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Leading In (and Through) 
Complexity



What is complexity?
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Why are we in it?



Why do we struggle with it 
(organization-level)?



Why do we struggle with it 
(individual-level)?



Old models of leadership were “managerial”
• Focused on top-down

Complexity models view leadership as a 
collaborative process

• The focus is on enabling adaptability

Complexity Leadership 



Complexity Leadership 



 Adaptive Response: Enables adaptability 
into a system (a person or an organization)

Order Response: Keeps a system in 
outdated order

Adaptive v. Order Response 



The Problem of 
the Order Response

Focus on stability and old order
Pull back to equilibrium
Leads to stagnation and death
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CHAOS Law of Requisite 
Complexity:

“It takes 
complexity 

to beat 
complexity”

The Challenge of 
the Adaptive Response
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Engaging Adaptive Tension 
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Adaptive Response
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Adaptive Tension
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The Adaptive Process
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The Adaptive Process



ExecutingAligning

… implementation (looks 
different here)

Idea/adaptive 
solution starts here...

...have to flow it 
across the system

Entrepreneurial

Operational

The Adaptive Process:



Leadership View

Operational 
       System  

Adaptive 
Space

Entrepreneurial 
      System

Entrepreneurial
Leadership:

Operational 
Leadership:

Enabling
Leadership:

New Order



The key to surviving and thriving in 
complexity is:
Understanding what it is (and that it is here to 

stay) and embracing, rather than fighting, it

 In doing this, we can see complexity not as a 
threat, but as an opportunity.

Conclusion
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