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“Time and again our conversations confirmed a 

new unease. No one expressed any comfort or 

self-assurance”

Nik Gowing and Chris Langdon

Introduction
To position this paper in time, it is noted that 
Donald Trump has been in the White House 
a little over one week. Already things are 
occurring in the United States that many would 
not have anticipated less than two years ago. 
Over that same period only a few of us would 
have guessed the United Kingdom would make 
a decision to leave the European Union. And 
the extremely fast recent rise of the far right 
across a number of European countries could 
not have been foreseen by all but a few.

The assertion behind this paper is that changes 
are happening at a speed and on a scale 
unprecedented in the last 20 years, that this 
phenomenon began in 2013, that the models of 
leadership and change we have traditionally 
used will not be sufficient to meet the demands 
these changes are going to bring. They call for 
a fundamental reconceptualization of both 
leadership and change management.

Unthinkables 
A report published in mid 2015 brought this 
into clear daylight. Published by Nick Gowing 
and Chris Langdon, it was entitled Thinking the 
Unthinkable. They state that 2014 was the year it 
all rose “to the surface”, where previously held 
assumptions simply failed to work any more and 
a series of events occurred that would have 
been (to many) unthinkable.

They point to examples:

• The Seizure of Crimea

• Ebola outbreak in Africa

• A massive drop in the oil price

• The massive influx of refugees into 
Europe

• ISIL seizing Mosul and then Palmyra 
(twice)

• The Volkswagen scandal

• The failure of Chinese leaders to halt the 
deep slowdown in the Chinese economy

To these we might also add the speed and 
scale of the Russian intervention into Syria, the 
election of Donald Trump as US President, the 
acknowledged hacking of the DNC computers, 
and the Brexit vote - events occurring since the 
publication of their report.

Times for a change

Nik Gowing

Chris Langdon

http://thinkunthinkable.org/downloads/Thinking-The-Unthinkable-Report.pdf
http://thinkunthinkable.org/downloads/Thinking-The-Unthinkable-Report.pdf
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Intelligence Council
In January 2017 the US National Intelligence 
Council published its most recent Global Trends 
document and it makes for quite sober reading, 
suggesting that disruptive changes of a similar 
nature and scale are quite possible in the 
near future. They point to a world both more 
dangerous and richer with opportunity than 
ever before. On the down side they predict for 

• Greater global fragmentation

• A rising trend to pursue localized self 
interest

• Attempts to block cooperation at every 
turn

• Undermining of shared understandings

• Increasing disruption from terrorism

• Profound risks of gross miscalculations on 
a global scale

• Increasing refugee flows

They point to a range of trends that underlie 
these predictions and assert they will converge 
at an unprecedented pace to make governing 
and cooperation harder and to change the 
nature of power—fundamentally altering 
the global landscape. Perhaps more telling, 
they assert that “order will remain elusive and 
tensions high until societies and governments 
renegotiate their expectations of one 
another…. 

“Some major powers and regional aggressors 

will seek to assert interests through force but will 

find results fleeting as they discover traditional, 

material forms of power less able to secure and 

sustain outcomes”.

This was reinforced recently in a research note 
published by Barclays Bank suggesting major 
possibilities in 2017 included things such as 

• Loss of oil output in Venezuela after a 
default, 

• A further unexpected slowdown in 
China’s economy

• Risks to the supply routes that are vital to 
the flow of raw materials

• A potential escalation in rhetoric 
between the Iran and USA that could 
significantly disrupt oil markets

And, of course, there is then North Korea.

World Economic Forum
The World Economic Form has released in the 
last few days its Global Risk Report and it too 
makes for sober reading. Perhaps a little starkly, 
it nevertheless states early in the report that 

“After the electoral shocks of the last 

year, many are asking whether the crisis 

of mainstream political parties in Western 

democracies also represents a deeper crisis 

with democracy itself”

As late as this week the The Bulletin of the 
Atomic Scientists’ Science and Security Board 
moved the Doomsday Clock another 30 
seconds closer to midnight – a somewhat 
symbolic action, true, but indicative of a 
widespread anxiety that underlies many of 
these reports.

