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Authority 
• The purpose of authority is protection, direction, control, order, 

security, and sometimes representation.  

• Authority is a role assigned in a transactional relationship: trust and 
power in exchange for services. 

• Formal authority is granted by an external body. It flows from a 
job description and a formal role. Formal authority is expected to do 
some kind of work for the people or for an organization – to take 
work off their shoulders. 

• Informal authority is earned. It can be earned by providing a service that does not exist but 
is needed, by representing the unrepresented, or through affiliation. Informal authority can 
also be taken away when the services fail or are devalued. 

• The expectations of someone in an authority role can become excessive and even impossible to 
meet. Large groups often seem to expect their authorities to have “magical powers.” 

 

 Leadership 
• Leadership is the activity of mobilizing people to do 

adaptive work. This includes getting people to 
confront and to deal with problematic realities in 
order to improve the human condition and generate 
progress.  

• Leadership involves giving work back to the people – 
not taking work off their shoulders.  

• Leadership requires building capacity in the people. 

 

Exercising leadership with formal authority is a dual task… 

• Meeting and managing expectations to deliver protection, direction, order… 

• …while also showing people what they would rather avoid, confronting them with a harsh 
reality, and asking tough questions when people expect answers and solutions. 
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How high is your own work environment’s tolerance for disequilibrium?  
When was it the highest in the last 12 months?  

Principles for exercising leadership for adaptive change 
• Get on the balcony 
• Frame the adaptive challenge 
• Give the work back to the people 
• Identify work avoidance and keep people’s attention on the work in the center 
• Resist the seduction of authority 
• Orchestrate conflict 
• Intervene, regulate stress, and hold steady  
• Think politically and find partners 
 

Managing The Productive Zone of Disequilibrium 

 
Heifetz, R., Grashow, A., Linsky, M. (2009). The Practice of Adaptive Leadership. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press. 
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Work Avoidance 
Work Avoidance is the conscious or unconscious effort to keep to the past and avoid progress. 
Sometimes it is easier to see work avoidance mechanisms than the work itself. Ask yourself 
whenever you encounter work avoidance: what issue generated the work avoidance? What 
underlying problem is this a symptom of?  

 
Diverting Attention 

• Focus only on the technical parts of a challenge and apply a technical fix 
• Define the problem to fit your current expertise 
• Turn down the heat in a meeting by telling a joke or taking a break 
• Deny the problem exists 
• Create a proxy fight, such as a personality conflict, instead of grappling with the real 

problem 
• Take options off the table  

Displacing Responsibility 

• Marginalize the person that is trying to raise the issue: i.e. shoot the messenger 
• Scapegoat someone 
• Externalize the enemy 
• Attack authority 
• Delegate adaptive work to those that can’t do anything about it, e.g. consultants, 

committees, task forces  

 
Heifetz, R., Grashow, A., Linsky, M. (2009). The Practice of Adaptive Leadership. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 85-86. 

 
 

 Which are the most common forms of work avoidance in your work environment? 


