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History doesn’t repeat itself, but it often rhymes. -  Mark Twain 

In moments of global upheaval, we often look forward, towards policy, innovation, and reform. However, 
leadership, especially during a crisis, is a discipline shaped as much by hindsight as foresight. The 
challenges of the 2020s, from pandemics to political polarisation, bear a striking resemblance to those of 
a century ago. Spanish Flu echoes through COVID-19, wartime resilience resurfaces in today’s geopolitical 
conflicts, and economic collapses repeat with alarming familiarity. 

These repetitions are more than a coincidence. They are reminders that success leaves clues and that 
certain leadership traits consistently rise to the surface when uncertainty reigns. This article explores 
those clues through a historical lens, drawing lessons from leaders past and present to understand what 
constitutes truly adaptive leadership in uncertain times. 
 

Crisis as the Great Revealer 

Crises do not just test systems; they test leadership itself. More than any strategic plan or performance 
review, it is a leader’s response under pressure that reveals their adaptability.  

Circumstances don’t make the man, they only reveal him to himself. - Epictetus  

These high-stakes moments expose not only gaps in policy but also strengths or weaknesses in how 
leaders communicate, decide, and evolve. In this way, a crisis becomes the ultimate audit of a leader’s 
capacity to adapt in real time. 

Pandemics are powerful leadership tests. During the Spanish Flu (1918–1920), President Woodrow Wilson 
failed to even publicly acknowledge the outbreak, prioritising war efforts over public health. The resulting 
leadership vacuum contributed to public mistrust and staggering mortality. 

In contrast, during COVID-19, New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern emerged as a model of 
empathetic and effective crisis leadership. Her consistent communication, science-aligned messaging, 
and visibility built national cohesion. Similarly, Franklin D. Roosevelt's fireside chats during the Great 
Depression restored public confidence, a method mirrored by Barack Obama during the Global Financial 
Crisis (GFC) with clear messaging and stimulus reform. 

These examples demonstrate that clarity, presence, and decisiveness are not just leadership preferences 
in a crisis; they are necessities. When the stakes are high, those who communicate consistently and act 
swiftly rise above the noise. 
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What Is Adaptive Leadership? 

Adaptive leadership is defined as the ability to mobilise people to tackle tough challenges and thrive in 
changing environments, especially when traditional structures and solutions fall short. De Rue (2011) 
articulates that adaptive leadership reconceptualises leadership "…as a complex adaptive process [that] 
brings attention to the social complexities and emergent properties of leadership," distinguishing it from 
more technical or hierarchical approaches rooted in command-and-control structures. 

This model places less emphasis on authority or positional power and more on flexibility, continuous 
learning, stakeholder engagement, and resilience in the face of emerging threats or uncertainty. 
Importantly, it recognises that adaptive challenges, those without clear answers, require leaders not only 
to respond decisively but also to challenge the status quo and navigate resistance (De Rue 2011). 
 

Archetypes of Adaptive Leadership: Personality and Presence 

Wartime leadership offers a study in personality-driven adaptability. Winston Churchill, with his dogged 
rhetoric and unrelenting resolve, became the embodiment of British endurance during World War II. In 
modern times, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has channelled a similar spirit; transitioning from 
entertainer to wartime statesman, using emotional intelligence and visibility to unify a nation. 

The contrast is sharp when compared to leaders like Donald Trump during COVID-19. Where Zelensky 
adapted to address his crisis with humility and action, Trump leaned into division and deflection, often 
sidelining scientific consensus and undermining institutional trust. 

Another powerful comparison lies in how Angela Merkel handled the Syrian refugee crisis versus far-right 
European responses. Merkel’s values-led, unpopular but principled stance exemplified adaptive courage. 
Her belief in a longer-term moral arc of leadership contrasted starkly with leaders who prioritised short-
term political gain. 
 

Structures That Enable or Stifle Adaptation 

While personality shapes perception, structure determines scalability. Adaptive leadership thrives in 
systems that are flexible, decentralised, and responsive to emerging realities, yet flounders in rigid, top-
down environments where information is siloed and authority is slow to shift. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, South Korea demonstrated a structure that enabled rapid adaptation: 
decentralised decision-making, empowered regional health agencies, and transparent data-sharing 
allowed for early containment strategies like aggressive testing and contact tracing. By contrast, the 
United Kingdom’s early response was hampered by centralised command structures, fragmented 
communication between agencies, and delayed mobilisation, leading to inconsistent policies and public 
confusion. 
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a century ago. Spanish Flu echoes through COVID-19, wartime resilience resurfaces in today’s geopolitical 
conflicts, and economic collapses repeat with alarming familiarity. 

These repetitions are more than a coincidence. They are reminders that success leaves clues and that 
certain leadership traits consistently rise to the surface when uncertainty reigns. This article explores 
those clues through a historical lens, drawing lessons from leaders past and present to understand what 
constitutes truly adaptive leadership in uncertain times. 

 

Success Leaves Clues: Common Threads in Adaptive Leaders 

From history, five attributes repeatedly surface in leaders who rise during crises, as shown in Table 1: 

Table 1: Characteristics of Crisis-Resilient Leaders 

Trait Example Description 

Clarity Roosevelt, Ardern Simplify chaos into an actionable vision 

Courage Merkel, Mandela Make difficult decisions anchored in values 

Care Ardern, Mandela Build trust through empathy, inclusion and moral 
consistency 

Presence Churchill, Zelensky Embody the message; become a symbol 

Agility Obama  Adjust course swiftly and credibly 

Source: Developed for this article. 

While clarity, courage, and care resonate with established leadership frameworks, including elements of 
the Five Factor or OCEAN model of personality traits, our analysis also surfaced recurring traits like 
presence and agility. These are not always explicitly articulated in mainstream literature but consistently 
emerge across diverse historical crises. Rather than diverging from theory, this reflects its evolution: 
practice continues to refine theory, and crisis offers a unique lens to observe which traits endure, adapt, 
or ascend in relevance under pressure. Simplistically, the traits required to lead effectively change 
depending on the circumstance.  

 
Conclusion 

In uncertain times, leaders are often tempted to grasp for control, project certainty, or fall back on 
outdated playbooks. Yet history shows us that the most effective leadership during times of uncertainty 
is not reactive; it is responsive, intentional, and adaptive. Across eras and borders, from pandemics to 
political upheaval, successful leaders share a common DNA: they face uncertainty with clarity, embody 
purpose, remain visible and connected to their people, and adapt not only their strategies but also 
themselves. These are not abstract ideals; they are observable actions, repeatable behaviours, and 
strategic choices that are grounded in reality. 
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This article has drawn from history’s recurring patterns to reiterate one enduring truth: crisis does not 
build character; rather, it reveals it. In the decisions made under pressure, in the way uncertainty is 
communicated, and in the courage to change course, a leader’s legacy is forged. For today’s leaders, 
history offers more than stories; it offers strategies. To lead adaptively in uncertain times, begin by 
cultivating clarity in your communication, demonstrating visible presence with your team, and anchoring 
decisions in values-driven courage. Build systems that allow for rapid feedback and adjustment. Most 
importantly, foster a culture of care because in times of crisis, empathy becomes a strategic advantage. 
Whether you’re guiding a nation, an organisation, or a small team, the leaders who will leave a legacy are 
those who respond, not react, and who learn, not lean in blindly. 

In your leadership journey, what echoes of the past are showing up today, and what clues are you leaving for 
those who will follow? 
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