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“The No. 1 skill in 
the 2020 workplace 
will be the ability to 
solve complex 
problems”. 

World Economic Forum 

Future of Work Report 

Businesses rely on leaders and managers to 

help them adapt to changing customer 

demands, regulatory reforms, new 

technology and increased expectations. 

However, when there has been a major 

disruption, it can leave leaders feeling 

overwhelmed and out-of-control. 

 “We’re not just dealing with a 

single change. We have an 

environment in which there is no 

normal” 

When business concepts like change 

leadership and change management were 

created over 20-years ago, they were 

based on three assumptions. Changes 

happen a) one at a time b) in a controllable 

sequence and c) in an otherwise stable 

environment.  

However, the world of change has 

changed. Leaders and teams are facing a 

tidal-wave of disruption, the lines between 

business-as-usual and change have 

become blurred and environmental 

complexity is continuing to rise.  

These impacts are even more profound in 

the wake of a major crisis. 

 

 

“We’re fighting fires instead of 

moving forward” 

When disrupted, leaders and teams find 

themselves spending time dealing with 

unintended consequences, instead of 

creating value. One CEO I recently worked 

with estimated that he spent 80-90% of his 

time just getting basic things done. 

In a crisis, leadership feels like splashing in 

deep water. All the effort goes into 

maintaining (or getting back to) normal 

instead of moving forward and delivering 

results. This is costly, slow and leaves 

leaders and teams exhausted.  

“It’s one thing to have an 

ambitious goal but it’s quite 

another to deliver it” 

Many leaders start out with significant 

ambitions. However, when the ambitions 

meet a crisis they become caught in a 

spiral of compromise. Exhaustion becomes 

a real challenge as leaders take each day at 

a time and find it hard to think beyond the 

here and now.   

“One of the greatest casualties of a 

business crisis is leadership 

confidence” 

Disruption can undermine the confidence 

of your leaders at a time when you, and 

their teams, need them the most. Leading 

when you don’t have all the answers 

requires a different way of thinking. And, 

without the right mindset, your leaders can 

start a ripple effect of fear across their 

teams.  
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Dynamic environments add yet 

another layer of expectation onto 

modern leaders 

 
In a static, business-as-usual environment, 

leadership comes with a long (and ever 

expanding) list of expectations. Successfully 

support and develop your people; make 

decisions; develop strategy; lead change; 

monitor performance; promote positive 

health and wellbeing; deliver short-term 

results while inspiring people to go the 

extra mile.  

However, leading in a dynamic 

environment (ie. especially one that has 

been severely disrupted) takes this 

challenge to a whole new level. In addition 

to performing the leadership tasks 

described above, leaders also need to: 

1. navigate an uncertain, 

unpredictable and constantly 

changing environment 

 

2. lead and support their team 

members through that environment 

 

3. do all the above while they 

themselves, their team and others in 

the environment are feeling 

uncertain and unsure of what 

comes next. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Ever growing expectations of modern leaders 

 

Static Environment
Support and develop your people; 
Make decisions; Develop strategy; 

Lead change; Monitor 
performance; Promote positive 
health and wellbeing; Deliver 

short-term results; Engage others; 
Manage stakeholders; Inspire 

people to go the extra mile

Dynamic Environment
A d… Navigate uncertainty; 

Support team members who are feeling uncertain; 
Manage yourself and your own reactions to change; 

L                ’                 ; 
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The three mindsets of disrupted 

environments 
 

When the initial crisis is over, there comes a 

point when it is time to look up and start 

thinking about what’s next. As leaders and 

their teams find themselves standing in a 

disrupted environment, they often adopt 

one of three mindsets (Figure 2). 

The Panic Mindset 

The Panic Mindset sees the future as being 

entirely unpredictable and unknowable. It is 

characterised by a sense of being 

completely out-of-control and can 

therefore cause leaders to be highly 

reactive in all elements of their work.  

“Leaders who fall into this mindset 

are exhausting to work for. They 

send their teams in many 

directions, as they try to grapple 

with their situation”.  

This kind of mindset can often be 

accompanied by a feeling of exasperation 

and a sense that leaders and their teams 

are at the mercy of their environment.  

