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SYNOPSIS 
 

This unit aims to explore the differences between what people might think or say the 
leadership challenge they are facing is, versus what it really is. So often, we think we have 
accurately “diagnosed” the challenge, when in fact we are still only surface-deep. In order to 
make progress and to bring about change, we must first have the ability and courage to 
identify the multi-faceted nature of the problem we are striving to solve. 

It is far easier to be a technical leader than an adaptive one. It is easy to 
leave it to God, hard to realize that God is calling us to responsibility, to 

become His partners in the work of redemption...Adaptive leadership is, for 
Judaism, the highest form of leadership. That is what the Prophets did. 

Without relieving the people of their responsibility, they gave them a vision 
and a hope. They spoke difficult, challenging truths, and they did so with a 
passion that still has the power to inspire the better angels of our nature. 

Rabbi Sacks, 
www.rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation/behaalotecha/two-types-of-leadership/ 

This unit helps us understand how to identify and categorize the kinds of challenges we are 
facing, so that we can respond appropriately. We will unpack the distinction between 
“technical” and “adaptive” challenges, and explore what leadership might mean in each 
context. 

 

 

EDUCATIONAL GOALS 
 

Learners will emerge from this session with the following enduring understandings: 

●​ Diagnosing the problem is at the heart of successful leadership work 

●​ Leadership work is adaptive; it requires changing people’s hearts and values and their 
sense of identity 

●​ Technical work, in which the problem is identified and solvable with expertise, is part 
of leadership, but only one piece of the puzzle; this work is the authority figure’s 
responsibility 

●​ Don’t accept the first (few) interpretations of the problem; dig deeper. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

In this session, we introduce the importance of diagnosis in leadership work. If we have not 
accurately defined the problem, we are unlikely to make progress on solving it. 

Technical problems live in people’s heads and logic systems. They are 
susceptible to facts and authoritative expertise. Adaptive challenges live 

in people’s hearts and stomachs. They are about values, loyalties, and 
beliefs. 

Kansas Leadership Center, 
www.kansasleadershipcenter.org/distinguish-technical-and-adaptive-work/ 

 

Diagnosing the Leadership Challenge 
What were the Jewish people complaining about upon leaving Egypt? Was it really the food 
or was it something else? This session looks at how to distinguish between challenges that 
have a technical explanation and solution and those that are more complex and require a 
shift in behavior and values. We refer to Jewish texts that help illuminate this distinction. 

The Jewish people right now needs leaders, people unafraid to face​
the challenges of today and build for tomorrow instead of, as so often 

happens, fighting the battles of yesterday...the world changes and leaders 
help us to adapt to the new without breaking faith with the old...take on 

one leadership challenge, however small, that you may not​
have done before. 

Rabbi Sacks, (Lessons in Leadership, “Introduction”, xxviii) 

 
Corridor to Learning 
Often, what we understand is different from what is actually said. This session will be 
focusing on the complexity of interpretations and diagnostic work. As you go through the 
learning, keep track of the following chart; you will check in about it at the end of the 
session. Try to capture “What Was Said” as close to verbatim as you can. Then, reflect on 
what went through your head when that comment (made either by yourself or by someone 
else in the group) was shared.  

Exercise from Alexander Grashow, Marty Linsky, and Ronald Heifetz (The Practice of 
Adaptive Leadership, p. 84) 
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What Was Said What I Thought 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

What is Art and Who Decides? 
 

Watch this clip from the movie Mona Lisa Smile: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7bLUG4g0cVc 

In this movie, Julia Roberts plays Katherine Watson, a recent UCLA graduate (who didn’t 
receive her Ph.D), who was hired to teach art history at the prestigious all-female Wellesley 
College, in 1953. In this first scene, the students have prepared for class based on the 
syllabus, and Katherine’s authority is challenged. 
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Now watch this second clip from the movie: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yYxCZpbKsAs 

This is a very different scene. Think about Watson’s authority and how she regains it. Think 
about how she might be redefining her leadership challenge. What is her purpose? How 
does she switch tactics to tackle it? 
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FRAMING 
It is helpful to diagnose the leadership challenge. If you do not accurately define the 
problem, it is likely that you might just be perpetuating the status quo.  

