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Leading Together
Complex Challenges Require 

a New Approach

Leadership has become more difficult because of challenges that are

not just complicated but also unpredictable. Such challenges demand

that people and organizations fundamentally change, and make it

virtually impossible for an individual leader to accomplish the work of

leadership. What is needed is a more inclusive and collective leadership,

a prospect that although difficult to achieve holds much potential.

by  Wi l f red  H .  Drath
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eople in organizations
want and need to work together
effectively and productively. Individ-
uals long to be part of a bigger pic-
ture that connects them to a larger
purpose. This is what they expect
leadership to accomplish. They
expect leadership to create the direc-
tion, alignment, and commitment that
will enable them, working together,
to achieve organizational success.

The trouble is, it’s getting harder
and harder to make this happen.
Creating direction, alignment, and
commitment—the work of leader-
ship—is becoming more difficult
than ever.

There are a number of reasons for
this. As organizations break down
functional silos and develop greater

global reach, people more often work
with others who are not like them. It’s
harder to get people who don’t share a
common set of values and perspectives
to get behind a common direction, to
align, and to commit to one another.

Adding to this difficulty, people
don’t work side by side as much any-
more. People working together might
be scattered over several regions and
time zones, even over different coun-
tries. Subtle and not-so-subtle barri-
ers to communication and trust are
created by the lack of simply being in
the same room together. It’s harder to
shape a common purpose and get
people aligned, and it’s more difficult
for people who don’t see each other
face to face to commit effectively to
one another.



It’s also getting harder to make
leadership work because of changes
in the attitude toward traditional ways
of practicing leadership. Increasingly
people without formal authority want
to be involved in setting their own
direction and in designing their own
work and how they will coordinate
with others. They are less willing to
commit themselves to work in which
they have had no say. Yet people may
not be prepared to participate effec-
tively in leadership this way. They
may knock on the door demanding to
be let in on leadership without actu-
ally knowing how to enter into it. It’s
harder to create direction, alignment,
and commitment when there are dif-
ferent and sometimes competing
ideas of how to best accomplish this
leadership work and when people
have differing levels of readiness for
participating in leadership.

FACING THE UNKNOWN
In general, leadership is more diffi-
cult today because of what Ronald A.
Heifetz, in his book Leadership With-
out Easy Answers, calls adaptive
challenges, which can also be
thought of as complex challenges. A
complex challenge is more than just a
very complicated problem. Complex-
ity implies a lack of predictability.
Complex challenges confront people
with the unknown and often result in
unintended consequences.

This unpredictability also means
that a complex challenge is quite dif-
ferent from a technical problem.
Technical problems are predictable
and solvable. Using assumptions,
methods, and tools that already exist,
people can readily define the nature
of a technical problem and prepare a
solution with some confidence in the
results. So, for example, if a key sup-
plier changes the pricing on critical

components, and such changes are
expected to happen from time to time
(the problem is already understood),
and there are established ways of
responding (tools for solving the
problem already exist), then this is a
technical problem. A technical prob-
lem arises and is solved without any
fundamental change in assumptions,
methods, or tools. Also, the people
who solve a technical problem don’t
themselves have to change.

A complex challenge cannot be
dealt with like this. Existing assump-
tions, methods, or tools are no good
in the face of a complex challenge
and may even get in the way. To be
faced successfully, complex chal-
lenges require altered assumptions,
different methods, and new tools not
yet invented. Complex challenges
require people and organizations to
change, often in profound and funda-
mental ways. This is where things get
unpredictable. Some examples of cur-
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rent complex challenges are the need
for companies that have merged to
bring about culture change, for the
health care industry to address the
nursing shortage, for many compa-
nies to make the transformation from
product push to customer pull, and
for social agencies to get diverse con-
stituents with differing perspectives
to work together on such deep-rooted
issues as reducing the number of
youthful offenders.

