
resently we live in a seemingly “crazy” world where 
unpredictability is the norm and fractures are 
abundant. Fractures are divisions that separate one 
group from another; they could be wide or hairline 

fractures. Even though this is the age of globalization and 
technology is breaking down boundaries and connecting 
us in unprecedented ways, many groups have competing 
values and competing notions of progress. These differences, 
particularly when exploited by irresponsible leaders, 
exacerbate fractures, generating tension and discord, leading 
to a climate of volatility and vulnerability.

We live in a complex system  
The reality is that all groups are a part of a complex system. That 
means that many of the problems we face today are shared, 
interdependent and connected to multiple groups and issues. 
No single group can solve a problem by acting independently 
– whether the problem is environmental, economic, business, 
or political. Furthermore, any group seeking to act alone may 
generate more problems for other groups. As the saying goes, 
“When the butterfly flaps its wings in Rio de Janeiro there are 
thunderstorms in Beijing.”

The problems embedded in complex systems often feel 
impossible to resolve because we generally look at them from 
a limited vantage point within the confines of our own group 
boundary. A boundary is a psychological, cultural, geographic 
or structural marker that contains a particular identity group. 
Problem solving today necessitates crossing boundaries and 
building bridges to mobilize diverse groups.

The tribal impulse
What adds to the difficulty in addressing interdependent 
challenges is our tribal impulse. Even though the world has 
developed significantly over the past 50 years, we are in many 
ways still fundamentally tribal. By tribal I mean that we have a 
natural proclivity to affiliate ourselves with groups that inform 
and reinforce our identity and from which we derive meaning 
and a sense of community. These groups are reinforced by 
boundaries. These days, most of us belong to multiple tribes, 
and therefore have multiple boundaries. Our tribes include 
the company tribe, the religious tribe, the family tribe, and 
even online tribes.

Being tribally-oriented is not a bad thing. It is wonderful to 
have a group to belong to and be around people who have 
shared values and assumptions. The problem, however, is that 
many of the interdependent problems that we face today 
cannot be resolved if we think parochially, act tribally, and stay 
within our boundaries. The dynamic of “in groups” and “out 
groups” can easily emerge, making shared problem solving 
extremely difficult. Also, rather than do the hard work of 
learning from one another, working through differences, and 
generating shared aspirations, during times of uncertainty 
many people prefer to call it a day and retreat back to what they 
believe to be the safe confines of their tribal identities and 
boundaries.

The tribal impulse can be seen in the UK’s vote to exit the 
EU and also the election of Donald Trump who promises to 
“make America great again.” The tribal impulse was also one 
of the variables that contributed to the Global Financial Crisis 
of 2008. I interviewed former UK Prime Minister Gordon 
Brown who explained how he struggled to get leaders to 
transcend their respective cultural and political boundaries 
to fix the flaws in the interdependent global financial system 
that produced the crisis. “I wanted an early-warning system,” 
Brown said, “and I also wanted the financial regulators to work 
together at a global level, so they understood the true scale 
of risk and could act upon it… I will forever regret my failure 
to bring other countries on board or persuade them of the 
urgency of action.”

The need for real leadership
To deal with the demands of leading in a volatile and 
fractured world, we need to think about leadership differently. 
Leadership should not be defined as the act of “getting people 
to follow you,” as that notion is fundamentally tribal and has 
serious deficiencies. In a stable world that notion of leadership 
might be sufficient but not in a complex and interdependent 
world.

Leadership must be seen as the art of mobilizing diverse 
groups to face reality, tackle messy problems, and create what 
is needed to generate shared progress. It is the act of helping 
people deal with the unpredictable, make sense of what is 
going on around them, and modify values and priorities in 
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order to adjust and respond to a dynamic and shifting world. I 
call this “real leadership” in contrast to “counterfeit leadership.”

Counterfeit leadership is the use of power or personality to 
advance one’s personal interests or to get people to avoid 
problematic realities by giving simple solutions, delusional 
aspirations, and scapegoating others. It causes divisions, 
perpetuates silos, and triggers fractures within groups and 
between groups. It is often a consequence of the excessive 
focus on prominence, dominance, and tribalizing. By 
prominence I mean the leader tells people “Look to me, I have 
the answer.” Dominance is the use of positional authority, 
status, or personality to send the message “Listen to me, I’m 
in charge.” And tribalizing is about playing to your own group 
by telling them “Follow me, we have battles to fight and we 
will win!”

Prominence, dominance, and tribalizing may work in 
addressing some challenges but given the complexity of 
many problems in the world today, this approach has serious 
limitations.

Real leadership, on the other hand, does not rely on 
prominence, dominance, or tribalizing but focuses on the 
creative and strategic use of power to get people’s attention, 
to promote learning, and to stimulate adaptive change. The 
leader becomes an attention manager and not an attention 
seeker. The task is to ensure that the spotlight is on the 
problem and not the alpha authority figure.

To exercise real leadership it is important to think and act like 
a global change agent. Even though you might operate locally 
you need to think globally and appreciate how global forces 
are generating dangers and opportunities for your group. 
You need to help people make sense of the changes going 
on around them and figure out what is the essential work 
that needs to be done in order to address a danger or take 
advantage of an opportunity.

Anyone can exercise real leadership and be a global change 
agent, although in varying degrees and in varying ways. Some 
people have considerable power and can get attention easily. 
Some people have little power but can use what power they 
have to raise a question, challenge an assumption, or start a 
conversation, and thereby help people reinterpret a problem 
or even spark a systemic change. What is critical is not how 
much power you have but the courageous and creative use 
of power to intervene when a “leadership moment” emerges.