We find it useful to use the lens of “technical” challenges vs. “adaptive” challenges when 
thinking about leadership opportunities. Here is one definition of the difference between 
these two kinds of problems: 

Technical problems (even though they may be complex) can be solved 
with knowledge and procedures already in hand. In contrast, adaptive 

challenges require new learning, innovation, and new patterns of behavior. 
In this view, leadership is the activity of mobilizing people to address 

adaptive challenges 

Sharon Daloz Parks (Leadership Can Be Taught, p.10) 

Or, as Rabbi Sacks puts it: 

A technical challenge is one where you have a problem and someone else 
has the solution. You are ill, you go to the doctor, he diagnoses your 

condition and prescribes a pill. All you have to do is follow the 
instructions. 

Adaptive challenges are different. They arise when we are part of the 
problem. You are ill, you go to the doctor, and he tells you: I can give you a 
pill, but the truth is that you are going to have to change your lifestyle. You 

are overweight, out of condition, you sleep too little and are exposed to 
too much stress. Pills won’t help you until you change the way you live. 

Adaptive leadership is called for when the world is changing, 
circumstances are no longer what they were, and what once worked 

works no more. There is no quick fix, no pill, no simple following of 
instructions. We have to change. The leader cannot do it for us.  

Rabbi Sacks, 
www.rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation/behaalotecha/two-types-of-leadership/ 

Like Katherine Watson in her first class, teachers often approach their students’ learning as 
technical. The problem is clear - the students need to learn to identify certain works of art, 
when they were made, in what style, and by whom; and the solution is clear - expose them 
to textbooks, teach them history, show them works of art, give them lenses through which to 
look at those works.  

But Katherine Watson tried to reframe the problem as adaptive. The problem itself wasn’t 
even clear - what is good art, anyway? Why is it that certain people have the authority and 
power to declare what is good and what is not? What is going on in the broader system - 
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power dynamics, gender dynamics, racial dynamics - that complexify and affect these 
questions? How do we begin to answer these questions? How does that affect how art is 
made and taught? This is all very threatening to the university system, which expects 
Watson to come in, show her slides, assign reading, and not cause any disturbance in the 
status quo. 

Adaptive challenges require leadership. Those who have authority in the system cannot 
simply do what they’ve always done, and tell people what to do. They need to reframe the 
challenge so that people think, and act, for themselves. They need to bring the nuances and 
complexities to the table, and often end up threatening the way things have always been, for 
the sake of the future. 

These charts offer a lens to understand the distinction between “technical” and 
“adaptive” work: 

 

Kind of Work Problem & Solution 
Definition Locus of Work Type of Work 

Technical Clear Authority Optimize Execution 

Technical & 
Adaptive    

Adaptive Requires Learning Stakeholders Experiment & Smart Risks 

 

Technical and Adptive Challenge Overview 

Technical Challenge Adaptive Challenge 

Clearly identified Difficult to identify (easy to deny) 

Effective, applicable solution Requires changes in values, beliefs, and 
approaches to work 

Requires small changes within known 
boundaries 

Require a lot of changes across many, 
sometimes unknown, boundaries 

Can be solved by expert or ‘authority’ Solved by people with the problem 

Solution can be implemented quickly No quick fixes, requires constant 
experimentation 

Increased efficiency/decreased learning Decreased efficiency/increased learning 
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...we look for the wrong kind of leadership. We call for someone with 

answers, decision, strength, and a map of the future, someone who knows 
where we ought to be going - in short, someone who can make hard 

problems simple...Instead of looking for saviors, we should be calling for 
leadership that will challenge us to face the problems for which there are 

no simple, painless solutions - the problems that require us to learn​
new ways. 

Ronald Heifetz (Leadership Without Easy Answers, p. 2) 

Part of what is so challenging about tackling adaptive work, which we are defining as 
stepping into leadership, is that our core values and sense of identity, and the core values 
and senses of identity that others carry, are tested. In the adaptive zone, we are called to 
challenge and support the shifting in values and identities of those we are striving to 
mobilize toward change. 