Complex challenges are made
even more difficult by the fact that
no one can say with any authority or
accuracy just how things need to
change. This is where leadership
starts to get a lot harder. Because the
complex challenge lies beyond the
scope of existing assumptions, the
frameworks that people use to try to
understand the nature of the chal-
lenge itself are not adequate. So, for
example, it’s not just that people in
an organization that needs to
undergo a culture change don’t
know how to make the change hap-
pen. It’s worse than that. They have
no way of being sure what sort of
new culture is needed. No one who
is part of the existing organization
has any kind of especially gifted
insight into the needs of the new,
changed, still-unknown organization
of the future. Everyone has ideas, of
course, and everyone has a point of
view and may be quite attached to it.
Only by virtue of position and
authority are anyone’s ideas given
special status. Unfortunately,
although having a lot of authority
may make it possible for a person to
make sure his or her views hold
sway, that doesn’t guarantee the
effectiveness of those views.

If all of this makes it sound as
though a complex challenge requires a
lot of talk and reflection among a lot
of people in an organization, it does.
And all that talk and reflection takes a
lot of time. Because the complex chal-
lenge is not only complex but also a
challenge, however, it demands a
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response now, not someday. So facing
a complex challenge puts people in a
bind and ensures that they will experi-
ence some stress as they try to think
and reflect together without letting
analysis lead to paralysis.

NO GOING IT ALONE
In the face of complex challenges, a
leader, no matter how skilled and oth-
erwise effective, cannot simply step
into the breach, articulate a new
vision, make some clarifying deci-
sions, and proclaim success. Because
a complex challenge requires a whole
system and all the people in it to
change, it lies beyond the scope of
any individual person to confront.
Complex challenges make it virtually
impossible for an individual leader to
accomplish the work of leadership,
and individual leadership therefore
reaches a distinct limit in the face of
complex challenges.

Since about the 1920s (in the writ-
ings of Mary Parker Follett) there has
been talk of the possibility of distrib-
uting or sharing leadership and mak-
ing leadership more inclusive and
collective. If leadership is still needed
(and who can deny that it is), and if
no individual alone can provide lead-
ership in the face of a complex chal-
lenge, then perhaps what is needed is
the collective action of many people.
It’s conceivable, even compelling,
that everyone in an organization
could contribute in some way to
facing a complex challenge. The pos-
sibility that a more inclusive and col-
lective way of leadership could help
organizations meet complex chal-
lenges and be more effective is
promising.

The problem has always been—
and remains today—how to get more
people involved in leadership, and
how to make leadership more inclu-
sive and collective.

Two critical problems continu-
ously block the way. The first could
be called the too-many-chefs prob-

lem: the effort to make more people
into leaders seems doomed to col-
lapse in a cacophony of differing
visions and values as too many indi-
viduals exhibit leadership. The sec-
ond could be called the diffused
accountability problem: when people
share leadership, it seems inevitable
that accountability will also get
shared until, as everyone becomes
accountable, no one is really account-
able at all.

Both of these problems are real.
Attempts to make leadership more
inclusive and collective have often—
if not always—foundered on just
these obstacles. Such failures have
made many people realistically pes-
simistic about the utility of a more
inclusive and collective approach to
leadership. Yet the promise of such
leadership grows brighter as complex
challenges surpass the ability of the
individual leader to respond.

The problem is how to develop
more inclusive and collective ways
of making leadership happen without
running afoul of the twin problems
of too many chefs and diffused
accountability. Somehow we need to
develop the whole process by which
direction, alignment, and commit-
ment are created—not just develop
individual leaders. We at CCL call
the development of individual lead-
ers leader development; the develop-
ment of the whole process for creat-
ing direction, alignment, and
commitment we call leadership
development. Both leader develop-
ment and leadership development are
needed. But even though leadership
development is becoming more criti-
cally important every day, it lags far
behind leader development in most
organizations.

DEFINING THE TASKS
A good place to start developing a
more inclusive and collective leader-
ship is to think of leadership (both
individual and collective) as a

process that is used to accomplish a
set of leadership tasks. This makes it
possible to focus not on the way
leadership is practiced but rather on
what people hope to accomplish with
leadership. A useful question is,
What work is leadership expected to
get done? As already suggested,
leadership is expected to set direc-
tion, create alignment, and generate

commitment—or some similar list of
desired outcomes.

