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The great economist, John Kenneth Galbraith wrote that all of the great leaders have had one 
characteristic in common: the willingness to confront, unequivocally, the major anxiety of their 

people in their time. This and not much else is the essence of leadership.

In this article, Financial Times and MIT’s Sloan School of Management Professor Deborah Ancona 
outlines four capabilities of leadership: sense-making, relating, visioning and inventing.

But how do you confront that anxiety? 
How do you break that cycle of fear?

Acknowledgment: The following article has been based upon a transcription from a YouTube video clip. Any amendments made from the 
transcription have been for the purpose of keeping the content clear and concise for the reader. This article is intended for educational purposes 

only and does not constitute as advice from the transcription author. Learn, be informed, enjoy.
Source: (Professor Deborah Ancona, 21 October 2010) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXBJhrTNo90

Sense-making
The first capability is sense-making: how an effective leader may help make sense of the world.

What effective leaders need to do is let go of some of their old mental models and see the world with new 
eyes.

Leaders need to do 3 things: 

1. They need to get and understand what’s going on out there.

2. They need to create a map of what changes have taken place in the environment and do that with and for 
other people so there’s a shared understanding.

3. They have to take that map or model and revise it as conditions change.

As Brian Arthur, a famous economist once said: “What differentiates great leaders from good leaders is their 
ability to understand the new rules of the game as it is being played”.

Relating
The next capability is relating. An effective leader must communicate constantly. At a time when 

workers are feeling so preoccupied and worried about the economy, how does an effective leader reassure?

A leader needs to be:

1. Visible in front of people in the organization all the time, and:

2. Reassuring
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One example of this is Barack Obama. He’s engaged in many news conferences and town meetings. His 
words are those of reassurance. He says: “Let’s be clear. There are challenges out there, but be clear 
America: those challenges will be met”. There is that reassuring tone.

Often during these times of crisis, people are thinking to themselves: what’s going to happen to me? There’s 
this great preoccupation with what’s happening. The way that leaders can counter this is to say: “Ok, here’s 
what I know, here’s what I don’t know and here’s what our plans are for the near future to deal with the 
current situation”. This way people are aware of what the organization is planning.

Visioning
The third capability is visioning: offering up a compelling vision of the future. At a time when workers 

are so preoccupied and feeling more isolated and insulated, how does an effective leader do that?

Visioning is a core competency in these uncertain turbulent times. Leaders need to articulate, or paint a 
picture of, what future possibilities exist:

1. What could we be?

2. Where could we be?

Leaders also need to make sure that that vision is based on core values that the leader has and that the 
organization has. For example: Steve Jobs doesn’t talk about a new computer or a new phone, he talks about 
changing the way people work, changing the way people think, changing the way people learn. It’s a broader 
vision.

Leaders also need to reinforce the urgency of now. Martin Luther King Jr talked about “Now is the time” to 
get people to see that there needs to be action at this moment for a larger vision.

There’s also the issue of “we” vs “me”. Visions should not be “I”s, they’re about shared vision. One example 
of this is VDS, the Vehicle Design Summit, a group here at MIT that’s building a two hundred mile per gallon 
car with people all around the world. Why? Because if Toyota and GM won’t do it, “we will”. So there’s this 
“we” component.

Inventing
The fourth capability is inventing. An effective leader invents the future.

What leaders do is enable others to create new processes and new structures to move the organization 
forward in innovative new directions.

One example is Southwest Airlines. Early in its infancy, Southwest Airlines had to sell one of its four planes in 
order to meet payroll. They had to fly the same number of passengers with three planes instead of four. Enter 
a small group of baggage handlers, flight attendants and pilots who got together and invented a new way to 
turn the plane around. The industry average before then was 45 minutes to an hour. With their new invented 
mode of acting it became 10 minutes, which is still the industry record.

What this shows us is that people from all levels of the organization working together, what we call 
distributed leadership, are able to take the organization in new directions even in these tumultuous times.

3

4