 

HEVRUTA LEARNING & REFLECTION 
 

Find a learning partner, a Hevruta. Spend 15 minutes reading and discussing each text 
cluster. 

Text Cluster I 

How can you understand the challenge the Israelites are articulating on both the technical 
and adaptive levels? Where should Moses use his authority, and where is leadership 
required? 
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> www.rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation/behaalotecha/two-types-of-leadership/ 
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INTEGRATION & PRACTICE 
 

Leadership Exercise 

Find a new Hevruta and discuss the following questions: 

1.​ Share a leadership challenge you are thinking about. What might it look like to try to 
“re-diagnose” it? Answer the question: Why is it so difficult to make progress on this? 

 

 

 

2.​ Make a list of the technical components of the problem, and the adaptive components. 
Remember, the adaptive column should include reflection on what losses progress on 
the problem might incur, what values it challenges, and what core people or practices it 
might disturb: 

Technical Components Adaptive Components:​
“So, What’s the Problem?” 
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Closing Circle 

1.​ Share your charts; how are you thinking about the problem differently? 

 

 

 

2.​ Check in about your “What I Thought and What Was Said” chart from the beginning of 
the session. Are your interpretations more technical or more adaptive? What did you 
notice about yourself and others? 

 

 

 

 

 

TAKE-AWAY EXERCISE 
 

Start differentiating between technical and adaptive challenges in your work and life - 
try to engage others in a conversation around the more adaptive elements of the story 
that they might not be exploring. 

 

 

 

 

UNIT LESSON SUMMARY:  

Our leadership intervention is only as successful as our 
leadership diagnosis. If we can differentiate between technical 

and adaptive challenges, we can decide how to deploy 
ourselves more effectively. 

​
16 


	 
	 
	 
	Unit 3 
	Diagnosing​the Challenge 
	Learner’s Guide​​Maya Bernstein & Sarah Mali 
	 
	 
	 
	SYNOPSIS 
	EDUCATIONAL GOALS 
	 
	INTRODUCTION 
	Diagnosing the Leadership Challenge 
	Rabbi Sacks, (Lessons in Leadership, “Introduction”, xxviii) 

	 
	Corridor to Learning 
	What is Art and Who Decides? 
	Now watch this second clip from the movie: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yYxCZpbKsAs 
	Technical problems (even though they may be complex) can be solved with knowledge and procedures already in hand. In contrast, adaptive challenges require new learning, innovation, and new patterns of behavior. In this view, leadership is the activity of mobilizing people to address adaptive challenges 
	Sharon Daloz Parks (Leadership Can Be Taught, p.10) 

	A technical challenge is one where you have a problem and someone else has the solution. You are ill, you go to the doctor, he diagnoses your condition and prescribes a pill. All you have to do is follow the instructions. 
	Adaptive challenges are different. They arise when we are part of the problem. You are ill, you go to the doctor, and he tells you: I can give you a pill, but the truth is that you are going to have to change your lifestyle. You are overweight, out of condition, you sleep too little and are exposed to too much stress. Pills won’t help you until you change the way you live. 
	Adaptive leadership is called for when the world is changing, circumstances are no longer what they were, and what once worked works no more. There is no quick fix, no pill, no simple following of instructions. We have to change. The leader cannot do it for us.  
	...we look for the wrong kind of leadership. We call for someone with answers, decision, strength, and a map of the future, someone who knows where we ought to be going - in short, someone who can make hard problems simple...Instead of looking for saviors, we should be calling for leadership that will challenge us to face the problems for which there are no simple, painless solutions - the problems that require us to learn​new ways. 


	HEVRUTA LEARNING & REFLECTION 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	INTEGRATION & PRACTICE 
	TAKE-AWAY EXERCISE 
	UNIT LESSON SUMMARY:  
	Our leadership intervention is only as successful as our leadership diagnosis. If we can differentiate between technical and adaptive challenges, we can decide how to deploy ourselves more effectively. 