Each and every one of these past or possible 
future events and trends have and could have 
significant implications for internal politics in 
all western countries and significant flow-on 

https://www.dni.gov/files/images/globalTrends/documents/GT-Main-Report.pdf
http://www.businessinsider.com.au/barclays-black-swans-chaos-in-2017-2017-1
http://reports.weforum.org/global-risks-2017/
http://thebulletin.org/sites/default/files/Final%202017%20Clock%20Statement.pdf
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effects for their economies and for those who 
lead business.

We can hear you saying “yes, but it has always 

been like this”. Gowing and Langdon might 

respond “yes, but not on the scale or rapidity” 

we are experiencing. But Gowing and Langdon 

go further – their research shows business 

leaders do not know how to think about these 

things, are extremely reluctant to talk about 

them openly (even in the supposed safety of 

their own offices and Boardrooms) and find 

them unpalatable. Indeed, underlying most 

leaders’ response to this emerging situation are 

old and outdated models of what makes for 

effective leadership and guidance of change. 

The old thinking is simply not up to the task.

Symptoms
What are the symptoms of the failure of old 
thinking to deal with this situation? Gowing 
and Langdon describe nine symptomatic 
responses:-

• Being overwhelmed by multiple, intense 
pressures

• Institutional conformity

• Wilful blindness

• Groupthink

• Risk aversion

• Fear of career limiting moves (clms)

• Reactionary mind-sets 

• Denial

• Cognitive overload and dissonance

They go on to say that “the lies we tell to 

ourselves everyday are stunningly large, and 

to some degree we have to in order to get 

through the day. But few if any (leaders) have 

answers on how to respond with the inspired 

scale and farsightedness necessary. The way 

we lead organisations has to shift.”

At all levels
This inadequacy of leaders’ thought processes 
to comprehend and think about these events 
and trends is mirrored at a smaller scale within 
specific industries and even within specific 
businesses. As too are the mental processes 
that executives use, or don’t use. This has been 
particularly obvious in a range of recent global 
conferences on innovation and disruption in 
which both and colleagues have participated.

Times for a change
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This same disconnect between the reality of 
what is happening and the mental processes 
required is most obvious at a local level in the 
cab industry in some states of Australia as they 
battle to make sense of the rise of Uber and 
Lyft.

On a larger scale we can anticipate major 
discontinuity throughout the transport 
industry worldwide as various large cities 
and governments come to terms with the 
movement sweeping the world known as 
Mobility As A Service (MaaS). Developments 
in Auckland and 10 other cities worldwide 
have the potential to re-write totally the social 
and financial contract between the travelling 
public, those who build and govern transport 
infrastructure and those who have provided 
services and built/led businesses in this space. 

Radical transformations and disruptions in the 
health sector portend similar re-writing of the 
contract between healthcare institutions and 
the public as patient.

At any level of scale, from global to local, there 
are those who embrace these events and 
trends and see opportunity. It makes them at 
the very least intrigued right through to simply 
jumping out of their skins with what might be 
possible. 

Responses
But these possibility thinkers and optimists do 
not represent the majority. A more common  
response from many is to show any one or more 
of Gowing and Langdon’s nine symptoms, i.e.

• Become stuck like a rabbit in headlights 
and overwhelmed

• Seek safety in the conformity of the 
country, sector, segment or organization 
of which they are part

• Wilfully ignore the events or trends 
happening around them

• Hand of their brain and thought 

processes to remain a part of their 
“group”

• Take incremental steps that will 
inevitably fail

• Do nothing in case it limits their future 
prospects

• Take a reactionary stance

• Just deny that this is happening, often by 
rationalizing it as something not so out of 
the ordinary.