The too-many-chefs problem that
often comes up in trying to share
leadership is created when organiza-
tions try to get more people to act as
leaders and exhibit leadership. This is
subtly but importantly different from
getting more people involved in the
process of accomplishing the leader-
ship tasks.

Getting more people to act like
leaders does little more than multi-
ply the individual leader approach.
In the face of a complex challenge,
simply having more people trying to
say what should be done is unlikely
to be effective.

In the same way, the diffused
accountability problem is created
when organizations make more peo-
ple accountable by designating more
people as leaders. This is also little
more than a way to multiply individ-
ual leaders. Many ways of trying to
share leadership in order to make it
more inclusive and collective are
actually still firmly rooted in the
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THREE CAPABILITIES
Complex challenges require richer
and more complex ways of creating
direction, alignment, and commit-
ment. The ways people talk, think,
and act together—the culture of the
organization along with its systems
and structures—are what need to
become richer and more complex.

At first this may seem to be a bad
idea. When facing a complex chal-
lenge, surely the last thing needed is
more complexity. Yet the very com-
plexity of the challenge calls for an
equally complex capacity to
respond. A complex capacity to
respond means something different
from just a more complicated
process. It means a more varied, less
predictable, more layered process
capable of greater subtlety. At CCL
we believe that making the leader-
ship process more collective, push-
ing the process beyond one that
depends primarily on individuals,
enriches the process of leadership to
the level of sensitivity and respon-
siveness required by a complex chal-
lenge. Continuing to depend on indi-
vidual leaders (no matter how many)
to lead people through basic and
profound changes is risky. This is
because any individual leader, no
matter how capable, may be unable
to make such changes personally.
Getting more people working
together in more ways increases the
likelihood that people who are able
to make the needed changes them-
selves will become influential in the
leadership process. We call this con-
nected leadership.

Three collective capabilities can
be useful for organizations needing
to achieve connected leadership:
shared sense-making, connection,
and navigation.

Shared sense-making. Complex
challenges do not come wrapped
with an explanation. By their nature
they cause confusion, ambiguity,
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conflict, and stress. They are imme-
diate, so they press for a solution
now. But they also force people to
change toward the unknown, so they
also require reflection. Moving too
fast can make things worse. What
seems to be required is the capabil-
ity to engage in shared sense-
making. 

This is not problem solving; it’s
not even problem defining. It’s a
process that must come before a
challenge can even be thought of as
a problem with solutions. The out-
come of this sense-making is shared
understanding. It involves people in
paying attention to both the parts
and the whole of the challenge. It
requires people to experience multi-
ple perspectives and to hold conflict-
ing views in productive tension. It
answers the persistent question
about difficult change: Why change?
Without an understanding of why
change is required, people are
rightly suspicious of it.

Connection. The process of lead-
ership is realized in the connections
between people, groups, teams,
functions, and whole organizations.
Complex challenges threaten exist-
ing connections. Think of what hap-
pens in an organization seeking to
become more customer focused.
The existing structures and bound-
aries that differentiate and coordi-
nate such entities as production,
marketing, sales, and finance begin
to be more like impediments than
workable ways of organizing. Fac-
ing complex challenges requires
people and organizations to develop
and enrich their forms of
connection. 

The outcome is relationships
made to work in new ways both
within and between groups and
communities. Getting relationships
to work in new ways requires peo-
ple to see patterns of connection
(and disconnection) in order to
explore the root causes of the com-
plex challenge and clarify differing
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tradition of the individual leader—
designating more leaders can just add
to the difficulty of accomplishing the
leadership tasks in the face of com-
plex challenges.

So having more leaders is not the
answer. Instead the answer is to create
richer and more complex processes of
accomplishing the leadership tasks.
Focus on how to create direction,
alignment, and commitment in the
face of complex challenges, and for-

get about how many people are, or
are not, leaders.

