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Dis>nguishing	
  Technical	
  Problems	
  
from	
  Adap>ve	
  Challenges	
  

“The	
   most	
   common	
   cause	
   of	
   failure	
   in	
   leadership	
   is	
  
produced	
   by	
   trea>ng	
   adap>ve	
   challenges	
   as	
   if	
   they	
  
were	
  technical	
  problems.	
  
While	
   technical	
   problems	
   may	
   be	
   very	
   difficult	
   and	
  
cri>cally	
   important,	
   they	
   have	
   a	
   known	
   solu>on	
   that	
  
can	
  be	
  implemented	
  with	
  current	
  know-­‐how.	
  They	
  can	
  
be	
   resolved	
   through	
   applica>on	
   of	
   exper>se	
   and	
  
through	
   organiza>on’s	
   current	
   structures,	
   procedures,	
  
and	
  ways	
  of	
  doing	
  things.”	
  

2	
  



Technical	
  Problems	
  	
  

The	
  necessary	
  knowledge	
  about	
  them	
  
already	
  has	
  been	
  digested	
  and	
  put	
  in	
  the	
  
form	
  	
  of	
  a	
  legi>mized	
  set	
  of	
  known	
  
organiza>onal	
  procedures	
  guiding	
  what	
  to	
  
do	
  and	
  role	
  authoriza>ons	
  guiding	
  who	
  
should	
  do	
  it.	
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Adap>ve	
  Challenges	
  

No	
  adequate	
  response	
  has	
  yet	
  been	
  developed.	
  
They	
  require	
  learning	
  to	
  overcome	
  the	
  conflicts	
  
in	
  values,	
  or	
  reduce	
  the	
  gap	
  between	
  the	
  
espoused	
  values	
  and	
  reality.	
  
	
  
They	
  require	
  changes	
  in	
  values,	
  aStudes	
  or	
  
habits	
  of	
  behavior.	
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Technical	
  Problems	
  vs.	
  Adap>ve	
  Challenges	
  
Technical	
  Problems	
   Adap>ve	
  Challenges	
  
1.	
  	
  Easy	
  to	
  iden>fy	
   1.	
  	
  Difficult	
  to	
  iden>fy	
  (easy	
  to	
  deny)	
  

2.	
  	
  OWen	
  lend	
  themselves	
  to	
  quick	
  and	
  easy	
  
(cut-­‐and-­‐dried)	
  solu>ons	
  

2.	
  	
  Require	
  changes	
  in	
  values,	
  beliefs,	
  roles,	
  
rela>onships,	
  &	
  approaches	
  to	
  work.	
  	
  
Implies	
  learning.	
  

3.	
  	
  OWen	
  can	
  be	
  solved	
  by	
  an	
  authority	
  or	
  
expert	
  

3.	
  	
  People	
  with	
  the	
  problem	
  do	
  the	
  work	
  of	
  
solving	
  it	
  

4.	
  	
  Require	
  change	
  in	
  just	
  one	
  or	
  a	
  few	
  
places;	
  oWen	
  contained	
  within	
  
organiza>onal	
  boundaries	
  

4.	
  	
  Require	
  change	
  in	
  numerous	
  places;	
  
usually	
  cross	
  organiza>onal	
  boundaries	
  

5.	
  	
  People	
  are	
  generally	
  recep>ve	
  to	
  
technical	
  solu>ons	
  

5.	
  	
  People	
  oWen	
  resist	
  even	
  acknowledging	
  
adap>ve	
  challenges	
  

6.	
  	
  Solu>ons	
  can	
  oWen	
  be	
  implemented	
  
quickly	
  –	
  even	
  by	
  edict	
  

	
  

6.	
  	
  “Solu>ons”	
  require	
  experiments	
  and	
  
new	
  discoveries;	
  they	
  can	
  take	
  a	
  long	
  
>me	
  to	
  implement	
  and	
  cannot	
  be	
  
implemented	
  by	
  edict	
  

Source:	
  Adapted	
  from	
  Groupsmith	
  



Dis>nguishing	
  Technical	
  from	
  
Adap>ve	
  Challenges	
  

What’s the 
Work? 

Who does the 
work? 

Technical  Apply current 
know-how 

Authorities 

Adaptive Learn new ways The people with 
the problem 
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Iden>fy	
  the	
  adap>ve	
  challenge	
  

§  Is	
  it	
  a	
  technical	
  or	
  adap>ve	
  problem?	
  
§  Readjustments	
  on	
  basic	
  rou>nes	
  or	
  new	
  ways	
  
to	
  proceed?	
  

§ What	
  are	
  the	
  values,	
  beliefs	
  or	
  aStudes	
  that	
  
need	
  to	
  change?	
  

§ What	
  sacrifices	
  must	
  be	
  made	
  and	
  by	
  whom?	
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System	
  thinking	
  

•  Interdependency	
  
•  causality	
  



System	
  Thinking	
  in	
  Leadership	
  Context	
  
	
  
	
  

Tradi>onal	
  Thinking	
  
	
  

•	
  Fragment	
  problems	
  into	
  
smaller	
  understandable	
  parts	
  
•	
  Tends	
  to	
  react	
  to	
  events	
  
•	
  Quick	
  fixes	
  for	
  problems	
  
	
  	
  
•	
  Rigid	
  approaches	
  
•	
  Linear	
  thinking	
  
•	
  Individualis>c	
  

	
  

	
  
Systems	
  Thinking	
  
	
  

•	
  Holis>c	
  approach	
  to	
  
addressing	
  problems	
  
•	
  Looks	
  for	
  underlying	
  causes	
  
•	
  Recognizes	
  the	
  need	
  for	
  
sustainable	
  solu>ons	
  
•	
  Adaptable	
  approaches	
  
•	
  Dynamic	
  thinking	
  
•	
  Listening	
  the	
  whole	
  and	
  
ac>ng	
  collec>vely	
  