As the CEO or department head, when 

your leaders are caught in a Panic Mindset, 

you spend most of your time down in the 

detail, picking up the pieces and trying to 

keep everyone together. Of course, it also 

means that the other essential elements of 

leadership go into decline. With them goes 

team performance and ultimately, your 

performance as well. 

The Management Mindset 

Human beings are environmental 

engineers. So, if we don’t like the way 

things are, our natural response is to 

change the environment, rather than 

changing ourselves. Having a sense of 

control also enables us to calm our 

instinctive response to disruption and 

Courageous

Confident “We’re going to make it”

Calm

“Let’s go for it”

“We can work this out”

Frustrated

Confused

“We’re off track again”

Disengaged

“This wasn’t in the plan”

“Meh….whatever!”

-4x

Likelihood change 

will erode value

Likelihood change 

will create value

-6x

4x

2x

6x

10x

 

 

CEOs

return-on-effort

How your leaders & teams 

feel about change

 

 

 

 

-10xEnraged “I’m out of here”  

Management
Mindset

Panic
Mindset

Problem-Solving
Mindset

Three leadership 

mindsets during 

uncertainty

How their teams feel 

about change

Figure 2: Three mindsets of uncertainty and how they impact attitude and success
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provides space for us to think and behave 

rationally.  

When approaching the question of “What’s 

next?”, the Management Mindset finds 

solace in process and sequential steps. It 

appeals to our instinctive human tendency 

to exert control over our environment. In 

this way, adopting a Management Mindset 

can be somewhat useful. However, it also 

has a significant downside.  

A disrupted, uncertain environment cannot 

be controlled. Therefore, when leaders 

adopt a Management Mindset, they often 

put in place mechanisms (e.g. plans, 

practices or metrics) that provide the 

illusion of control. Leaders can develop a 

significant attachment to (some might say a 

dependency on) those mechanisms. So 

much so, that they can become an end in 

themselves and disconnected from what is 

really going on.  

“The Management Mindset creates 

leaders and teams who spend 

more time tracking progress and 

less time making it” 

These leaders often spend more time 

looking at and adjusting their plans or 

trying to bring everything ‘back on track’. 

However, the track was set too soon and 

was therefore the wrong one in the first 

place. 

If your leaders or teams have adopted a 

Management Mindset, you may at first feel 

a false sense of control. This may feel 

welcome after the significant disruption 

you’ve experienced. However, eventually 

the reality of the dynamic environment 

finds its way to the surface. Unfortunately, 

this can be problematic because the natural 

response when leaders have a 

Management Mindset is to once again 

assert their control. More plans, policies, 

processes and performance measures are 

put in place and so the cycle begins once 

again. 

The Problem-Solving Mindset 

The Problem-Solving Mindset 

adopts a completely different 

approach. Instead of focusing on 
managing change, it focuses on 

solving the problem that sparked 
the change and energising people 

behind it. 

In the same way a surfer accepts that they 

can’t control the ocean, a leader with a 

Problem-Solving Mindset accepts that they 

can’t control their environment.  

They think less about what they don’t 

know, and more about what they do know 

or what they need to know next. 

This focus enables leaders to confidently 

move forward despite complexity, because 

they simply tackle it one element at a time.  

Leaders who adopt a Problem-Solving 

Mindset can keep their instinctive human 

reactions in-check, instead of leaping into 

the unknown and having a fight or flight 

reaction.  
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Figure 3: How mindsets makes a difference 

Panic Mindset Management Mindset 
Problem-Solving  

Mindset 

Emotionally-driven Task-driven Outcome-driven 

Out of control Wants control In control 

Reactive Restrictive Responsive 

Fearful Frustrated Focused 

Drowns in uncertainty Rejects uncertainty Embraces uncertainty 

Sliding backwards Standing still Moving forward 

Gets out Gets frustrated Gets results 

When a leader with a Problem-Solving 

Mindset is faced with an unknown situation, 

they approach it like a riddle or mystery that 

needs to be solved. These leaders enter 

uncertain environments with three distinct 

advantages over leaders who don’t. They are: 

1. MORE READY 

Like a tennis play waiting for their 

opponent to serve the ball, leaders 

with a Problem-Solving Mindset are 

more alert and on-the-ball. They face 

uncertainty and complexity with 

confidence and are therefore able to 

identify and respond to both 

opportunities and challenges in a 

considered and effective way. 

