Leading Successfully in Uncertain Times
by Andy Scantland, Executive Coach, MBA/ CPCC
“It’s tough to know what the future holds for our team- how do I lead
my team when so much is uncertain right now?”
Leadership- influencing people to follow you- is tough enough when you know what to
expect. More and more often these days, it seems the future is uncertain: we don’t know
what will happen in the marketplace, with our competitors, with our customers, with
external factors like government regulation, the social media environment, it goes on and
on. Sometimes it seems the only things we know for sure are what we don’t know.
We want our teams to feel supported, engaged, creative and resourceful at all times. But
getting the best from people is hardest when people don’t have certainty about what’s in
front of them.
People respond to uncertainty in many ways but two reactions are almost universal:




We tend to freeze when faced with uncertainty. Think about the unfortunate deer
in the headlights- we don’t know how to respond so our tendency is to do nothing,
stay in one place and hope the danger passes. Not the most powerful approach.
We fill a void of information with our own ‘truth’. Nature hates a vacuum and
team members hate not know what is going on. So, the void is filled with rumors
and guesses and water cooler chat which becomes the ‘truth’ about what’s to come.
Again, not optimal.

So, how can leaders respond? You can absolutely show up powerfully and effectively as a
leader in these situations. Here’re some ideas, derived both from my experience and from
others on the front line.
1. Acknowledge and validate, then communicate. Let people know you recognize the
discomfort in not knowing what is happening. No apologies necessary (unless it’s
your fault), but the simple validation that it’s human and normal to be unsure goes a
million miles. Then, share what you can to fill the void with accuracy, not rumors.
Former head of Baxter Pharmaceutical, Harry Kraemer, recommends a simple
formula: tell people exactly what you know, what you don’t know and when you will
get back to them.
2. Take a stand as a leader. During crazy times, people will be looking to you for your
response. Be a model of calm, conscious decision-making and your people will mirror
that. Be a frantic, emotion-driven wreck, and people will mirror that as well.
3. Take a bias toward action. Unlock the tendency to freeze by making whatever
decisions you can and creating positive action. Even if imperfect, the action can
revive energy levels and create a more positive attitude on the team. Know you
could make some mistakes but be sure you are learning something at every stage.
Says Donovan Campbell, author and former U.S. Marine platoon commander,
“...leadership characterized by indecisiveness is one of the surest ways to undermine
your credibility with your team.”
4. Go back to your sustaining values. When you don’t know anything else, know
yourself. Remind people of the shared values within the organization. Remind them

of the mission and their contribution toward that mission. Remind people of their
strengths and that you believe in them. When people remember the big picture, they
are less likely to focus on the difficult moments.
We all operate more fluidly with a roadmap in hand and a clear destination in mind. True
leadership is most essential when people aren’t certain of the path forward. That’s your time
to shine.
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