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Towards fluid responsiveness in leadership…… 
 
As the world, including the world of organisations, is becoming characterised by ever 
increasing volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity, leaders, coaches and 
leadership thinking are being called to adapt to the challenges of this environment.  
In the wake of post-modernism, with its deconstruction of “grand narratives”, and a 
daily bombardment of information whose sources and authenticity cannot always be 
trusted, where seismic political changes can happen here and overseas on the basis 
of empty rhetoric, narcissistic pursuits and “fake” promises, all of us face 
fundamental questions about what to believe and what, ultimately, we can take to be 
real. 
 
Given the complexities of organisational life, the subjectivity of organisation 
participants, market volatility, global security and ecological perils, it is no longer 
possible for leaders and leadership to seek refuge in discourses, theories and 
practices that were forged in different contexts and different, less volatile times.  
Approaches based on individualism, and theoretical perspectives rooted deeply in 
the positivist tradition (with its assumptions of objectivity and there being an external 
reality that can be observed, broken down into constituent parts, managed and 
controlled through assumed to be generalizable principles and practices) are limited 
in what they can now offer.  Yet these, often untested, assumptions still cast long 
shadows into beliefs about organisational functioning, coaching, change and 
leadership.  These in turn can shape meaning making and action in the direction of 
disconnection, competition, individual and corporate success at any price.    
 
Individual, organisational and planetary well-being now require opening to different 
perspectives and sources of knowing to those which have historically dominated 
thinking and action.   
 
Leaders are often faced with the dilemma of not being able to know how best to 
proceed, having only ever partial information, but needing, nonetheless, to act.  
Adjusting to and navigating these challenges calls on individuals to know themselves 
better, manage their own feelings of anxiety, bear uncertainty, take up fluid roles, 
experience shifts in personal identity, and continue to be able to think, reflect, make 
sense and act under pressure.  Reliance on rigid processes, protocols and control 
mechanisms is no longer sufficient in many organisational contexts, given the 
challenges they face, and in some, these mechanisms actually cause and 
perpetuate structural difficulties, less than productive and even dangerous 
behaviours.  
 
There is now a greater need for individuals to come together, relate differently and 
effectively in order to create new ways of thinking, being, working and organising.   
 
This requires:  



 
• Re-balancing the bias towards theoretical and conceptual knowing with more 

attention to the information contained in emotion and intuition. 
• Harnessing differences and the creative potential of holding apparently 

incompatible perspectives and disciplines in creative tension.  
• Fostering greater awareness of, and critical reflection on, the assumptions 

which underpin current thinking and action.   
• Paying close attention to the quality of connection and conversation between 

individuals, groups and entire organisations in order to develop the 
effectiveness, agility and responsiveness today’s business, societal and 
global challenges call for.  

 
Moving in this direction requires that leaders engage in both deeply personal and 
professional development to shift focus away from internalising models and 
processes that promise an illusion of control and mastery through knowledge capital 
as an anaesthetic for neurotic anxiety.  Instead there is a need to begin to befriend 
the unknown, increase in authenticity, learn to contain and reflect on existential 
anxiety, and develop the inner resilience required to take perspective, make 
meaning, commit to experiments and action, whose outcomes cannot be predicted in 
advance, and develop trust in the ability to bear the consequences of actions taken 
in good faith. 
 
The Gestalt writer Malcolm Parlett in his book “Future Sense” (2015) sets out the 
components of what he calls ‘whole intelligence’ required for navigating the 
complexities of our time, and which may offer hope in shaping a more positive future.  
For me these represent a potential “curriculum” map for leadership development and 
leadership coaching.  I offer them here as provocations to ignite conversation and to 
examine ways in which these perspectives might already be shaping, or may begin 
to shape, the orientation of executive coaches. They are: 
 

• The ability to respond to situations as they unfold. 
• The ability to relate effectively with others.  
• The ability to sense and feel our bodies and make use of the information they 

contain.  
• The ability to know oneself and be skillful in lifelong learning and ongoing self-

reflection to ensure well-being and personal growth. 
• The ability to be spontaneous, to improvise and take calculated risks in 

service of catalysing individual and organisational flexibility, creativity and 
agility. 
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