
 

From Moral Wisdom to Structured Coherence 

Leading Through Complexity in a Networked Age  

By Peter DiGiammarino and Dr. Elizabeth Edersheim 

The Leadership Arc and Our Moment 

Seventy-five years from now, when we look back on this moment, we will say we were living 

through a technological revolution that created economic and cultural upheaval alongside 

institutional collapse. 

The most powerful tools ever placed in the hands of ordinary individuals now sit in our pockets. 

These devices allow our consciousness to leave the time and place where we actually live, the 

communities where we break bread, the neighbors we can physically touch, and the small 

platoons of real human connection. There is much that is extraordinary about the digital 

revolution. We are, in many ways, the richest people in any time and place in human history. At 

the same time, we are navigating economic, cultural, and familial disruptions whose 

consequences we do not fully understand. 

This may be the leadership challenge of our lifetime. 

 



 

Leadership has always existed because human beings organize to accomplish what they cannot 

do alone. As scale, technology, and social complexity increase, the dominant problem 

leadership must solve changes. In each era, leadership has centered on a dominant question. 

In the ancient world, leadership was rooted in character. The central concern was moral 

wisdom. What makes a just and virtuous leader? Authority derived from personal integrity and 

example. Leaders were expected to embody order in the face of chaos. Yet moral excellence 

alone could not scale across expanding empires and growing populations. Virtue required 

structure. 

The medieval era reframed leadership as stewardship. Authority was justified through 

alignment with divine or natural law. Leaders were custodians of a moral order larger than 

themselves, responsible for balancing legitimacy and power. Over time, shocks such as the Black 

Death and the Printing Press fractured the shared assumptions that sustained sacred authority. 

Leadership could no longer rely solely on divine sanction to secure stability. 

The Enlightenment shifted the basis of power again. Authority required rational justification. 

The social contract replaced divine right. Leadership moved from personal rule to institutional 

design. Law, consent, and bureaucratic systems became the primary instruments of legitimacy. 

The question was no longer who is virtuous, but what structures ensure order and freedom at 

scale. 

The Industrial era introduced yet another problem: how to organize and scale efficiently. 

Leadership became synonymous with management. Precision, hierarchy, measurement, and 
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control defined success. Organizations were treated as machines, and people as components 

within them. This model delivered extraordinary productivity, but it also exposed the limits of 

purely mechanistic coordination. 

The postwar behavioral era responded by restoring attention to the human dimension. Leaders 

came to see that people are not interchangeable parts but psychological beings. Motivation, 

morale, participation, and culture became central. Performance was understood to depend not 

only on structure, but on meaning and belonging. 

The transformational era extended this understanding by elevating purpose and shared identity.  

Leadership became a vehicle for vision and values. Purpose, identity, and inspiration moved to 

the foreground. Leaders were expected to align organizations around shared commitments that 

transcended immediate tasks. 

The innovation era of the early twenty-first century emphasized agility and orchestration. 

Organizations became networks and platforms. Emotional intelligence, psychological safety, and 

ecosystem thinking enabled rapid scaling across global systems. Yet as digital connectivity 

expanded, geographic place weakened as the anchor of identity and cohesion. 

We now inhabit a fully networked age. Power is distributed. Authority flows laterally across 

interconnected systems. Individuals possess unprecedented leverage. Artificial intelligence 

augments execution. Teams are technically connected but often socially fragmented. 
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The central leadership challenge is no longer efficiency, motivation, or even agility. It is 

coherence. Coherence means turning a fragmented network of capable individuals into a 

functioning collective that moves in one direction.  

If coherence is the defining leadership challenge of a networked age, leaders must intentionally 

design environments that produce it. Kurt Lewin, often considered the father of organization 

development, demonstrated that performance improves when groups examine assumptions, 

surface differences, and intentionally reshape how they work together. His insight that behavior 

is a function of both the person and the environment established the principle that structured 

interventions can elevate collective performance. Manage to Lead builds on that lineage 

through a disciplined way of working that helps leaders surface what they know, test it together, 

and decide what to do next.  

Figure 1 visualizes the arc of leadership across eras, showing how each period resolved the 

dominant problem of its time while introducing new complexity that required a shift in 

organizing logic.  
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Figure 1. The Arc of Leadership from Moral Wisdom to Distributed Coherence 

The ancient era centered on virtue and moral wisdom. The medieval era emphasized 

stewardship and legitimacy. The industrial era pursued efficiency and scale. The modern 

corporate era focused on motivation and performance. The late modern era elevated purpose 

and adaptability. The emerging era concentrates on cohesion across fragmented networks. 

Each era resolves prior limitations while introducing new complexity. Today’s technological 

revolution has collapsed institutional boundaries and redistributed power across networks that 

overlap and evolve in real time. Authority no longer rests neatly within hierarchies; it moves 

across functions, organizations, and communities. Complexity is structural and legitimacy is 

connective.  
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The leadership problem of our time is coherence: turning a fragmented set of intelligent, 

capable actors into a functioning collective that moves in one direction. Manage to Lead 

operationalizes that coherence through a disciplined way of working that makes it practical, 

repeatable, and habitual.  