It is often hard for the average leader to see 
quickly the links between, on the one hand, 
global disruptions of the type that Gowing 
and Langdon describe and, on the other 
hand, their own specific business or part of a 
large organization. One reason is time – it is 
difficult to connect the dots when events in 
one part of the world push their impacts and 
consequences through to another part and 
it is a year or more that may have elapsed in 
between. 

Another is different levels of scale – within 
a few years events unfolding in Auckland 
and 10 other large cities will, in all likelihood, 
revolutionize the way people throughout the 
world travel. These MaaS developments are not 
yet of a scale to be on their radar. Managers 
and leaders in traditional transport service 
companies (buses, trains, cabs, etc .. ) will not 
see them coming and, in many cases, will take 
defensive, even futile, postures as the cab 
industry has done in response to Uber and Lyft 
over recent years. 

Recent press reports suggest the US 
government may well place a 20% tariff 
increase on goods imported from Mexico to 
pay for “The Wall”. This news must have sent a 
deep shiver down the spine of so many business 
leaders, executives and middle managers 
throughout Mexico – for them, an “unthinkable” 
may well have just happened. Whilst it is 
absolutely true that unthinkables also create 
opportunities, whatever the event, whatever 

https://ts.catapult.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Mobility-as-a-Service_Exploring-the-Opportunity-for-MaaS-in-the-UK-Web.pdf
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its scale (global right down to local), when the 
unthinkable happens it requires a response and 
it inevitably forces change. 

Entire industry re-structuring with consequent 
social and economic displacement is one 
common and obvious result – it is deeply 
confronting to view old aged couples in pairs 
sleeping in the doorways of empty shopfronts 
in Athens. For them the loss of the pension and 
the eviction from their homes were at one 
stage unthinkable. 

It was equally unthinkable just a few years ago 
for the account leader in the Athens office of 
a large global financial services firm to find 
himself, his wife and his children returning to 
his parents in his village of origin in order to 
have a roof over their heads. This caused great 
distress to his superior and the local leader 
of the firm as he struggled to lead a massive 
change, have all his employees accept such 
unthinkables and reconceptualize their entire 
business model.

Countries, industry sectors, businesses and 
the public have always been vulnerable to 
unpredictable or what Gowing and Langdon 
call, non-normative events. And the leaders of 
business, the executives in corporations, the line 

managers in plants, the leaders of clinical units 
in hospitals have always had to adjust, cope 
and lead change of some sort in response to 
the impact of these unthinkables.

So what is different now?
As Gowing and Langdon contend, two key 
differences are the scope and rapidity of these 
unthinkables. But it is more than this – we live 
in a world that is so deeply inter-connected 
where an event in one part of the “system” 
has implications throughout other remote 
parts almost instantly in ways that cannot be 
predicted nor managed for. 

There is a fundamental re-alignment of 
power occurring in this digital age where old 
expectations of governments and business 
leaders no longer apply. As in the Auckland 
example, digital disruption will cause a 
fundamental change in the behavior of 
massively large groups of people across the 
plant. Many do not understand nor appreciate 
the depth and scope of such impacts and 
as they occur they appear to them as 
unthinkables.
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Against this backdrop how might we think of 
leadership, how might we practice change? 

Types of problems
One of the most powerful yet simple models 
that has served us well for over 20 years was first 
created by Ralph Stacey in a 1996 publication. 
It speaks to the types of problems or issues 
that arise for business leaders, executives and 
managers. And with different types of problems 
or issues come different required modes of 
thinking, different approaches, different mental 
models.

Stacey posits a way of distinguishing 
alternatives regarding both the context in 
which decisions are made and the degree of 
certainty surrounding them. The nature of an 
issue confronting us can be one around which 
we all agree through to one around which 
there are high levels of disagreement. Equally, 
the problem or issue may be one around 
which we have a high degree of confidence 
or certainty as to the best approach through to 

one in which there is little or no predictability. 
There are three spaces that can then be 
highlighted in this framework, and to mark them 
simply we will call them

• The bottom left hand corner

• The middle ground

• The top right space

In the past, we have used this as a simple 
means for distinguishing between those 
problems around which the dominant 
discourse of linear, top-down, leader directed 
decision-making is appropriate and those 
problems where a more enabling or emergent 
disposition is called for. 

