
C H A P T E R  O N E

Agility in a World of
Change and Complexity

R obert faced the biggest leadership challenge of his
career. An executive in a Canadian oil corporation, he’d just been
named president of its refining and retailing company. Competitively,
his company was positioned around the middle of the pack in a ma-
ture, margin-sensitive market where long-range demand was projected
to be flat. With little to distinguish it from other regionals, it was
watching its earnings go steadily downhill. In fact, its future looked
dismal.

Within the company, morale was at an all-time low. People at all
levels were frustrated and unhappy. The previous president had taken
many steps to make the company more efficient, including a series of
layoffs, but these steps had not produced the desired results. The whole
organization was in a state of fear. Privately, the outgoing president
had been considering which division would have to be sold or shut
down. As Robert moved into his new position, everything was truly
up for grabs.

Over the next three years, Robert led his company through an
amazing turnaround. At the end of this period, it not only survived
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without selling any of its divisions, it entered a phase of aggressive
growth, clearing $71 million a year more than when he took over. In
the business press, the company went from being a “bad bet” to “one
of the darlings of the stock market.” Why did Robert succeed when his
predecessor did not?

The company badly needed a short-term increase in its stock price.
But Robert wanted to do much more than that. He wanted to trans-
form an admittedly lackluster company into the best regional in North
America. In fact, his vision was to develop an organization whose
business performance and innovative ways of operating would be
benchmarked by companies from a wide variety of industries. By
putting the stock price goal in this larger context, Robert overturned
his predecessor’s assumption that the company’s options were limited
to difficult but familiar cost-cutting solutions. Instead, he decided to
create a set of break-out strategies that would develop a more innova-
tive organization.

Realizing that he and his top management group might not have
all the answers, Robert hired a world-class strategy firm. He also set
up ten “idea factories”: creative strategic-thinking sessions, where em-
ployees and other stakeholders developed ideas for the top team to
consider. People responded with enthusiasm, generating a huge num-
ber of ideas.

Robert then held a two-day retreat where he and his top manage-
ment group synthesized the strategy firm’s ideas with those generated
by the idea factories. As he put it later, “We tried to involve as many
people as possible in the strategic review process. We invested time
and energy up front to listen to people, build trust, and get everyone
aligned. It paid off, because we started to think with one brain. Instead
of being at cross-purposes, we could understand and support each
other’s decisions.”

The new strategies that emerged went well beyond those Robert,
his team, and the strategy firm would have generated on their own.
They resulted in a smaller, more focused organization with a much
stronger “people strategy” designed to catapult the company into the
ranks of high-performing organizations. When the new game plan
was ready, Robert and his team presented it to the employees before
they announced it to the market.

The presentation included some bad news, but the employees gave
it a standing ovation. Over the months that followed, Robert and his
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team repeatedly communicated their new vision and its implications
for employees in many different forums. As the new strategies were
implemented, the top team kept everyone updated on the perfor-
mance of the business. Every year, Robert met with each of the com-
pany’s twenty management teams to discuss objectives and strategies
and check for alignment.

Robert’s participative approach to transforming his organization
not only led to innovative strategies, it also developed the commit-
ment, trust, and alignment necessary to implement them reliably and
effectively. As a result, during his first three years as president, annual
earnings went from $9 million to $40 million, and cash expenses were
reduced by $40 million a year. A once-faltering company had become
one of the most efficient and effective refiners in North America and
one of the top retailers in its marketplace.1

THE AGILITY IMPERATIVE
Robert’s story is part of a much larger drama: The struggle of orga-
nizations around the globe to adapt to a turbulent world economy.
Underlying this turbulence are two deep global trends that have rad-
ically altered what it takes to achieve sustained success: accelerating
change and growing complexity and interdependence.

Every year, new technologies, markets, and competitors emerge at
an ever-increasing pace. As change accelerates, so does uncertainty and
novelty: future threats and opportunities are harder to predict, and
emerging challenges increasingly include novel elements. Further, with
the globalization of the economy and the spread of connective tech-
nologies, it’s increasingly clear that we live in a diverse planetary vil-
lage where everything is connected with everything else.2 In this
interdependent world, the most successful companies will be those
that create strong, timely alliances and partner effectively with cus-
tomers, suppliers, and other stakeholders.