In high-stakes environments, leadership teams are composed of exceptionally capable 

individuals, each with a refined view of what success requires. That independent strength is an 

asset. The true multiplier of performance in a networked age, however, is the ability to integrate 

those perspectives into a single, shared picture that guides collective action. 

As scale and complexity increase, individual clarity is no longer enough. Performance depends 

on collective precision. By adopting a disciplined way of working, leaders move beyond parallel 

alignment into Structured Coherence, where the team’s combined intelligence operates as a 

unified system. Clarity becomes shared, reinforced, and reflected consistently across decisions, 

priorities, and execution. 

Teams can achieve solid results through talent and effort alone. Individuals compensate for 

misalignment and progress through frequent communication. Sustained, exceptional 

performance requires more. It requires disciplined collaboration that converts individual insight 

into shared understanding and turns shared understanding into coordinated action. 

Leadership in a networked age is a team sport. It must be learned and practiced as such. 

Manage to Lead is an integrated operating discipline that combines structured tools, shared 

habits, and governance practices into a coherent way of thinking and working. Applied 
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consistently, it aligns intelligence, decision-making, and execution across the enterprise. Over 

time, this disciplined way of working establishes a new leadership culture defined by shared 

clarity and coordinated performance. 

A Disciplined Way of Working 

Manage to Lead advances that discipline by strengthening 

how leaders define direction, align on purpose, decide what 

to do, and govern performance as scope, scale, and 

complexity rise.  

It is grounded in seven enduring truths, first articulated in 

Manage to Lead: Seven Truths to Help You Change the World 

(see Figure 2). Each truth drives action, and those actions 

evolve from rudimentary practice to expert mastery as 

capability and context mature.  The next actions to work on 

are determined by intelligent application of MtL knowledge, 

habits, and practices, in light of context.  

 

These disciplines address essential questions. What are we 

trying to accomplish? What problem do we solve, for whom, 

and why do they choose us? What must change now? How 

will we govern, guide, and support performance? 
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They also shape how we evolve as a leadership team. This includes strengthening our leadership 

skill mix, the integrated capabilities required for executive performance, encompassing the 

quality of what is known, the rigor with which that knowledge is examined and interpreted, and 

the effectiveness with which decisions are translated into coordinated action. These capabilities 

were developed in collaboration with Dr. Brent Green and articulated in our 2015 Executive 

Assessment Case Article. It also includes advancing our culture, defined as “the way things work 

around here,” so that capabilities, norms, and systems match the demands of the next stage of 

performance.1 

Structured coherence develops through disciplined reflection and shared iteration. The MtL 

intelligence layer supports leaders as they clarify thinking and make their reasoning explicit 

before bringing it to the group. Each leader articulates Mandates, WHAT–WHO–WHY 

formulations, and elements of the Change Framework independently. 

The intelligence layer rests on two foundations: knowledge and reasoning. It contains codified 

knowledge about how high-functioning leadership teams set goals, align on purpose, decide 

what to do, and govern performance. It also applies structured reasoning to test how that 

knowledge is organized, whether assumptions hold together, and whether conclusions translate 

into coherent action. 

When leaders submit their thinking, the system evaluates it against its embedded knowledge 

and reasoning. It identifies vague or undefined terms, surfaces logical gaps, highlights 

inconsistencies across entries, and reveals divergence in assumptions.  It also proposes 

1 DiGiammarino, P., & Green, B. (2015). Executive Assessment Case Article. IntelliVen. 
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refinements and explains the reasoning behind its suggestions, helping teams see where clarity 

can improve and why. 

Differences that might otherwise appear later in execution are revealed while ideas are still 

forming. This shifts alignment from reactive correction to proactive refinement. Dialogue 

becomes more precise, convergence accelerates, and collective judgment strengthens before 

decisions are institutionalized across the enterprise. In this way, the intelligence layer reinforces 

the same progression required of leaders themselves: clarifying what is known, strengthening 

how it is reasoned through, and improving how it is translated into action.  

In a networked environment, shared direction anchors coordinated action. The Mandate 

clarifies the outcome being pursued, the time horizon, and the financial and strategic conditions 

that define success. WHAT–WHO–WHY ensures convergence around purpose. The Change 

Framework aligns the team around current reality, urgency, future state, initiatives, and 

obstacles. Governance forums, clear roles, focused measures, and regular review sustain 

coherence over time. 

Nothing makes Manage to Lead work except the force of will of the leader and the leadership 

team. The framework does not impose discipline. Leaders choose it. At first, adopting this way 

of working requires deliberate effort. Assumptions are made explicit, tradeoffs are named, and 

language is sharpened. Over time, that effort compounds. What begins as intention becomes 

instinct. Decision cycles shorten. Meetings become clearer. Alignment requires less repetition. 

Sustained performance demands less energy because disciplined collaboration becomes habit.  
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The tools do more than clarify strategy. They reshape how leaders relate to one another. Shared 

definitions replace private interpretations. Differences surface early. Accountability becomes 

collective rather than personal. Over time, these disciplined interactions redefine “the way 

things work around here.” That is, an evolution in culture. 