 

2. MORE WILLING 

Disrupted environments shrink our 

comfort-zones in the same way a 

stormy ocean washes away a sandy 

beach. Leaders with a Problem-

Solving Mindset can deconstruct 

uncertain environments and break 

them into manageable parts. This 

enables these leaders to contain their 

instinctive reaction to fear, uncertainty 

and doubt and overcome the 

overwhelm. Consequently, they can 

keep moving forward despite the 

turbulence. 

 

3. MORE ABLE 

Adopting a Problem-Solving Mindset 

gives leaders confidence to venture 

into “what’s next?” because they know 

how to navigate it. It’s as though they 

have a built-in GPS, such that if the 

path they’re following is no longer 

viable, they just re-route with limited 

disruption.  
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When leaders are more ready to lead through 

uncertainty, more willing to embrace it and 

more able to navigate it, they will drive the 

following benefits to the bottom line. 

1. ACHIEVE BETTER TEAM AND 

BUSINESS RECOVERY 

Leaders who have a Problem-Solving 

Mindset make better, more 

considered decisions and can focus 

their team on what’s important. Better 

decisions drive better results. 

 

2. SPEND MORE TIME ON WHAT 

MATTERS (AND LESS ON WHAT 

DOESN’T) 

Leaders who adopt a Problem-

Solving Mindset feel calmer and more 

in control. It means they can show up 

as the best leader they can be and 

are more open to working with each 

other. And, if you’re the leader of that 

leadership team it means less friction 

within the team and across the 

organisation. You can spend more 

time and energy on the things that 

really matters. 

 

3. BUILD MOMENTUM 

Leaders with a Problem-Solving 

Mindset looks for a way to break up 

big problems into many smaller ones. 

This enables them to make smarter 

choices as most of the time they only 

need to make decisions on things 

they have insight on right now. This 

builds momentum, drives progress 

forward and it makes it very easy to 

alter the direction as more 

information becomes available. 

 

How can my leaders 

develop a Problem-Solving 

Mindset? 
 
1. Stop leading change and start solving 

problems 

Popular leadership topics such as business 

change, innovation, creativity, strategy, 

decision-making and implementation are all 

sub-elements of problem-solving. 

A leader who adopts a Problem-Solving 

Mindset keeps each of these elements in 

context and looks at the whole problem, not 

just the action of solving it. 

2. Harness the power of problem-solving 

It sounds like something out of a superhero 

comic, but it’s true. Problems bring with them 

an ‘energy’ that leaders can harness to 

engage and build momentum behind them.  

Leaders with a Problem-Solving Mindset look 

for and design problems that they, and 

others, are excited about solving. Then, they 

create the right environment and support, so 

that the right people can get on with solving 

it. 

3. Open the black box  

In software, black-box testing focuses on the 

inputs and outputs of a program. For 

example, when I press the red button on the 

screen, what result does it deliver. In this way, 

the program itself is a black-box to the tester, 

or an unknown.  

For many leaders, complex business 

environments are like a black-box. They know 

what they put in and they know what comes 

out the other side, but it’s not clear what 

happened in between or why.  
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Leaders who adopt a Problem-Solving 

Mindset are curious about change and its 

impact on the environment. They are willing 

to open the black-box and understand how it 

works. This makes it less scary, more 

predictable and as a result, the leader can be 

more effective. 

4. Look for patterns, not triggers  

In a static environment, it makes sense to use 

triggers as predictors of future events. Many 

elements within the environment remain 

constant and so when something happens, its 

impact is easier to see and potentially predict.  

In a dynamic environment however, there are 

many triggers impacting many moving 

elements. This makes a one-to-one 

relationship between cause and effect harder 

(and at times impossible) to see.  

Having a Problem-Solving Mindset means a 

leader doesn’t get distracted by individual 

triggers. Instead they look for the changing 

patterns and rhythm of the environment. It’s a 

bit like a lifeguard looks for patterns on the 

water to predict a dangerous rip.  

