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Introduction: Navigating Volatility on the Front Line 

It was an ordinary Saturday night until it suddenly wasn’t. I was on the frontline leading my team as 
pro-Palestinian and LGBTQI+ protest groups converged outside a private Jewish event; peaceful in 
intention but charged with tension. It soon became clear that standard policing would not be enough. 
I was navigating an adaptive challenge: emotionally intense, politically complex, and morally 
significant. This wasn’t about managing a crowd. It was about leading my team through uncertainty, 
with purpose and calm. It was adaptive leadership in action. 

Introduced by Dr Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky at Harvard University, Heifetz (1994) defines 
adaptive leadership as the practice of mobilising people to tackle tough challenges and thrive in 
changing environments, particularly when those challenges are complex, emotionally charged, and 
without clear technical fixes. In these situations, leaders must demonstrate emotional intelligence, 
contextual awareness, and principled action to guide others through uncertainty. Such adaptive 
challenges are increasingly common in policing, where global tensions often manifest locally through 
community unrest, geopolitical flashpoints, or natural disasters. Meeting them requires more than 
technical skill; it calls for leadership that is strategically sound, operationally agile, emotionally 
reflective, and relationally attuned. 

The lessons extend beyond policing. In the business environment, leaders are likewise confronted 
with uncertainty and volatility, with the Top Risks to Australian Business 2024-25 report highlighting 
challenges such as supply chain shocks, shifting workforce expectations, and sudden reputational 
risks. Similarly, the 2023 Edelman Trust Barometer – Global Report underscores the importance of 
adaptive leadership, emphasising the need to guide teams through ambiguity, maintain trust under 
pressure, and make principled decisions when clear solutions are absent. 

This article explores how adaptive leadership, rooted in emotional intelligence, agility, and contextual 
awareness, can help leaders navigate complex, high-stakes environments where the future cannot 
be predicted but must be shaped. 
 

Crisis Leadership: More than Command and Control 

Leading in a crisis is fundamentally different from routine leadership. It arises in conditions of 
intense pressure, limited information, and rapidly shifting circumstances. As highlighted in Anatomy 
of a crisis: Law enforcement leaders’ perspective on police enforcement, traditional command-and-
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control structures often prove inadequate in these moments. Instead, it requires an adaptive 
approach that fosters trust, builds cohesion, and steers diverse teams through uncertainty. This 
aligns with insights from Why adaptive leadership is imperative for law enforcement, which 
emphasises the critical role of flexibility and relationship-building when familiar rules no longer apply. 

Heifetz’s Adaptive Leadership is especially relevant when policing involves shifting societal norms or 
diminished institutional trust. Unlike technical problems with clear solutions, adaptive challenges 
demand emotional intelligence, moral clarity, and cultural awareness. Zoller, Normore and McDonald 
(2014) argue, legitimacy is built through negotiation, empathy, and the capacity to engage diverse 
stakeholders.  

At the same time, the principles of Burns’ transformational leadership remain highly instructive. 
Transformational leaders inspire and stabilise their teams through shared vision and ethical practice, 
uniting people around a common goal,  enabling them, as Erik Fritsvol (2025) argues, to withstand 
stress, adapt to change, and remain focused on long-term outcomes despite short-term volatility. 

Adaptive leadership enables leaders to respond flexibly in politically charged contexts, while 
transformational leadership provides the stabilising vision that keeps teams aligned on purpose. 
Together, they form a complementary framework: in policing, this might mean balancing firm 
directives with fair communication to de-escalate tensions, while in business, it might mean 
enforcing tough decisions while preserving trust through transparency and dialogue. 
 

Leading With Emotional Intelligence and Purpose 

Strategic decision-making in crisis relies on a leader’s ability to read the context and adjust 
accordingly. During escalation, decisive intervention is vital, while calmer phases call for restraint 
and observation. Effective leaders move fluidly between directive and consultative styles, avoiding 
extremes while staying ready to act. 

