Adaptive Action:
Thriving in Uncertainty
by Royce Holladay
Uncertainty: State of being unknown and/or unknowable.
Today you face a world that is rich with diversity, flowing with information, ripe with
opportunity, and alive in constant change. In such a world where you are open to so many
forces, you cannot know the future. In each moment, you stand on the brink of action,
facing into that unknown and unknowable future. Most of the time, you relish the daily
challenge to find ways to adapt and respond to the unknown and surprising events that
make life more interesting. On the other hand, you also grow tired of the challenge. It’s
difficult, if not impossible, to recognize, much less respond to, all the richness in the
diversity, every insight in the information, or each opportunity inherent in change.
Sometimes, you may even feel threatened by the degree of uncertainty you face.
In a world where the future is unknown and/or unknowable, how do you make decisions and
take action to move toward the best fit in your environment? How do you, individually and
in groups, become resilient enough to meet the opportunities and challenges presented by
an uncertain future? If the uncertainty comes from what is unknown, how do you go about
finding out what you need to know. If, on the other hand, the uncertainty comes from what
is unknowable, how do you stand ready to respond as you move forward?
In HSD we believe the answer lies in the ability to stand in inquiry and remain open to the
surprise and ambiguity that uncertainty offers. And we know that good questions will serve
you better in an uncertain future than any number of pre-determined answers. Questions
help you make sense of your world at any moment to inform wise action toward greater
fitness in the uncertainty of life.
The invitation to stand in inquiry asks you to rely on questions to observe the dynamics of
the world, make meaning of what you see and experience, and take action that helps you
step into the uncertainty of your every-day life. It invites you to
•

Open yourself to the ambiguity of a world you can’t predict or control.

•

Ask questions that you don’t already know the answer to.

•

Look for answers you don’t expect.

•

Look for the dynamics of the interactions and decisions that shape your world.

•

Be patient when patterns take time to emerge.

•

Respond quickly when new patterns surprise you.

•

Know that sometimes the closest you’ll get to closure is finding your next question.

•

Turn your judgment into curiosity.

•

Turn disagreement into mutual exploration.

•

Turn defensiveness into self-reflection.

CTW: Adaptive Action: Thriving in Uncertainty

©2012.HSD Institute. Use with permission.
www.HSDInstitute.org

HSD offers Adaptive Action as a path for stepping into uncertainty. Taking Adaptive Action
means using three simple questions to sort out the complexity of your world:
•

•

•

What?
o

What do you see? Hear? Feel?

o

What patterns do you see?

o

What patterns do you want or need to see?

So what?
o

So what does that mean to you in the immediate situation?

o

So what might that mean as you move forward?

o

So what conditions in the environment generated these patterns?

o

How might you shift those conditions to change the pattern?

o

What conditions will move you closer to fit in your environment?

o

What steps can you take to shift the patterns around you?

Now what?
o

Now what did your action do to shift the patterns around you?

o

Now what do you see? Hear? Feel?

o

Now what patterns do you see?

o

Now are you closer to what you need?

o

Now what’s next?

Using this iterative cycle of questioning helps you stand in your world in a way that
increases your own ability to adapt and respond to the surprises, gifts, and challenges of
uncertainty.
For more about using Adaptive Action and other HSD-based models and methods to deal
with the uncertainty in your life, visit the HSD Institute at wiki.hsdinstitute.org. And,
remember to stay in touch!
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