A leader who is adopting the Problem-

Solving Mindset will ask themselves “Has this 

happened before?” whereas a different leader 

might ask “What has happened now?” 

5. Be purposeful 

When a leader encounters an unexpected 

situation, they have many options. 

For example, they can choose to be patient. 

This can be positive because it provides the 

opportunity to stand back for a moment to 

assess a situation. This comes with a risk and 

if we are too patient, we can over analyse and 

procrastination steps in. 

 

An alternative approach is for leaders to be 

pushy about the problem. They push their 

ideas and push others to act and move 

forward. While this may get things moving in 

the short term, this approach fails to build the 

buy-in that complex issues need in order to 

be resolved.  

 

A third option is to be persistent. Persistence 

is a bit like a dog with a bone. When leaders 

see an unexpected issue, they keep going at 

it…and at it…and at it. In some circumstances, 

that can be kind of useful. However, when a 

leader is too persistent, they can stop 

listening and learning. Consequently, they can 

keep going down a given track, even though 

all the signs are saying that it’s no longer the 

correct one to follow. 

 

A leader with a Problem-Solving Mindset 

combines the best elements of patience and 

persistence and as a consequence, they are 

purposeful. This means the leader waits when 

they need to wait, they have a clear intention 

that lives beyond the current issues and they 

are energised to achieve it. 

 

6. Outcomes first. Objectives second. 

Leaders are frequently taught that setting 

SMART objectives is the right thing to do. 

And, in some circumstances, it is. However, 

not in every circumstance and certainly not 

when an unexpected event first occurs. 

A leader with a Problem-Solving Mindset 

focuses on the outcome first. They ask, “What 

do we want it to look and feel like when 

we’ve addressed this issue?” 

An outcome is unrelated to what is 

happening now, and it is independent of 

solutions. Therefore, when a leader focuses 

on the outcome, it enables them to move 

forward and work out what needs to happen 
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next, without having all the detail. Conversely, 

if a leader locks on to an objective, when 

there are still a significant number of 

unknowns, they are likely to be ‘locking in’ to 

the wrong solution. 

7. Turn mountains into molehills 

 

Dynamic environments don’t serve up one 

unexpected issue. They serve up many at a 

time. As these converge, it can feel like a 

mountain of complexity rising in front of you.  

A leader with a Problem-Solving Mindset 

understands that uncertain situations, while 

they appear large and complex are simply a 

collection of smaller, more manageable 

elements. The ability to convert situations into 

bite sized chunks, leaves leaders feeling more 

in control and enables them to step out into 

uncertainty.  

Three ways to get started 
 

The Problem-Solving Mindset enables your 

leaders to be more ready, willing and able to 

lead through disrupted environments. This 

supports faster recovery, better business 

performance and builds momentum behind 

the things that really matter. 

So, how do you get started? 

 

Like any problem, the first step is to work 

out if you have a problem in the first 

place?  

Go back to Figure 2 and ask yourself: 

• What kind of mindset are my leaders 

currently applying?  

• Is this going to deliver the result I want? 

If you conclude that you do have a 

problem, Step 2 is to work out whether 

that problem is worth solving.  

These questions will help 

• What is happening within our 

environment?  

• Is the level of uncertainty increasing or 

decreasing? 

• How will this effect leadership capability? 

• If all my leaders adopted a Problem-

Solving Mindset, what would that make 

possible?  

• What would that mean for me? 

The third and final step is to work out 

what action to take.  

Leaders can learn to apply a Problem-Solving 

Mindset, but it takes time to develop and 

practice.  

If you and your team have experienced 

significant disruption, you don’t have time to 

wait. Disruption opens a window of 

opportunity that won’t stay open forever. To 

capture it, your team needs real-time, 

practical help from a master problem-solver. 

Someone who can guide them through, 

applying the right mindset and skills to 

business-critical issues.  

This approach will address your immediate 

need while also developing a foundation for 

future capability. It will also provide you, as 

the senior leader, with the space and 

confidence to focus on the big picture and 

achieving the right outcome. 

To learn how this kind of program works in 

practice and how it will benefit your team, 

contact Kate Christiansen on  

+61 (0)435 993648 

kate@katechristiansen.com.au 