We have come to call this the “middle ground” 
– the domain of wicked or complex problems. 

There is a very high degree of overlap between 
what Churchman (and then Rittel) first called 
wicked problems and what Stacey suggests are 
complex problems, or those problems that lie 
in the “middle ground”. In our minds they are 
equivalent. It should also be noted that there is 
some similarity between this classification and 

https://www.amazon.com/Complexity-Creativity-Organizations-Ralph-Stacey-ebook/dp/B010J5IEAI/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1485841297&sr=8-2&keywords=ralph+stacey
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the work of Ron Heifetz from Harvard University 
but there are also some significant differences.

Enter the unthinkables
But with the rise of the unthinkables we can 
now posit three types of problems or issues to 
which leaders and leaders of change must 
respond and do so in different ways with 
different mental models.

In the top right are those issues around which 
there is little agreement and little certainty. 
Stacey suggests this is an area for avoidance, 
anarchy and randomness. This is truly the space 
in which unthinkables live. 

Every one of the unthinkables described 
by Gowing and Langdon and the possible 
scenarios outlined in the recent Barclay’s 
research note fall clearly within this top right 
space, problems around which there is a lack 
of consensus as to the nature of the problem 
and little confidence that any known strategy 

will generate a predictable solution.

Until recently, we have argued that the social 
environments and problem types that many 
executives and managers face lie in the middle 
ground. They are problems and issues around 
which reasonable levels of uncertainty exist 
as to the likely efficacy of any known strategy 
and reasonable levels of disagreement arise 
from the hidden informal social networks of the 
organization as to the nature of the problem. 
This is the world of complex and difficult 
problems. What is now clear is to this diagram  
we must now add the top right space as one 
for serious consideration by leaders.

Reframe
This model by Ralph Stacey has served us well 
for over 20 years. It has immediate face validity 
for executives and managers – they get it! But 
along with this model has come an unstated 
assumption that there is no response to top 

Times for a change
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right space events other than to react as seems 
best at the time and be very attentive to the 
responses your actions trigger – the image 
of trying to stay afloat in a small boat in very 
rough seas comes to mind.

Enter Nassim Taleb, best known for his book 
on Black Swan events. He described such 
phenomena as an event or occurrence that 
deviates beyond what is normally expected of 
a situation and is extremely difficult to predict.  
Black swan events are typically random and 
are unexpected. 

He offers us a very different perspective on 
such problems and events as occur in the top 
right space. He starts with the deceptively 
simple proposition that the opposite of fragile 
is not robust. In his book of the same name he 
introduces the concept of the Antifragile.

The concept of fragility is very familiar to us. It 
applies to things that break when you strike or 
stretch them with a relatively small amount of 
force. Porcelain cups are fragile. 

Things that do not break so easily when you 
apply force or stress to them we call strong 
or resilient, even robust. A cast-iron pan, for 
instance. This is familiar conceptual territory for 
most of us.

However, there is a third category here that 
is often overlooked. It includes those things 
that actually get stronger or improve when 
they are met with a stressor (up to a point). 
Illustratively, he points to the safety in the airline 
industry that exists today due to crashes in the 
past. It is a safer way to travel because of past 
“breakages”, so to speak. 

This antifragile property can be said to apply 
to living things generally, as in the famous 
aphorism ‘what doesn’t kill you makes 
you stronger’.  For example, we are now 
beginning to realize just how much children 
who are raised in what we might call “dirty” 
environments (e.g. some parts of India) 
have much stronger immune systems than 
those raised in more sterile “western” world 
conditions. Strangely, we don’t really have a 
word for this property, this opposite of fragility. 
For Taleb, all complex systems (like societies, 
economic systems, businesses etc.) have, or 
must confront this property in some way. 