Cultural Evolution Through Structured Coherence 

Historically, leadership legitimacy came from virtue, divine order, or positional authority. Today, 

legitimacy emerges from clarity and coordination inside distributed systems. In a networked 

age, leadership becomes the stewardship of coherence. Manage to Lead makes that 

stewardship real. 

In the end, culture determines performance. Manage to Lead strengthens culture by 

strengthening how leadership teams collaborate. As that disciplined way of working takes hold, 

coordination improves, judgment sharpens, and performance becomes more focused, more 

aligned, and more sustainable. 

CASE EXAMPLE 

A National Digital Media Organization: From Accomplished Individuals to a Coherent 

Executive Team 

When we began working with a national digital media organization, the five-member executive 

team was composed of accomplished leaders with deep expertise in their domains. The 
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company had grown rapidly from a single vertical into fifteen markets with tens of thousands of 

digital subscribers. Investor backing accelerated expansion into new verticals and additional 

cities, and the organization scaled quickly to eighty-five people distributed across the United 

States. 

Growth increased both opportunity and complexity. The founder and CEO could no longer 

personally integrate every moving part of the enterprise. She assembled a senior team to share 

that responsibility. Each executive brought capability and commitment. What they lacked was a 

disciplined way to integrate their work at scale. 

The team had secured board approval for a Vision 2030 plan. The ambition was clear. Execution 

required coordinated effort across functions and geographies. Conversations were energetic, 

yet leaders often approached issues with different definitions and assumptions. Alignment 

remained implicit. As expectations rose, the need for a more deliberate operating discipline 

became evident. 

Meetings were frequent: board sessions, one-on-ones, executive and leadership meetings, 

all-hands forums. They were professional and well attended. Participants shared updates and 

gained visibility into enterprise activity.  

What was missing was a mechanism that consistently advanced shared commitments. Decisions 

progressed unevenly, and follow-through varied by domain. The rhythm created awareness, yet 

it did not reliably convert awareness into coordinated execution. 
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We began with a focused one-and-a-half-day offsite with the Executive Leadership Team. The 

work centered on articulating the Mandate, clarifying WHAT–WHO–WHY, and defining the 

Enterprise Change Framework. Each executive made assumptions explicit, surfaced differences 

in interpretation, and worked toward shared understanding grounded in economic logic. 

The team then moved through Modules Three through Ten of Manage to Lead (MtL), applying 

the discipline directly to active priorities within a cohort of similarly staged, non-competitive 

organizations. Working alongside peer teams facing comparable scale challenges reinforced 

accountability and accelerated adoption. The tools structured the work itself. As clarity 

strengthened, the team governed commitments more deliberately. 

The executives initially questioned whether dedicating time to learning and applying the 

discipline would slow progress. The opposite proved true. Leaders discovered that while each 

felt clear, they were not always clear about the same things. Working through the discipline 

surfaced differences in how they defined key terms and interpreted priorities while there was 

still time to refine them. 

As habits took hold, the rhythm changed. Meeting flows tightened. Preparation deepened. 

Fewer issues recycled at the enterprise level. Leaders gained sharper visibility into one another’s 

work and advanced priorities with greater precision. 

Within months, performance accelerated. The executive team chose to send two additional 

next-level teams through MtL so the discipline and governance practices could extend beyond 

the ELT and reinforce coherence across the enterprise. 
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The shift was most visible in governance. The prior meeting architecture was replaced with 

structured executive reviews of units, functions, and initiatives, grounded in the MtL 

governance framework: 

●​ What were you trying to do? 

●​ What did you do? 

●​ What happened when you did it? 

●​ What did you learn? 

●​ What do you plan to do next? 

Preparation standards rose sharply, and they were readily embraced. Leaders stepped up 

willingly and with visible relief, apparently having longed for such operating discipline and rigor. 

Content owners circulated materials for advanced review and comment, explicit about intent, 

assumptions, and input requests.  

Participants also prepared as reviewers, clarifying logic in advance within shared documents and 

each arriving with a considered point of view. Facilitation standards and ground rules were 

introduced and readily adopted. Sessions begin and end on time, stay on point, and close with 

clear action items, insights, and decisions. 

Follow-up required sustained rigor. Decisions were documented, ownership clarified, and 

commitments revisited in subsequent sessions. Progress steadily improved. The benefit was 

cumulative across preparation, meeting conduct, and follow-through. The aim was not fewer 

meetings but better meetings that advanced real work. 
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Executives began to engage one another’s work with shared responsibility. Review sessions 

replaced update forums. Differences surfaced early enough to shape direction. Over time, the 

tools receded as the cadence became routine. The team worked differently. 

The change was structural and enduring. A disciplined way of working has taken root and is 

visible in preparation, judgment, decisions, execution, and results. The organization is 

institutionalizing a coherent leadership operating system that embeds shared clarity, disciplined 

reasoning, and coordinated action into daily practice.  
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