


LEADING DURING TIMES OF UNCERTAINTY & CHANGE
Some organisations emerge from a crisis stronger than before it started. 

The biggest differentiator in the ones that prosper, versus those that fail, is in how their leaders 
lead. 

Great leaders step up to the mark and understand how to engage, motivate and inspire their 
team through times of change & adversity. Duo have been working with leadership teams for 
years on navigating change, both planned and unplanned. 

It can be challenging enough to manage planned strategic change with your team for maximum 
impact, even when you often have months of planning time. It is quite another when the change 
is forced and unpredicted. 

When unplanned change strikes and a crisis unfolds, your time to react is so much shorter - with 
COVID-19, for many of us, the shape of work & business changed overnight. 

We have pulled together a guide with insight around the key themes that will maximise 
your leadership impact during times of uncertainty and change.





CALM THE CHAOS
You may feel like you need to scramble to respond, say something, do something, just to feel like 
you are moving things forward. 

Although time is of the essence, this is not the time to make rash directives - uncertainty is already 
unavoidable - there is no need to add fuel to the fire. 

As a leader, help your team navigate some certainty - where are the things that will remain 
more static and certain in amongst the chaos?  They are always there, even in the biggest change. 

Next, focus on what is actionable. A useful question to ask is “what one thing will make the 
biggest difference right now?”, ask different people, internal and external, and keep asking it til you 
form an action register. Creating focus and priorities means you can manage the chaos and not 
add to it. 

Be honest, but remain level. It is important to not hide your feelings from the team - be as 
honest as you can, and show some vulnerability where appropriate - it will engage the team more. 
The key in your honesty is to remain level - be honest about how you are feeling but keep your 
emotions on an even keel. Often it is not what you say, but how you say it and the energy you give 
off that matters. 

A useful quote to bear in mind, about managing your actions and not just your words - “Your 
actions are so loud that I can’t hear what you’re saying”





UNDERSTAND HOW YOUR PEOPLE DEAL WITH CHANGE
When you go through change in your business, it is really important that you understand how each of 
your team members deal with it. Some of your team may well spin out into fear & anxiety, causing 
them to panic. Others, will be more comfortable with navigating change, but will still need a tailored 
direction of leadership. The key to managing this effectively is to first understand how the different 
members of your team deal with change, and then how to work with them through this.  

Sameness

People with a sameness behavioural pattern want their situation in a given context to stay the same. 
They do not like change and may really struggle to adapt to unexpected change. You can spot these 
people in your team as they will be the ones who typically resist change and may do roles that haven’t 
changed in a long time. These members of your team will be the group that will need some extra 
support at this time. Some tips for managing:

● Avoid using the word “change” and help them understand that their whole world isn’t changing - 
share with them the elements of the job that staying the same. 

● Consider additional coaching to help them work through the change and give them an 
opportunity to have someone to talk to about their anxieties.



Evolution:

People with more of an evolution behavioural pattern will like change if there is a need for 
improvement. They may however resist change if they do not understand, or can not see a need 
for the change, and prefer for their situations to evolve over time. These people in your team will 
be the ones that you see looking for improvements and supporting in times of change. 

With unexpected change and crisis situations, some of your evolution people may still struggle, 
due to the fact that they may not connect this with an improvement. 

● Because evolution people are driven by improvement - share with them the improvements 
that the change could actually bring for them and the business i.e. an opportunity to work 
on different types of projects, a chance for them to get involved at different levels helping 
problem solve etc. 

● You may also want to allocate out to some of your higher evolution people some 
responsibility for helping support your sameness people and have them act as change 
agents in helping leaders carve out what the change could mean for the business. They are 
typically good change ambassadors so will be effective in engaging others and creating 
options that work for the wider business. 



Difference:

People with a difference pattern love change, they thrive on it and want it to be constant and 
major. They will resist static or stable situations. You will know these people in your team as they 
will be constantly looking for change, coming up with new ideas and looking for radical ways to 
drive change in the business. They may also move through roles quickly and always be looking for 
new things to do to satisfy their need for change. 

● Although these people may easily adapt during times of change, the key with difference 
team members will be to keep them engaged if the change is a longer term thing. They will 
quickly get bored of a “new norm” and at that point may look for radical ways to work which 
will need to be more closely managed to make sure they are working on the needed 
priorities and not causing unwanted additional chaos. 

● To satisfy their need for change, if you are looking for ways to pivot the business following a 
change, or looking for innovative new ideas to help get the business through the current 
climate - difference people are great ones to have contributing to discussions.





CONTROL THE NARRATIVE
In uncertain times, if you don’t communicate something, someone else will. The key is to 
communicate a consistent message, then control this message so others don’t fill in the gaps. 

Remember uncertainty can be overwhelming, and often confusing, for a lot of your team. 

Be considered in your communication and make sure what you are saying is factual.     
Be cautious about overpromising or pacifying concerns - you may not be able to offer 
guarantees and it will be more difficult for your team in the long run if you promise 
something you can’t follow through on. 

Focus on the reality over the unknown. It is the unknown and the uncertain that often 
paralyses people. Even if the current reality isn’t pretty, people will normally respond better to 
this than to no communication. Share exactly where the business is at any given time and be 
as transparent as you can be with your team. 