The urge to fragilize
He points to a widespread tendency to remove 

chaos or disorder for it is frightening or in his 

words “we have been fragilizing the economy, 

https://www.amazon.com/Black-Swan-Improbable-Fragility-Incerto-ebook/dp/B00139XTG4/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1486271600&sr=1-1&keywords=black+swan
https://www.amazon.com/Antifragile-Things-That-Disorder-Incerto-ebook/dp/B0083DJWGO/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1486271770&sr=1-1&keywords=antifragile
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our health, political life, education, almost 

everything… by suppressing randomness and 

volatility”. 

In terms of Stacey’s model, we tend to want  
to drive problems or issues from the top right 
space or the middle ground down into the 
bottom left hand corner where we can agree 
with others as to what the issue is and we can 
have confidence that if we undertake action X 
we will produce result Y. 

Taleb argues this approach makes the very 
systems we seek to address even more fragile, 
and suggests a number of key principles that 
will promote not only resilience but, especially, 
antifragility. These same principles can inform 
how leaders and leaders of change might 
respond to top right space unthinkable events 
and processes.

Most change fails
It is a sad indictment on the field that the 
pervasive and dominant model of change 
management that drives so much modification 
to structure, strategy and process in the 

corporate world largely fails to achieve its 
desired outcomes. 

Change is often conceived and executed 
within the frames of thinking that sit in the 
‘bottom left hand corner’ rather than the 
middle ground, and it lacks the appropriate 
style of leadership to support what emerges. 
Even worse, such thinking is absolutely 
inappropriate to top right space issues and 
problems.

Taleb’s work on antifragile systems now explains 
why so much well intentioned effort into 
change management is futile

Bottom left hand problems
It is not that such traditional change 
management thinking is inappropriate. It works 
well for those problems and issues that sit in the 
bottom left hand corner and are susceptible to 
resolution by linear, mechanistic modes. 

The much used work of John Kotter from 
Harvard University lies in this domain, at least as 
it is practiced by most of his disciples. 
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As implemented by many, this approach is 
often based on a failure to comprehend that so 
much change is large, complex and engenders 
a range of reactions among stakeholders 
that squarely define it as a middle ground 
phenomenon.

Stacey suggests strongly that problems in the 
middle ground addressed with the thinking 
or processes suitable to the bottom left hand 
corner will tend to make the problem worse 
and are not likely to lead to a resolution.  

In Taleb’s language the drive to make highly 
complex systems ordered actually makes them 
more fragile.

It is our experience that the leadership of 
change is no different.

Complex problems require different thinking 
and different approaches - Stacey speaks of 
complex responsive processes, others speak of 
complex adaptive systems theory. 

To this we can now add that unthinkables also 
require some fundamentally different models 
and ways of leading change. Taleb gives us 
some pointers in this regard.

For bottom left hand corner problems 
management  ensures it has the right 
understanding of the issue, there is widespread 
agreement as to its nature, a known and 
practiced strategy exists and can be 
implemented and the change is directed and 
implemented, albeit that it must also satisfy at a 
minimum Kotter’s requirements for 

• A clear rationale or case

• A clear picture of what success looks like

• The skilling of individuals to lead and 
adapt to the change

• A series of sequenced and integrated 
initiatives

• The appropriate resourcing

• A plan for action and implementation

• A way of monitoring progress

Middle ground problems
On the other hand, it is our experience that 
complex problems1 and the social spaces 
in which they arise often have the following 
characteristics:-

• The issue at hand is complex or 
complicated: there are many enmeshed 
and interacting parts some of which 
have either amplifying (positive 
feedback) or dampening (negative 
feedback) effects.

• The future is under construction in the 
minds of the players involved; often it is 
either wholly or partially unknowable  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 The term complex is used in a techni-
cal sense: for simplicity’s sake in this paper a 
complex system is one that contains both order 
and disorder simultaneously. It is different from 
complicated which describes a system that is 
highly enmeshed.
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in real and pragmatic ways.

• The drive to convergent thinking is 
balanced by an awareness of the very 
different (and often quite emotionally 
invested) interests that stakeholder 
groups have around the issue.

