected outcomes, and determine the most effective communication methods for different individuals. Leaders should also transition to a more supportive, collaborative role, ensuring that each team member has a voice.


They should actively encourage team members to express their needs and participate in problem-solving (Goleman, 1995). Here are ten steps that leaders can take to navigate their journey toward adaptive leadership.


Ten steps to adaptive leadership:








	
Embrace Change: As an adaptive leader, focus on developing capabilities in leading organizations and people through the change journey, regardless of whether the change is initiated within the organization or imposed externally. Develop a proficient understanding of the change process and the various tools and techniques that can be employed to manage it (Kotter, 1996).


	
Address Resistance to Change: Managing constant change is challenging, even for the adaptive leader. Resistance to change is a common barrier that leaders must learn to manage in this new age. Research conducted by Prosci, a renowned change management research and consulting firm, sheds light on the factors driving resistance to change. Their findings emphasize that resistance often stems from fear, uncertainty, and a lack of awareness regarding the benefits of change (Prosci, 2022). Resistance to change is poised to become the most significant barrier that organizations will face on their journey of AI transformation. Getting their people to adopt and adapt to these new technologies is at the top of leaders’ minds as we move into a continuous change cycle of adoption–adaptation–abandonment, trying to keep in sync with new technology releases. To address this challenge, adaptive leaders must take the following actions:


	
Communicate Upfront: Leaders should articulate the rationale behind the change, emphasizing its positive impact on the organization, and take the time to listen to their people’s fears and concerns. Transparent communication, centered on actions and decisions to address these concerns, helps alleviate anxiety and uncertainty.


	
Create Community: Engage people in the transformation process from the beginning or as early as possible. Recognize that the journey of AI transformation is new for everyone and lacks established guidelines. Early involvement of employees and stakeholders promotes ownership and reduces resistance. Leaders should establish formal structures such as communities of practice, innovation hubs, and interest groups to actively drive engagement, gather input, share knowledge, address concerns, and cultivate a shared sense of purpose.


	
Engineer the Environment: Leaders are crucial in creating a supportive and productive psychosocial environment. By providing resources, training, and emotional support, they help employees navigate transitions. Leaders must go beyond merely offering learning platforms; they need to foster a supportive environment that encourages continuous team learning and adaptability within the flow of work. Building this environment involves engineering learning opportunities and allocating focused time for development. Innovative organizations like Google and Microsoft recognize the importance of continuous learning and have implemented initiatives such as designated learning time and bespoke content to encourage employees to explore new technologies, acquire new skills, and remain relevant.


	
Focus on People and Processes: Adaptive leaders focus on the people and processes affected by change. They understand the impact of the change and manage the change journey, paying careful attention to managing their people and leading them through the transformation. Leaders should take a moment here to reflect on how new work methodologies could disproportionately impact diverse groups within their organization. They should formulate comprehensive policies to support these individuals and foster their continuous career advancement.


	
Emotional Intelligence: Adaptive leaders deal with individuals’ beliefs, values, talents, hopes, and dreams. Their ability to employ a high level of emotional intelligence is critical to getting this right. Emotional intelligence and resilience can be cultivated and developed. Learning how to better deal with their own and others’ emotions is a personal choice to strengthen their general well-being (Goleman, 1995).


	
Continuous Learning and Development: Adaptive leadership is a dynamic, iterative process of sensing, acting, learning, and constant development for the leader and each team member (Senge, 2006). Learning is a core tenet of the digital age; thus, we have dedicated an entire chapter to understanding continuous learning and development.


	
Collaborative Decision-Making: Adaptive leaders tap into everyone’s beliefs and ideas when making decisions. This approach also helps people evolve their beliefs in the face of each new challenge and opportunity, helping them to overcome their resistance to change. Resistance to change often comes from a hidden, subconscious goal that goes against what is committed to openly.


	
Develop New Mindsets and Capabilities: More than any other factor, the key to a successful transformation is for leaders, particularly senior leaders, to develop new mindsets and capabilities and be open to sharing these (Keller & Price, 2011).