This means that, while specific future developments are increas-
ingly difficult to predict, we can make two predictions with great cer-
tainty: The pace of change will continue to increase, and the level of
complexity and interdependence will continue to grow. For more
than a decade, organizational change experts, acutely aware of these
powerful trends, have stressed the need to develop “agile” compa-
nies—organizations that anticipate and respond to rapidly chang-
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ing conditions by leveraging highly effective internal and external
relationships.3

Robert is one of those rare, agile leaders who succeeded in devel-
oping his management group into a cohesive leadership team that
could transform their company into an agile organization. However,
as many companies have discovered, developing truly agile teams and
organizations is an unfamiliar and demanding task. Left to their own
devices, the vast majority of today’s managers would not approach
Robert’s challenge in the way that he did. Consequently, very few
firms have developed the level of agility needed to keep pace with the
ever-increasing degree of change and complexity in their business
environment.4

A major reason for this continuing “agility gap” is the need for
more agile leaders, not just in the executive suite but at all organiza-
tional levels. In a recent survey of CEOs in North America, Europe
and Asia, 91 percent said that developing leaders is the most critical
success factor for the growth of their business.5 In another survey, se-
nior executives in Fortune 500 companies identified “agility” as a lead-
ership competency “most needed” for the future success of their
business.6 Yet although leadership development programs are a pri-
ority for most larger companies, very little attention has been given to
understanding and developing the specific capacities and skills needed
for agile leadership.

Leadership agility is directly analogous to organizational agility: It’s
the ability to take wise and effective action amid complex, rapidly
changing conditions. In the last-mentioned survey, executives said they
much preferred agility to similar-sounding competencies like flexi-
bility and adaptability. Why? By themselves, flexibility and adaptabil-
ity imply a passive, reactive stance, while agility implies an intentional,
proactive stance.

FIVE LEVELS OF LEADERSHIP AGILITY
Based on data collected from more than six hundred managers, we’ve
found that there are five distinct levels in the mastery of leadership
agility: Expert, Achiever, Catalyst, Co-Creator, and Synergist.7 In Table
1.1, you’ll find profiles that show how managers at each agility level
carry out initiatives in each of the three action arenas described in the
Introduction: pivotal conversations, leading teams, and leading orga-
nizational change. Note that the competencies you need for agile lead-
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ership evolve further with each new level of mastery. Yet each time you
move to a new level, you retain the ability to use those competencies
you developed at previous levels.

The Expert Level

The name we’ve chosen for each agility level is intended to emphasize
its strengths. Experts are so named because they’re strongly motivated
to develop subject-matter expertise, and because they assume that a
leader’s legitimate power comes from expertise and positional au-
thority. Experts (roughly 45 percent of all managers) are the least agile
of those profiled in the chart, but they’re more agile than about 10
percent who remain at Pre-expert levels. With their tactical orienta-
tion and their capacity for analytic problem solving, the Experts’
agility level is best suited for environments where success can be
achieved by making incremental improvements to existing strategies.

The Achiever Level

About 35 percent of today’s managers have developed to the Achiever
level of agility. These managers are highly motivated to accomplish
outcomes valued by the institutions with which they’ve identified
themselves. They realize that a leader’s power comes not only from
authority and expertise but also from motivating others by making it
challenging and satisfying to contribute to important outcomes. With
their capacity for strategic thinking, Achievers can be highly effective
in moderately complex environments where the pace of change re-
quires episodic shifts in corporate strategy.

Heroic and Post-Heroic Leadership

In their book Power Up: Transforming Organizations Through Shared
Leadership, David Bradford and Allan Cohen distinguish between
“heroic” and “post-heroic” leadership. We found that managers at the
Pre-expert, Expert, and Achiever levels (about 90 percent of all man-
agers) operate from a heroic leadership mind-set.8 That is, they as-
sume sole responsibility for setting their organization’s objectives,
coordinating the activities of their subordinates, and managing their
performance.
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Heroic leadership can be highly effective in certain situations. The
predominant combination of Expert and Achiever leadership worked
relatively well for most companies until the waning decades of the
twentieth century, when the globalization of the economy ushered in
an era of constant change and growing interdependence. In this new
environment, with its increased demand for collaborative problem
solving, teamwork, and continuous organizational change, heroic lead-
ership overcontrols and underutilizes subordinates. It discourages peo-
ple from feeling responsible for anything beyond their assigned area,
inhibits optimal teamwork, and implicitly encourages subordinates to
use the heroic approach with their own units.

