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Leadership Change Capability: 
The Leadership Advantage When Change 
Never Lets Up 
When change is continuous, leadership effectiveness depends not only on what 
leaders know, but on how well they can read changing conditions, flex how they 
lead, and help the organization adapt. 

EXECUTIVE TAKEAWAY 

Leadership Change Capability is a leader’s capacity to accurately diagnose changing organizational 
conditions, understand the human dynamics of change, intentionally flex across five complementary 
leadership roles, and continuously learn and adapt in ways that strengthen the organization’s broader 
capacity for change. Learning agility is the engine. The Five Leadership Roles are the expression. 
Organizational Change Capability is the organizational result. 

By Veronica Schmidt Harvey, Ph.D. 

[Estimated reading time: 7–8 minutes] 

 

Most leaders reach positions of significant responsibility because they have accumulated expertise. They 
know their business. They have developed judgment. They have solved difficult problems, built relationships, 
and learned what works. 

And then the environment changes. 

https://schmidtharvey.com/


LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 

Schmidt Harvey.com | © 2026 Schmidt Harvey Consulting, LLC. All rights reserved. 

 

 

A new technology reshapes how work gets done. A restructuring changes priorities and relationships. 
Artificial intelligence redefines roles, capabilities, and competitive advantage. Customer expectations shift. A  

merger alters decision rights and culture. A strategy that worked for years begins to produce diminishing 
returns. 

These are no longer occasional disruptions followed by long stretches of stability. Leaders increasingly 
operate in what Harvey and Adler (2026) describe as perpetual whitewater: ongoing turbulence, complexity, 
ambiguity, technological disruption, economic uncertainty, and rapidly changing workforce expectations. 
Change is increasingly continuous, overlapping, and unpredictable.  

 

When change becomes continuous, the advantage shifts from being good at managing 
change to becoming an organization that is good at perpetually changing. 

 

That reality requires something more than the ability to manage individual change initiatives. Organizations 
need Organizational Change Capability (OCC)—the enduring capacity to anticipate changing conditions, make 
sense of what they mean, mobilize an effective response, learn and adapt along the way, and sustain 
performance through continued disruption (Dai et al., 2025). 

That changes the nature of the leadership needed. 

The advantage when change never lets up is Leadership Change Capability:  a leader’s capacity to accurately 
diagnose changing organizational contexts, understand the human dynamics of change, intentionally flex 
among required leadership roles, and continuously learn and adapt in ways that strengthen Organizational 
Change Capability. 

The question is no longer simply, “What do you know?” Increasingly, it is, “How 
effectively can you change how you lead when the situation changes?” 

Leadership Change Capability Is More Than Adaptability 
Leadership Change Capability is easy to underestimate because it can sound like another way of saying 
adaptability. But it is broader. It is not simply being open to change, having a positive attitude toward 
uncertainty, or adding one more competency to a leadership model. 

It is the ability to recognize what the changing situation requires, understand the human and organizational 
implications, select an appropriate leadership response, and continuously learn as circumstances evolve. 

 

What worked yesterday may still be a strength. The developmental challenge is learning 
when that strength no longer fits the moment. 

One of the most useful ways to understand Leadership Change Capability is as the bridge between learning 
agility and Organizational Change Capability. 

Learning agility provides the developmental capacity. It enables leaders to recognize changing situational 
demands, challenge assumptions and habitual responses, learn from experience and diverse perspectives, 
and adapt their thinking and behavior intentionally.  
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Those leadership responses, in turn, shape how organizations anticipate change, foster learning, mobilize 
action, design adaptive systems, and sustain performance through disruption. 

Put simply: learning agility describes how leaders continue to develop; Leadership Change Capability 
describes how they translate that development into adaptive leadership; Organizational Change Capability is 
what the organization becomes more capable of doing as a result. 

Why this distinction matters: 

A leader can be personally adaptable without necessarily strengthening the organization’s capacity to adapt. 
Likewise, an organization can invest heavily in change processes and systems but still struggle if its leaders 
default to familiar behaviors when conditions shift. 

Leadership Change Capability links the two. It asks leaders to move beyond a preferred style and instead 
build a repertoire broad enough to meet changing organizational demands. 

The following infographic captures the relationship among these three levels and the Five Leadership Roles 
that connect them. 
 

How Leadership Change Capability Works 
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The central message is straightforward: learning agility powers a leader’s ability to recognize changing 
demands and move intentionally across five complementary roles. Together, those roles strengthen the 
organization’s capacity to anticipate, learn, mobilize, redesign, and remain resilient as conditions evolve. 
 