• It is beginning to dawn on the leaders, 
executives and managers involved that 
they actually can’t control for the future 
and that there are real limits to their 
drive for efficiency.

• Establishing the boundary of the system 
is often fraught due to various hidden 
and informal interests around the issue. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Social strange attractors (Stacey, 2010) 
are at play in the form of established 
cultures, i.e. sets of assumptions, beliefs 
and perspectives that, in turn, guide 
action.

Middle ground checklist
If you can place a check mark against one 
or more of the following, then it is highly likely 
you have a complex or middle ground on your 
hands.

• Whenever the situation is complicated 
and/or complex

• Whenever the change you seek is 
complicated and/or complex

• Whenever the outcomes are vague or 
unclear

• Whenever there are unknown or 
unpredictable forces at work that can 
influence or interfere

• Whenever people’s feelings or reactions 
are likely to be triggered significantly

• Whenever your will need to equip, 
educate or train others to implement 
and sustain a change

• Whenever there are any politics involved 
or likely

• Whenever individuals or groups have 
the potential to feel disenfranchised as a 
result of the change

Top right space checklist
Then there come the problems and issues 
arising from the top right space: these are the 
unthinkables. The most important characteristic 
of these problems is that there is something 
about them that you and your colleagues 
either

• Did not foresee, or

• If you did have an “inkling” then you 
and/or your colleagues engaged in any 
one or more of Gowing and Langdon’s 
nine symptomatic responses outlined 
earlier in this paper

• They probably did not come alone, but 
in concert with a number of other issues

Times for a change

http://researchprofiles.herts.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/complexity-and-organizational-reality(f9c938cd-303c-4e0a-93ed-0bd9926f1e6d).html
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• Your current modes of thinking offer no 
way of embracing them fruitfully

• The unthinkable issues or problems are 
likely to be quite unpalatable to talk 
about openly

• They are likely to have far reaching and 
potentially disruptive implications at one 
or more levels of scale: global, national, 
industry sector or local.

Case study 
Many of our clients see change as a linear 
process, something to be managed and driven.

We were speaking with a senior executive in 
a professional services organization recently 
as he had just been appointed leader of a 
significant change project.

He expanded at length on his experience as 
a change manager and as a person deeply 
experienced in how to organize and drive 

change. 

It was a truly sad experience to see this person 
simply not know what he didn’t know – 

Experienced? True, 

Confident? Absolutely, 

Good manager? Probably, 

But wise? Not at all. 

The change initiative he had been given 
to lead was clearly aimed at issues in the 
company’s middle ground and were it to be 
successful (unlikely) it will have the impact 
of a change in the top right space to this 
company’s competitors - some thing that 
could disrupt significantly their business drivers, 
potentially even be described in years to come 
as a black swan event.

His thinking and mental models were simply 
inappropriate to the context and nature of the 
task ahead of him, and his leadership capacity 
was non existent. 

Indeed his very thinking and mindset were likely 

to make matters worse in the long term, that 
is, make his own organization more fragile in its 
industry. 

One of his colleagues described his approach 
as like walking along a precipice with a fatal 
cliff on either side “trying to catch fog and 
bottle it whilst using a hammer and wrench as 
his only tools”. 

But, nevertheless, he found a group of people 
who shared his thinking and mental models 
of the world (or were at least not prepared to 
disagree in public with him) and so he is now 
content for his thinking is reinforced.

Types drive approach
When problems and issues arise, at any level 
of scale, the very first task of a leader is to 
ascertain the nature of the issue at hand. 
Where does it belong?

• The bottom left hand corner?

• The middle ground?

• The top right space?

Each of these spaces should evoke quite 
different mind sets, styles of thinking, and 
modes of approach to leadership generally 
and the leadership of change specifically.

In future publications and in workshops we 
will explore what each of these three spaces 
signifies, what each implies for the style of 
leadership and change leadership required

Tim Dalmau
January 2017

http://www.dalmau.com
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