In this new century, sustained success will require post-heroic lead-
ership. Leaders who develop beyond the Achiever level of agility retain
the ultimate accountability and authority that comes with any formal
leadership role. At the same time, they work to create highly participa-
tive teams and organizations characterized by shared commitment and
responsibility.10 Unfortunately, as noted in the Introduction, only about
10 percent of today’s managers are functioning at post-heroic levels of
agility: approximately 5 percent at the Catalyst level, 4 percent at the
Co-Creator level, and 1 percent at the Synergist level.

The Catalyst Level

Robert’s story provides a clear example of post-heroic leadership at
the Catalyst level. When appropriate, he exercised Expert and Achiever
power, but he led his company in a way that emphasized the power of
vision and participation. While his Achiever-level predecessor took
the company’s existing culture as a given, Robert, like other Catalysts,
was strongly motivated to create a participative culture capable of
achieving valued outcomes over the longer term. Catalysts, with their
openness to change, their willingness to rethink basic assumptions,
and their visionary orientation, represent the first level of agility ca-
pable of sustained success in today’s highly complex, constantly chang-
ing business environment.

The Co-Creator Level

Co-Creator leaders derive their name, in part, from their under-
standing that everything in business and in the rest of life is interde-
pendent. Because of their principled commitment to the common

10 LEADERSHIP AGILITY
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good, many of the Co-Creators in our sample have pioneered new
forms of organization where corporate responsibility is integral to
their bottom line. Whether or not they establish new organizations,
Co-Creator leaders are committed to developing genuinely collabo-
rative team and organizational relationships rooted in a deep sense of
shared purpose. With their emotional resilience, their capacity for di-
alogue, and their ability to generate creative, win-win solutions, Co-
Creators are well-equipped for long-term success in the rapidly
changing and often disruptive global economy of the early twenty-
first century.

The Synergist Level

In conducting the research for this book, we found that the differences
between the agility levels become more subtle as leaders move to each
successive level. This is particularly true of the distinctions between
Co-Creators and Synergists. More than any other, the Synergist level
is best understood from the inside out. Part of what distinguishes the
leaders who function at this level is their ability to enter fully into the
moment-to-moment flow of their present experience. As this capac-
ity for present-centered awareness develops, it gives leaders the abil-
ity, in contentious and chaotic situations, to stand in the eye of the
storm. This ability to remain centered amid competing demands al-
lows them to access “synergistic intuitions” that transform seemingly
intractable conflicts into solutions that are beneficial for all parties in-
volved. We believe that the capacities and competencies developed by
these men and women represent the cutting edge of leadership devel-
opment for the twenty-first century.

AGILITY LEVELS AND 
PERSONALITY TYPES

In the next chapter, we provide a more detailed walk-through of these
five levels of leadership agility, designed to help you identify your own
agility level and that of the people with whom you work. Part Two will
allow you to fine-tune these initial assessments by reading real-life sto-
ries that illustrate each level of agility.

Before we turn to the next chapter, we’d like to address a misim-
pression people sometimes have when they first hear about the five
levels of leadership agility: The assumption that we’re talking about

Agility in a World of Change and Complexity 11
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different personality types or management styles. Over the past few
decades, a number of frameworks that distinguish between various
personality types and management styles have found their way into
the workplace. (Two prominent examples are the Myers-Briggs Type
Inventory and the DISC Personal Profile System).11 Influenced by this
way of thinking, you might assume that some people grow up with an
Expert personality, while others grow up with a Synergist personality,
and so on.

We believe it’s important to understand how personality types in-
fluence leadership styles. However, the levels we’ve just described are
not personality types. As you may remember from the Introduction,
each level of leadership agility correlates with a particular stage of per-
sonal development. Decades of research have confirmed that human
beings move through these stages in a particular sequence. Similarly,
the levels we’ve outlined represent sequential stages in the mastery of
leadership agility. This means, for example, that leaders don’t skip
from the Expert level to the Co-Creator level. To operate reliably at
the Co-Creator level of leadership agility, you first need to master the
Achiever and Catalyst levels. So far, we’ve found no exceptions to this
pattern.12

All our research indicates that level of agility and personality type
are completely unrelated variables. Every personality type can be
found at each level of leadership agility. This means that, no matter
what your personality type happens to be, you have the potential to
master advanced levels of agility—an important thought to keep in
mind as you read the next chapter.13
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