The Five Roles of Change-Capable Leaders 
No single leadership role is sufficient in an environment of continuous change. Effective leaders continually 
assess what the situation requires and flex among five complementary roles. 

1. Navigator: See What Is Changing  

The Navigator helps the organization anticipate and interpret changing internal and external 
conditions before decisive action is required. This role emphasizes environmental scanning, 
strategic sensemaking, and the ability to identify weak signals, emerging opportunities, and 
threats. Without enough Navigator behavior, organizations become reactive rather than 
adaptive. 

2. Learning Guide: Turn Experience Into Growth 

The Learning Guide cultivates the individual and collective learning required for continuous 
adaptation. These leaders model curiosity, invite feedback, encourage reflection, normalize 
responsible experimentation, and help people convert experience into learning. The goal is 
not simply to keep people busy during change, but to help the organization become stronger 
because of what it is learning. 

3. Pilot: Guide People Through the Human Side of Change 

The Pilot mobilizes people, aligns efforts, and reduces the friction that accompanies ongoing 
change. Pilots help others make sense of complexity, create meaning, respond to emotional 
needs, and build shared ownership. They bring people along rather than simply pushing 
them forward. 

 

4. Engineer: Build the Systems That Make Adaptation Possible 

The Engineer designs and strengthens the structures, processes, decision rights, and systems 
that enable adaptability over time. This role asks whether the organization itself is designed 
for learning, collaboration, speed, distributed leadership, and sustained performance—not 
merely whether a single change initiative is being managed well. 

 

5. Stabilizer: Provide Steadiness During Disruption 

The Stabilizer provides the consistency, trust, resilience, and support people need to 
maintain effectiveness in turbulent conditions. Stabilizing does not mean resisting change. It 
means creating enough clarity, groundedness, and confidence that people can continue 
adapting without being overwhelmed by the turbulence around them. 
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Change-Capable Leaders Know When to Shift 
Most leaders have roles that feel natural. A decisive operator may default to Pilot. A strategist may spend 
more time in Navigator. A systems-minded leader may gravitate toward Engineer. A relationship-oriented 
leader may naturally stabilize and support others. 

The challenge begins when a preferred role becomes an automatic response. 

A Pilot who moves too quickly can start execution before people have made sense of what is changing. A 
Navigator who keeps scanning can delay needed action. A Stabilizer who overemphasizes reassurance may 
soften the urgency required for change. Even strengths become liabilities when they are applied without 
regard to context. 

Change-capable leadership therefore depends less on having one ideal style and more on 
role-context alignment: using the response the situation requires rather than simply the 

response that feels most comfortable. 

The Leadership Development Opportunity 
This framework provides a new  way for organizations to think about leadership development. Traditional 
development often begins with the individual: What competency should this leader strengthen? What gap 
should be addressed? What strength should be leveraged? 

Leadership Change Capability broadens the starting point. It begins with a different question: What does this 
organization need from each leader in order to thrive in the changes it is facing now—and those it is likely to 
face next? 

That shift matters because the development priority may not be a generic competency gap. It may be a 
mismatch between what the organization needs and how the leader is currently leading. 

For example, a leader known for strong execution may not need more execution capability. In a period of 
technological disruption and restructuring, that leader may need to strengthen Navigator behavior to 
interpret emerging conditions and Stabilizer behavior to provide clarity and trust before accelerating action. 

Learning Agility Is the Engine 
Role flexibility does not happen simply because leaders understand the five roles intellectually. Leaders must 
be able to notice changing demands, question habitual responses, learn from experience, and experiment 
with new behavior. That is why learning agility sits at the foundation of Leadership Change Capability. That 
may also explain why learning agility is one of the strongest predictors of leadership success. 

Learning-agile leaders are more willing and able to seek feedback, challenge assumptions, reflect on 
successes and setbacks, and adapt their behavior as conditions evolve. These behaviors make it more likely 
that leaders will recognize when a familiar strength is becoming an overused strength—and learn a new way 
of leading. 
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The enduring advantage of a change-capable leader is being able to                                            
read the situation, select the response it requires,                                                                                   

and learn fast enough to keep up with the rate of change. 

Why This Matters 
Organizations do not simply need leaders who can deliver results inside a stable environment. They need 
leaders who can help build an organization capable of continuously adapting to rapid change. 

That is why Leadership Change Capability matters. It expands the development objective beyond improving 
one leader’s performance. It connects individual learning with the leadership behaviors that enable 
organizations to anticipate disruption, learn continuously, mobilize people, redesign systems, and sustain 
performance through uncertainty. 

In a world of perpetual whitewater, the most sustainable leadership advantage may be the capacity to keep 
changing how we lead—without losing the clarity, purpose, and steadiness others need from us. 
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