Wisdom from the Field: “Companies should urgently assess the degree to which new ways of working could be disproportionately affecting the women in the organization, and if necessary, draft clear policies to support these women and nurture their ongoing career progress.” Advaita Naidoo




As leaders and teams more vividly envision and engage with their desired future, outdated assumptions that hinder organizational progress begin to fade. To facilitate this, leaders can incorporate experiential learning journeys to explore potential futures, foster a forward-thinking mindset, and promote cross-team learning. Discussions should not only revolve around the future but also aim to increase awareness of existing patterns. Leaders and teams often react defensively when employees point out patterns causing organizational stagnation. Facilitating dialogues about both the aspirational and the obstructive aspects of the present enables informed decisions about which changes are needed to strengthen and support transformation. Embarking on the path to adaptive leadership is an enduring endeavor that necessitates perpetual learning, evolution, and expansion. It is not a mandate that a leader can enforce but a process that thrives on a bedrock of trust, open communication, and robust interpersonal connections (Heifetz et al., 2009).


Now that we have a better understanding of adaptive leadership, let us now explore how it can be applied in different contexts.


Adaptive Leadership in Different Contexts


Scenario 1: Technology Startup


Context: Imagine a fledgling technology startup aiming to disrupt the e-commerce industry with a novel mobile app for personalized shopping recommendations.


Challenges:




	Rapid Change: The startup operates in a dynamic environment where consumer preferences, technology trends, and market conditions evolve rapidly.


	Resource Constraints: A limited budget, small team, and tight deadlines pose challenges.


	Innovation Pressure: The startup needs to innovate continuously and pivot based on user feedback.







Adaptive leadership approach:




	
Shared Beliefs: The startup’s leaders engage the entire team in shaping the company’s vision. They encourage open dialogue, actively listen to diverse perspectives, and foster a culture of experimentation.


	
Evolution of Beliefs: As the startup faces new challenges (e.g. changing user behavior, emerging competitors), leaders facilitate discussions to evolve shared beliefs. They encourage learning from failures and adapt strategies accordingly.


	
Embrace Technology: Adaptive leaders leverage emerging technologies (e.g. AI, data analytics) to enhance decision-making, automate processes, and personalize user experiences.


	
Agile Decision-Making: Leaders involve the team in adaptive problem-solving rather than imposing top-down decisions. They make decisions collaboratively, considering both short-term survival and long-term growth.





Example: Adaptive leadership in action: When user engagement drops, the startup’s adaptive leaders gather insights from data analytics, involve the team in brainstorming, and pivot the app’s features to align with changing user needs.


Scenario 2: Legacy Organization


Context: Consider a well-established manufacturing company that has been in operation for decades. It faces challenges due to market shifts, technological advancements, and changing customer expectations.




Challenges:




	Resistance to Change: Employees can resist new ways of working because they are familiar with and used to the traditional processes.


	Bureaucracy: Hierarchical structures and rigid decision-making hinder agility.


	Legacy Systems: Outdated technology and legacy systems impede innovation.





Adaptive leadership approach:




	
Unfreezing Beliefs: Adaptive leaders recognize the need for change and challenge existing beliefs. They communicate the urgency of adaptation and create a sense of shared purpose.


	
Building Trust: Leaders foster trust by involving employees at all levels. They listen to concerns, address fears, and emphasize the collective goal of organizational survival.


	
Incremental Adaptation: Adaptive leaders introduce changes incrementally rather than radical shifts. They pilot new processes, encourage experimentation, and celebrate small wins.


	
Empowering Middle Managers: Adaptive leaders empower middle managers to act as change agents. They give them the autonomy to experiment, learn, and adapt within their teams.





Example: Adaptive leadership in action: The legacy organization aims to digitize its supply chain. Adaptive leaders collaborate with middle managers to identify bottlenecks, gradually introduce digital tools, and train employees. They celebrate successful transitions to build momentum.




Adaptive leadership emphasizes collaboration, continuous learning, and responsiveness to external forces in both scenarios. It is about leading without authority, fostering trust, and evolving shared beliefs to navigate complexity and uncertainty (Northouse, 2018).


A significant amount of research supports the notion that an adaptive leadership style is the best to adopt. In the section below, we examine a few noteworthy studies.


