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Catch of the Day

Birds of prey, like this osprey eagle, display precision and power as they 
catch fish. Likewise, leaders of people display dexterity as they accelerate performance.
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and understand the patterns in the
challenges you face, design creative
responses that move beyond just treat-
ing the symptoms of those challenges,
and act with courage, knowing your
actions are supported by insights about
what is going on.

TThhrreeee  SSiimmppllee  QQuueessttiioonnss
At the heart of this process are three

deceptively simple questions: What? So
what? Now what? These questions en-
able you to break through your paraly-
sis and take intelligent action. While
questioning and planning are natural
and intuitive in how we think about
change, Adaptive Action takes you beyond
the first level of seeing your system. It
enables you to see deep into the
dynamics of decisions, interaction, and
behavior to help you identify the most

productive and best-informed actions.
Q1: What? In the What? stage, those

engaged in problem solving simply
describe current reality. What’s hap-
pening in the system? What’s happen-
ing in the larger world? What is being
seen, felt, and experienced? In this
stage, people name and describe, as
thoroughly as they can, the current sta-
tus, focusing on the challenge they
need to address.

You need to go beyond what has
always been seen and described, to see
beyond the surface descriptions and
explore the underlying patterns that
create your world. Ask these questions
to explore these deeper dynamics of
your interactions and communications:
What do I know for sure about what is
communicated and how? What patterns
do I observe in part, whole, greater
whole—in the ways people share, gath-
er, and use information at the individ-
ual, group, team levels? What feelings

Get Unstuck

IN THIS AGE OF UNCER-
tainty, you may be

stuck in old habits and
old ways of thinking that no longer
work. Asking three simple questions
can help you frame seemingly insur-
mountable problems and get moving
in a positive direction.

Uncertainty and chaos are the new
normal—and leaders are forced to
rethink most aspects of their work.
Forget five-year planning cycles: Even
five-month planning cycles don’t
work. Forget fixing the root cause of
your challenges in a world where
diverse and multiple forces from many
sources influence decisions you make
and actions you take. Today’s out-
comes depend on yesterday’s actions
and bring unexpected consequences.

NNeeww  PPeerrssppeeccttiivvee  aanndd  TToooollss
We need to find new perspectives

and tools for meeting those challenges.
In the past, strategic planning for a
three-to-five-year horizon often
brought people together to explore
current realities and future possibilities
in shared work. It enabled them to
identify measures and activities that
gave them a sense of control. But
today, you can’t create strategies you
can count on, measures that will hold
their meaning, or an unchanging pic-
ture of the future.

You try working harder. You try the
new versions of old strategies. But no-
thing works. You hit the wall, and you
see no options for action. You’re stuck.

TTrryy  AAddaappttiivvee  AAccttiioonn
So how can you focus your work

and move forward in coherent and
productive ways? Adaptive Action pro-
vides quick feedback in cycles of
observation, analysis, and action that
can be as short as a heartbeat, as long
as a year, and span across a lifetime.
It’s accessible enough that anyone can
use it to solve problems, plan for the
future, and make more effective deci-
sions as they deal with day-to-day
realities and uncertainties.

Adaptive Action enables you to see

or reactions do I see among staff as they
share information or learn new infor-
mation? What lies on the horizon in
terms of need to share information or
in terms of the fallout from how com-
munications now happen? What data
do I have about information flow; data
use; and times, places, and situations
where people say they don’t have the
information they need? What stories
have I heard and from whom, recount-
ing difficulties gathering info or diffi-
culties getting people to hear and
respond? What has changed over time,
relative to this challenge? What are the
gaps in what I know about this chal-
lenge or related situations?

Q2: So what? In this stage, you ask,
So what does all this mean? You explore
the implications of your work, identify-
ing current rationales, new research,
and emergent forces that may be shap-
ing your world. You consider risks and
benefits that go with the uncertainty of
the situation and explore the underly-
ing dynamics of the challenges, using
human systems dynamics (HSD) tools
to understand and to identify new
options for action. At this phase, you
might ask these questions: So what
doesn’t fit for me—for us—in terms of
how people seek, use, and share infor-
mation, as opposed to what we expect-
ed to see? In terms of what we need to
have happen? So what is the difference
between what I/we want and what I/we
have when it comes to sharing and
using information? So what led us here?
Might lead us out? How can we change
expectations about seeking and sharing
information? How might we change
how people step into accountability for
knowing what they need to know?
What constraints can I observe? What
limits/supports effective information
flow? What limits/supports informa-
tion use? What limits/supports
accountability for sharing information?
So what are the most relevant bound-
aries? Where information flows well?

COMPETENCY PROGRESSION

Ask three simple questions.
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We all get stuck at times in life and
work, and  no one gets people
unstuck better than Glenda Eoyang.
Her Adaptive Action strategy
shows how asking three simple ques-
tions can help you frame seemingly
insurmountable problems 
and get you moving in a positive
direction.

Ken Shelton, editor/CEO, 
Leadership Excellence
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Now what unintended consequences
might arise? What should I watch for
as people embrace or ignore the
actions we take? Now what will mark
success or failure? How will I know
these actions are or are not working?
What will I see at the system level?
What will I see among my teams?
What will I see different among indi-
viduals? Now what do I need to com-
municate to others? Who needs to
know what about these issues, chal-
lenges, and changes?

BBeenneeffiittss  ooff  AAddaappttiivvee  AAccttiioonn
Adaptive Action offers new ways to

think about the limitations in tradition-
al planning: it enables you to name
and explore the uncertainty in your
systems; it promotes shorter cycles of
action and feedback, enabling you to
respond to unexpected events and take
corrective action more quickly; and it
enables you to see more deeply into
your challenges, giving you more
options for taking action and making
changes in your world.

When you understand a challenge
from a new perspective, you have a
better chance to figure out new ways
to respond. You’re basically saying, “All
of this uncertainty isn’t bad, or good. It
just is . . . and here are a few simple
questions that can help me live with
it.” It’s liberating to make that shift.

Once you do, you’re ready to move
forward in ways that lead to sustain-
able innovation and productivity. LE

Glenda Eoyang and Royce Holladay are coauthors of Adaptive
Action: Leveraging Uncertainty in Your Organization
(Stanford University Press). Visit www.adaptiveaction.org.

ACTION: Engage in adaptive action.

Where it gets blocked? Where it’s
received? Where it’s well used? What
are the most relevant differences? In
how people seek and send informa-
tion? In how they use or ignore infor-
mation? In what information people
want or use? What are the most rele-
vant connections? That bring people
together? That make meaning of the
information they have? That extend
into other parts of the organization? To
the greater landscape? That are newer?
That are older? So what are my options
for action to shift how people seek,
gather, generate, and use the informa-
tion available to them?

Q3: Now what? In this stage, people
take action and assess the impact on
the challenge at hand. Did the situa-
tion change? In what ways? What
were the unintended consequences
that might have emerged? What’s hap-
pening now? What am I uncertain
about now? If people pay attention,
they find themselves back to the next
What? stage, describing the patterns as
they stand after taking action. That’s
the iterative nature of Adaptive
Action—people always end up at the
start of another cycle.

In the Now what? phase, you need
to ask these questions: Now what will
I do to help people share, gather, and
use data and information that informed
their work? Now who might I include
in action? Who can do what? Who is
involved and who needs to be involv-
ed? Now what will I expect to see as
system change? What will be the
behaviors that will indicate change?
What operational systems and func-
tions might change and in what ways?
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