Daniel Goleman (2015) espouses empathy as central to this flexibility. Leaders who understand the 
symbolic weight of actions, such as flags, chants, or protests, can respond with greater sensitivity 
and authority. The National Public Guardianship Guidelines 2025 show that when frontline teams are 
briefed not only on operations but also on the human stories behind unrest, responses shift from 
reactive enforcement to principled guardianship. 

The same holds true in business. Executives must “read the room” of stakeholders, recognising when 
bold action is needed and when listening, empathy, and dialogue will yield better outcomes. In both 
policing and business, the balance between decisiveness and understanding is what transforms 
leadership.  
 

Translating Crisis Leadership to Organisational Strategy 

Though rooted in policing, the leadership challenges described are increasingly common across 
sectors. Business leaders now contend with stakeholder activism, reputational risks, and eroding 
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trust; pressures that the World Economic Forum Report 2023  identifies as immediate strategic 
realities shaped by global events. In this context, adaptive and transformational leadership together 
act as a catalyst for resilient, values-driven leadership. 

Structured decision-making is essential in such environments. Frameworks give leaders clarity, 
consistency, and purpose. The OODA Loop (observe, orient, decide, act), offers a practical structure 
for rapid decisions when events outpace traditional processes, as illustrated in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: OODA Decision Making Loop  

 

Source: Adapted from CrisisCompass (2025) 

McKinsey & Company (2023) highlights that nearly 40% of a leader’s time is spent making decisions, 
meaning structured methods and effective delegation are essential to performance. In policing, the 
OODA Loop helps leaders stay responsive during fast-moving operations. In business, it enables 
executives to interpret stakeholder signals and act decisively during reputational crises. For more 
complex or prolonged challenges, detailed processes ensure accountability and consistency. 
 

Building Organisational Resilience Amid Geopolitical Disruption 

Organisations navigating geopolitical risk need leaders who can interpret complexity, communicate 
transparently, and act with integrity. Sawhney (2025) stresses that leadership is not about projecting 
control but creating coherence. Whether managing supply chain disruptions triggered by 
international conflict or steering a brand through domestic political controversy, leaders must 
remain both principled and practical. 

Law enforcement offers powerful lessons here. Leaders operate under constant scrutiny, in 
polarised environments, and amid real-time crises. As Brene Brown (2020) emphasises, effective 
crisis leadership goes beyond decisiveness; it requires trust, values-based decision-making, 
emotional resilience, and the courage to lead and adapt with vulnerability.  

https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Global_Risks_Report_2023.pdf
https://www.crisiscompass.com.au/crisis-and-resilience-blog/crisis-decision-making-frameworks#:~:text=2%EF%B8%8F%E2%83%A3%20Orient:%20Analyse%20the%20situation,%E2%80%A2
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/mckinsey-explainers/what-is-decision-making
https://hbr.org/2025/06/the-skills-and-habits-aspiring-ceos-need-to-build
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HqetWsb28Mo


 

Conclusion: From The Front Line to the Future 

I still think about that Saturday night, not because of the noise, but the quiet decisions that mattered: 
pausing before acting, listening instead of explaining, choosing empathy over anger. I find myself 
recalibrating, stepping back to ‘get on the balcony’, managing the emotional temperature of my team, 
and resisting the urge to rush in. Adaptive leadership gives me the tools to lead with clarity of 
purpose, despite the uncertainty, and the insight to grow from the experience. It has reshaped how I 
lead from the street to the station and to strategic planning. 

In a volatile world shaped by geopolitical pressures, we don’t need louder leaders, we need braver 
ones: leaders who learn, adapt, and act with integrity. Policing in politically charged environments 
shows that strength in chaos comes not from control but from the courage to listen, act decisively, 
and lead with compassion. The same holds true in business, where resilience is built when 
adaptability is matched with purpose, decisiveness with empathy, and accountability with trust. 
Whether on the frontline or in the boardroom, the future belongs to those who can hold complexity 
without collapsing into crisis, and who lead with integrity, connection, and purpose. 
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