Connect regularly so your team aren’t left feeling even more uncertain. Ideally find time 
to share with your team daily, if this is too much, every couple of days. Remember you don’t 
always have to communicate a lot - even “not much has changed since yesterday, but this is what 
we’re looking into in the background” keeps people in the loop. 





STAY HUMAN & SHOW YOU CARE
Often we see teams struggling to connect with leadership during forced change as they often 
feel like leaders know more, or are protected in some way. 

When doing group communications - make it relatable. Sharing personal impact, and 
truthful feelings, can really humanise company wide communications. Try a recorded 
video, or live stream, vs an impersonal email wherever possible. Sharing how this change is 
impacting you personally can be really impactful. 

When you’re navigating difficult change, it is easy to lock yourself away and work on strategy 
just with the leadership team, but it is important to still make time to check in individually 
with team members. Remember people will have a range of personal emotions they are 
navigating, especially if the change could impact them and their families, as with the current 
Coronavirus pandemic. Take time to check in and ask “How are you and your family doing?” and 
be authentic in your response to them. You don’t need to find a solution - you just need to 
show you care.

When things feel uncertain often people put together dots that aren’t there. So it is even more 
important to share the wider context wherever possible. If you are having to go through 
cost cutting exercises, be as transparent as you can with them and use empathy when 
communicating changes, appreciating this has a big impact on everyone in the team. 





PIVOT DON’T PAUSE
In uncertainty it can be tempting to just pause until things blow over, especially if it is having a 
wider economic impact like with the current pandemic, but you have to be really cautious 
about the wider message that sends to your team. Even if you have to pause some elements 
of your business for financial reasons (like furloughing some staff members), make sure you 
are pivoting in as many other areas as possible and communicating this to the wider team. 

Find the opportunities in the challenges. Even in the most challenging times, there are 
opportunities. Work with your team to really analyse your current situation - looking at all of 
the potential threats and what a potential response could be to each one. Involve as many 
people as you can, with a variety of job roles - often the people you think will be least likely to 
come up with a solution, find the best ones. 

Celebrate the good. In order to keep people spurred on make sure you celebrate 
achievements. The biggest opportunity killer is people developing a ‘lack’ mentality where all 
they can see are the things you don’t have. Share as much good news as you can - keep the 
positive endorphins flowing throughout your team. 

Ask Stimulating Questions. Ask alternative questions to drive different thinking: 

● What do our current clients need more of right now?
● What are we uniquely positioned to offer at this moment? 





HAVE HIGH IMPACT CONVERSATIONS
Often during times of crisis or forced change, leaders have less time with their team, as you may 
be in firefighting mode, or spending more time planning & strategising. The key is to still engage 
your team but short circuit conversations for the highest impact.  

Keep a pulse on engagement levels of your team. Asking some of the below targeted 
questions can give you an immediate pulse on your team during the change: 

- How are you feeling, and what’s your current energy level? 
- What one thing is making your job more difficult?
- What part of your job is the most energising and the most draining?
- What one thing could we do that would improve our communication? 

Follow the one minute rule. In the iconic book the “One Minute Manager” we meet an effective 
manager who gets big results in very little time - it is all down to his conversations with his team.

● 1 minute goals - agree goals with your team and agree what good behaviour looks like. 
Have them audit their behaviour against this. This article explains in more detail. 

● 1 minute praising - catch your team doing things right and immediately recognise them. 
Positive behaviour reinforcement drives more of the same & up levelling. 

● 1 minute correction - tell people what they did wrong and how you feel about it, followed 
by how much you think they are capable of and how you value them. This doesn’t blame 
the person, but focuses on the problem with the work, and quickly course corrects. 

https://www.fastcompany.com/1724944/first-secret-one-minute-goals




QUESTIONS TO SENSE CHECK LEADERSHIP
As leaders it is useful to ask ourselves questions to stay tuned in during change or times of 
uncertainty, and keep us on track for leading in the way that we want to. Some examples of 
questions to use as cross checks: 

❏ Am I communicating clearly, factually and defining current reality in this time of change? 

❏ Am I inspiring the team and creating hope in the uncertainty? 

❏ Am I helping the change agents we have in the business navigate this so that we can be 

successful even in difficult times? 

❏ Do the people involved in helping drive the change (change agents and managers) truly know 

the reality so they can actively engage in improving the situation?

❏ Am I acting in a way that feels authentic and that I will want our team and clients to 

remember?

❏ How am I being present with our team and clients in this? 

❏ Am I thinking past just the immediate future and setting us up for success in the long term? 



“Promise me you’ll always remember: You’re braver than you believe, stronger 
than you seem, and smarter than you think.” 

Winnie The Pooh

If you would like to learn more about this topic and really understand the 
other leadership & behavioural strategies that come into managing change 
with you team - we have created an Online Course around “Managing 
Productivity In Times of Change & Remote Working”. 

For additional information please visit: 

Duo’s Online Academy

https://duo-global-consulting.mykajabi.com/store


For additional questions please 

email:info@duoglobalconsulting.com           