As a change agent you need to work at the boundaries. 
Boundaries are abundant in all aspects of our lives. For 
example, there are age boundaries, gender boundaries, 
discipline boundaries, political boundaries, structural 
boundaries, and cultural boundaries, to name just a few. The 
work of leadership, depending on the specifics of the problem, 
might require crossing, busting, transcending boundaries, or 
building bridges between groups.

Crossing boundaries
Perhaps the most important skill of the global change agent 
is the capacity for crossing boundaries. One thing is certain, 

resolution to complex interdependent problems and the 
production of breakthrough results may be impossible unless 
the change agent can reach across boundaries to get different 
groups working together to generate shared solutions.

Of course, people have been crossing boundaries since the 
beginning of time, but usually for the purpose of exploitation, 
superficial tourism, or outright battle. Crossing boundaries 
for leadership work is about relationship building, partnering, 
and promoting collaboration for win-win outcomes.  This is 
important for nations, governments, and corporations, but it 
is also important for any institution that has thick boundaries 
where people hide away in their respective departments and 
sections.

Crossing boundaries, however, is challenging work for 
multiple reasons. It requires going into unfamiliar and 
sometimes unwelcome territory where one is perceived as 
“the other.” It requires suspending judgment and cultivating 
relationships through patience and trust building. It also 
requires managing the fears and concerns of your own faction 
that may be wondering what you are up to and may even see 
you as betraying them or being disloyal.

Busting boundaries
Sometimes the challenge of leadership is to bust internal 
boundaries within your own group to open up the flow 
of information so the system can better respond to the 
problematic realities of a changing external environment. 
Some boundaries are like the Great Wall of China, designed 
to keep your own people in and the barbarians out. Thick 
boundaries might be appropriate as a protective mechanism 
in some contexts, but as circumstances change, the boundary 
could impede adaptation and growth, and therefore needs to 
be broken down.

Busting boundaries includes tearing down silos, reducing 
cultural rigidity, fixing deficient processes, and modifying or 
ending maladaptive practices, beliefs, and superstitions that 
reduce the problem solving capacity of the group. Busting 
boundaries is a form of culture change. If a group cannot 
bust impeding boundaries, break up maladaptive beliefs and 
practices, and make cultural adjustments, it may not be able 
to deliver on its promise and effectively respond to emerging 
dangers or threats, thereby jeopardizing the wellbeing of the 
group or institution and may even lead to a breakdown or 
collapse.

Transcending boundaries
Given the complexity of the problems we face today, a heavy 
dose of imagination and creativity is needed to generate 
novel solutions and pathways forward. Creative processes are 
often seriously lacking because groups get stuck within the 
confines of their mental and structural boundaries. The task of 
leadership is to stimulate group creativity by getting a group 
to transcend their boundaries, venture into unchartered 
territory, and to unleash the power of imagination through 
exploration and experimentation.

Boundary transcending creativity can be stimulated by 
harnessing the power of diversity. You cannot solve a complex 



problem from one point of view but need to integrate multiple 
and diverse perspectives to produce an innovative and more 
sustainable response. It is demanding and precarious work, 
as sustaining the creative state requires the willingness to 
challenge prevailing beliefs, manage boundary-keepers, 
tolerate conflict, and explore unconventional notions that 
might be threatening to some people or groups.

By its very nature, transcending boundaries has the potential 
to be a transformative experience. In a dire situation where 
urgency is required, it can make the difference between 
success or failure, or life and death.

Building bridges
Sometimes the work of real leadership is to help groups build 
a relational bridge and to connect deeply divided boundaries. 
Groups might be a mystery to one another and acting in ways 
that cause or perpetuate fractures. The fractures that divide 

groups might be due to competing notions of progress, 
historical enmity, current discord, competition for scarce 
resources, or significant cultural differences. The mystery, 
enmity, discord, or disregard can easily deepen suspicion and 
contempt, and may even lead to war.

Counterfeit leaders perpetuate divisions. They make 
fracturing statements or take fracturing actions that make 
bridge building work extremely difficult and highly volatile. A 
real leader, on the other hand, helps groups to transcend their 
enmity and suspicion, heal their wounds, understand each 
other’s perspective, and work together for a higher purpose 
to resolve shared challenges.

Bridge building work is demanding and sometimes even 
dangerous as not everyone wants to have a relationship 
with “the other” and might actively resist or even subvert the 
process by figuratively blowing up the bridge. Bridge building 
leadership requires a high degree of patience, persistence, 
sensitivity, and curiosity if it is to succeed.

Are you ready for the challenge?
Given the world we live in and the complexity of the 
problems we face, real leadership is needed more than ever 
before. Unfortunately, in the world today there are too many 
counterfeit and fracturing leaders who generate roadblocks, 
exacerbate fault-lines, and encourage wasteful battles.

Each one of us can provide real leadership and be a change 
agent in our respective work and community domains. 
We can cross boundaries to engage with others. We can 
bust counterproductive boundaries or at least challenge 
the assumptions underlying certain practices, processes 
or procedures. We can encourage boundary-transcending 
creativity by engaging diverse individuals and groups. And 
we can build bridges by being frontier explorers and guides 
and helping groups make space for the other; appreciate 
differences, display more tolerance, and even start working 
together for a collective purpose.

To be a global change agent requires an open mind, a 
degree of courage, and the willingness to learn through 
experimentation, trial and error. One needs to develop the 

skills for diagnosis and intervention. And one 
needs to have a stomach for uncertainty, 

ambiguity, and the messiness of change. 
It is not easy work and success can often 

feel elusive, but it is noble work and 
essential work if our communities, 
institutions, nations, and even our 
planet, are to thrive. 
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