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Perhaps more than ever before, leaders and managers in 
organizations are facing uncertainty, and a rapidly chang-
ing world.  The impact of globalization is accelerating. Our 
economy is in a period of turbulence that is unlikely to 
stabilize for some time. Markets, trends, technology, and 
the political environment all change rapidly and unexpect-
edly.  Thus managers in today’s organizations face new 
demands as well as new opportunities; they all seem to 
call for the capacity to “turn on a dime.”  
 
Being able to anticipate events and adapt very quickly is 
only part of the dilemma that organizations and their lead-
ers face in this age of unprecedented uncertainty.  Com-
panies must also ensure their internal stability and longev-
ity—even as they’re adjusting to the change and complex-
ity that is constantly at play in the environment.  In order 
to do this, their leaders must remain positive as well as 
consistently truthful when members of their organizations 
face changing circumstances. 
 
Change, complexity, external pressure, and uncertainty 
have become—and will remain—a constant part of organ-
izational life. We have identified three leadership skills 
beyond the usual that will contribute to the organization’s 
capacity to create the resilience and agility required to 
meet the future.  These skills are:  relying on one’s intui-
tion under uncertainty; distinguishing one’s own personal 
reactions and intuitions from the reactions of others in the 
environment; and providing an environment that is 
“containing” or “holding” for the organization, thus ensur-
ing a sense of safety even when things seem uncertain or 
ominous. 
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Leaders who have learned to trust their intuitions while at 
the same time being able to view what is happening “from 
the balcony” find these skills critical to successful naviga-
tion of their organization’s path through changing times. 
Maintaining perspective implies that a leader does not 
allow personal reactions to trigger impulsive decisions or 
actions that could have detrimental results for the organi-
zation.  Effective leaders also recognize that while their 
own intuitions can be of enormous value, the likelihood is 
high that others in their organizations also have insights 
that provide valuable sources of information.  Finding 
ways to make use of the early warning sensors that exist 
within the organization can be done by establishing safe 
processes for the organization’s members to provide their 
insights. 
 
Leaders who are successful in leading their organizations 
through change and complexity publicly acknowledge to 
their organization’s members that turbulent times sur-
round us all, and that it is okay for people to talk about 
their reactions to uncertainty and change.  People often 
“catch” the anxiety of others, and are prone to misinter-
pret it.  The difficulties experienced by individuals are of-
ten reflective of the larger systemic difficulties that virtu-
ally every organization faces.  It is important that people 
don’t misattribute negative feelings that they may be ex-
periencing as having to do with the personal defects of 
their coworkers or themselves.  In addition, when people 
feel that they can talk without fear of blame, they can 
often engage in a productive dialogue that encourages 
problem solving and the creation of new solutions.  They 
can also acknowledge the difficulties over which they have 
no control, and by so doing, reduce some of the stress 
that they experience. 
 
The question of course must be asked: what does a 
leader do with all the information that may come in if he 
or she successfully invites people to voice their concerns 
and their intuitions? First, the leader recognizes that the 
information buried in people’s “hunches” may constitute 
important sensors about what is at play in the company’s 
external environment. It is at this  point that the leader’s 
ability to maintain a calm environment that can “hold” 
people’s uneasiness—his or her ability to be calm, reliable, 
and predictable—becomes particularly critical.  
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An effective leader listens carefully and acknowledges that 
it is important to know as much as possible about what is 
occurring within the organization, and what outside influ-
ences that may be affecting the organization.  We have 
sometimes heard the opposite reactions from leaders. In 
one instance, some members of an organization ap-
proached their senior executive with concerns about peo-
ple leaving the organization.  The leader’s reaction was, 
“Don’t worry about it. The only ones who are going are 
those we want to get rid of anyway.”  Not surprisingly, 
some of the people leaving were, in fact, highly valued.  
Over time people sensed from the leader’s verbal and 
nonverbal cues that he would not appreciate seemingly 
negative information.  The flow of information slowed to a 
trickle.   
  
The message that an effective leader sends is “I’m open 
to the information you bring; I may or may not use it, but 
I want to know what you’re sensing.”  This leadership 
strategy indicates to people that it is okay for them to give 
voice to their own intuitions, and to say something about 
the difficulties and challenges they see.  When people are 
anxious and have no channel for expressing their anxiety, 
they are more likely to attribute their feelings to something 
that has nothing to do with the situation that stimulated 
them.   
 
Leaders must also “hold” the uncertainty that members of 
their organizations feel they are facing; this implies lead-
ership’s capability to take in information from others with-
out overreacting, and to acknowledge that the concern 
expressed has some valid basis.  Effective leaders send a 
consistent message that “we’ll get through this together,” 
and that if environmental difficulties become too much to 
manage, then “you’ll be the first to know.”  
  
In the hands of an effective leader, members’ intuitions can 
help set the course for successful navigation through uncer-
tainty and change in today’s fast changing world. The leader 
uses his or her intuition as well as others’ capacity to sense 
the environment, and does so while maintaining an environ-
ment in which tensions, questions, and doubts can be ex-
pressed safely.  This allows for greater insight into areas that 
may affect the organization, and helps the organization to 
“navigate through change and uncertainty” in our challenging 
world.  
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