Research and Examples


Research has consistently highlighted the impact of agile and adaptive leadership on organizational success. Here are some relevant studies that highlight the positive effects of adaptive leadership on employee creativity and organizational performance:




	
“An Empirical Study on Changing Leadership in Agile Teams”: This study, published in the Journal of Business Research, explores leadership in agile teams. It focuses on the role of the Scrum Master in empowering teams to work in an agile manner. The findings suggest that a supportive internal team climate and a leadership gap facilitate the transfer of leadership roles from the Scrum Master to the Development Team as the team matures (Spiegler, Heinecke, & Wagner, 2021).


	
“Agile Leadership and Perceived Career Success”: This research investigates the impact of agile leadership behaviors on career success. The study reveals that agile leadership positively influences career success and is mediated by job embeddedness (Keller & Price, 2011).


	A McKinsey article titled “Transformation Starts with Agile Leadership” emphasizes that leadership and how leadership shapes culture are the most significant barriers to — and the biggest enablers of — successful agile transformations. The article also discusses the characteristics of traditional and agile organizations and the new sets of capabilities leaders need for agile transformations (McKinsey, 2023).


	A study titled “The Effect of Inclusive Team, Agile Leadership, and Organizational Agility on Organizational Performance” aimed to see how inclusive teams, agile leadership, and organizational agility affect organizational performance (Susanto, Wiguna, & Tukiran, 2023).


	A case study on Sony highlights how their ‘One Sony’ approach accelerates decision-making and reduces complexity within the Sony Group, enabling greater innovation and helping them regain market share. They now focus on adapting their leadership style to provide a robust and motivating vision and invest in initiatives to align their people toward achieving it (MBA Knowledge Base, 2024).





These examples demonstrate the positive impact of adaptive leadership on various aspects of organizational performance, including productivity, responsiveness, quality, workflow health, employee satisfaction, and engagement.


The age of AI calls for leaders to envision a new approach to successful leadership that is both relevant and forward-thinking, particularly in leading high-performing teams in a virtual environment. This new approach necessitates introspection and reflection on their roles in a future where team members may work remotely or asynchronously. The question is: How can they cultivate trust, connectivity, and productivity from a distance? As we change our work methods to suit the demands of a hybrid workforce and to contend with the dynamics driven by the AI age, leaders must take the opportunity to pause, reevaluate their boundaries and fundamental beliefs, and envision a future workplace that benefits their teams, themselves, and the organization (Kane et al., 2021).


Wisdom from the Field: “Leaders must confront established wisdoms with a beginner’s mind. They need to become the curators of seriously playful, exploratory climates, as these climates may be our most fruitful chance of building positive and prosperous bridges into the future.” Gaylin Jee


Reflection Point


Here are five introspective questions that can help leaders develop an adaptive leadership style:


How do I respond to unexpected organizational changes or challenges?




	Reflect on your typical reaction to unforeseen changes. Do you approach them flexibly and openly, or are you resistant and seeking stability? Understanding your natural response can help you identify areas where you must cultivate more adaptability.





Am I creating an environment where diverse viewpoints are encouraged and valued?




	Consider how you foster an inclusive atmosphere where team members feel safe to share their ideas and perspectives, especially when they differ from the status quo. Adaptive leadership thrives on diverse input and collaborative problem-solving.







How do I balance providing direction with empowering my team to take ownership of their work?




	Reflect on your leadership approach regarding delegation and empowerment. Do you give your team the autonomy to make decisions and solve problems, or do you tend to micromanage? Adaptive leaders know when to step back and let their team members lead.





Am I committed to continuous learning and development for myself and my team?




	Evaluate your dedication to ongoing learning. Are you actively seeking out new knowledge and skills? Do you encourage and provide opportunities for your team to do the same? Adaptive leaders prioritize growth and development to stay relevant and effective.





How do I handle resistance to change within my team or organization?




	Think about your strategies for managing resistance. Do you address fears and uncertainties openly? Are you transparent about the reasons for change and the benefits it can bring? Effective adaptive leaders manage resistance by communicating clearly and involving stakeholders in the process.
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