Putting the accomplishment of the
leadership tasks at the heart of leader-
ship frames different and more useful
questions: What are the obstacles to
clear direction, effective alignment,
and solid commitment? What
resources exist in the organization for
creating direction, alignment, and
commitment as a complex challenge
is being confronted? What different
approaches to accomplishing the lead-
ership tasks are possible for the
organization? How might people act
in new and different ways to accom-
plish the leadership tasks?

Answering questions like these can
help organizations avoid the tradi-
tional problems of shared leadership
by getting them past the idea that
more inclusive and collective
approaches require making more
people individual leaders.

Focus on how to create

direction, alignment,

and commitment in the

face of complex

challenges.



and sometimes conflicting values.
Often, new language emerges.

Navigation. Because a complex
challenge is not a familiar problem
to be solved but a reality to be faced
through change and development,
the process is one of learning from
shared experiments, small wins,
innovations, and emergent strategies.
No one can set a goal whose
achievement will resolve the com-
plex challenge. It is a journey whose
destination is unpredictable and
unknown. A key to success is the
ability to be keenly sensitive to the
forces of change as they happen, like
mariners who sail a ship by making
minute, mutual adjustments to one
another and to the elements of wind
and current.

These capabilities cannot be taken
on by individuals. They can be devel-
oped only between individuals and
between groups, functions, and
whole organizations. Too often the
move to more inclusive and collec-
tive approaches to leadership is
attempted without making this move
into the space in between. More
inclusive approaches to leadership

have often been expected to flow
from a change in the competencies of
individual leaders, such as when
leaders are called on to be more
empowering and inclusive and to
share leadership. The persistence of
the obstacles to more inclusive and
collective leadership comes from the
failure to let go of long-held and
long-valued assumptions about the
individual nature of leadership.

MAKING GAINS
In facing complex challenges, people,
organizations, and communities can
develop ways of accomplishing the
leadership tasks that give more people
a sense of being responsible for set-
ting direction, creating alignment, and
generating commitment. Successfully
facing complex challenges will sup-
port a sense of shared power and col-
lective competence.

It will also create the possibility
for leadership strategy. Because strat-
egy means making choices among
alternatives, no strategy is possible
without alternatives to consider. So if
the development of connected leader-
ship, of a more inclusive and collec-

tive leadership process, adds to the
alternative ways that leadership can
be carried out, it also creates the pos-
sibility that choices can be made
about leadership. Leadership then
would no longer be a matter of mak-
ing a single kind of practice work for
every context. Instead of seeing lead-

ership as simply a natural force to
which humans are subject and that
comes in only one naturally deter-
mined version (such as the forceful
leader taking charge), people would
come to see leadership as a process
that humans control and that can be
shaped to human needs through inten-
tional choices.
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You Can Help Explore Connected Leadership
The ideas in this article are drawn
from an ongoing research and devel-
opment project at CCL called
Connected Leadership. The purpose
of this project is to identify and test
ways of enriching organizational
processes, culture, and systems to
support more inclusive and collec-
tive approaches to leadership by
and among groups, teams, depart-
ments, and the whole organization.
Its goal is to contribute to making
leadership more effective in the face
of complex challenges.

We invite readers of Leadership
in Action to join us in exploring

and developing the potential of
connected leadership. We are seek-
ing collaborators in two broad cat-
egories. The first is people, organi-
zations, and communities who
believe they are developing and
practicing some form of what is
described in this article. We wish
to learn more about the real-world
experience of developing leader-
ship as the property of whole sys-
tems. The second category is
groups, teams, agencies, govern-
mental entities, organizations, and
communities that wish to collabo-
rate with us in developing connect-

ed leadership. We believe the best
way to develop the practice of
leadership is through collaborative
action.

For more information and to dis-
cuss possible collaborative work, 
e-mail or call Wilfred H. Drath, the
project administrator, at
drath@leaders.ccl.org or 336-286-
4409; Richard Hughes, a member of
the project management team, at
hughesr@leaders.ccl.org or 719-329-
7852; or Ellen Van Velsor, also a
member of the project management
team, at vanvelsor@leaders.ccl.org
or 336-286-4433.

A key to success is the

ability to be keenly

sensitive to the forces of

change as they happen.


