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In an era where perpetual disruption is the norm, marketing organizations and 
their leaders face a daunting challenge: how to maintain strategic focus and 
operational excellence while remaining perpetually responsive to change. This 
whitepaper introduces Disruption-Fluent Marketing, a leadership and 
organizational approach designed to help marketing leaders thrive amid volatility 
by integrating three distinct but complementary leadership and operational 
concepts. The result is a systems-level framework that will equip marketing 
leaders with the mindset and tools they need to elevate their organizations to 
become truly disruption-fluent. 

Executive Summary

Disruption-Fluent Marketing is the organizational capability 
to anticipate, absorb, and capitalize on discontinuous change 
through adaptive leadership structures, transformational 
vision, and agile operational practices.

Drawing from complexity leadership theory, we will examine how marketing 
leaders can balance three distinct but entangled leadership approaches - 
adaptive, enabling, and administrative – while also leveraging transformational 
leadership principles to inspire an organizational commitment to change. We 
further explore how Agile Marketing principles provide the operational model for 
day-to-day execution in a world of constant disruption.

We will introduce the Four Dimensions of Disruption Fluency, (explore these 
further) the practical framework that ties these all together in an approach 
leaders can use to chart the right path forward for their organizations. The four 
dimensions are: 

Leadership Tension – The degree to which marketing leaders effectively 
manage the polarities that define the dynamic interplay between the 
framework’s leadership approaches. 

Operational Agility – The organization’s ability to move from insight to 
action quickly, reallocate resources fluidly, and work iteratively and 
flexibly. 

Sensing & Learning – The capacity to detect emerging changes in the 
environment from all sources and systematically convert experience into 
organizational knowledge.

Cultural Readiness – The human foundation that makes everything else 
possible: psychological safety, trust, capacity for change, and 
collaborative orientation.  

This framework is for marketing leaders attempting to navigate today’s 
challenging environment beset by rapid change and disruption from a diverse 
array of types and sources. It proposes a practical model for moving forward, one 
that doesn't resist complexity or disruption but harnesses it as a source of 
organizational growth and competitive advantage.
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Many organizations and leaders treat disruption as a negative, a 
crisis to be managed. The language we use reveals this 
tendency: we "weather" storms, "survive" change, "adapt" when 
forced. But what if we approached disruption not as a periodic 
threat to be dealt with, but as the constant in which modern 
marketing operates? And what if, rather than treating it like a 
crisis, we as marketing leaders intentionally design our 
organizations and adapt our leadership styles to harness 
disruption as a competitive advantage?

Consider the myriad and often competing forces shaping 
marketing today: AI-driven transformations, consumer trends 
rising and falling in real time, generational shifts in media 
consumption unfolding in months, the ascendant power of 
creators and influencers, and wild economic and political 
volatility. Any one of these changes could be considered 
"disruptive." Together, they represent the new normal for 
marketing leaders: an era of discontinuous change. 

Why Fluency Matters

It’s a Polycrisis World

“In an era of unprecedented global 
challenges, our world faces a 
‘polycrisis’ – a perfect storm of 
interconnected crises that amplify 
each other’s impacts.” 

Another Perspective: 
Groundbreaking research by the 
Center for Creative Leadership 
explores the leadership 
approaches necessary for 
organizations to navigate a world 
dominated by constant, 
overlapping, and interconnected 
crisis.

Disruption-Fluent Marketing is therefore not just about 
responding to or surviving a singular period of change but 
learning to thrive under the assumption that change is the new 
normal. The challenge is to build a marketing organization from 
ground up that embraces disruptive change as opportunity, one 
that is optimized to adapt organically with speed and agility.

This paper proposes a leadership framework to develop that 
fluency, grounded in three complementary bodies of knowledge:

Complexity Leadership – Understanding organizations as 
complex adaptive systems that fluctuate and evolve in response 
to both internal and external shocks. 

Transformational Leadership – Inspiring commitment to shared 
vision amid uncertainty to drive proactive change.

Agile Marketing – Operationalizing adaptive work through 
iterative, collaborative practices grounded in Agile principles and 
methodologies. 
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Discontinuous change is a rapid, 
revolutionary, and large-scale 
transformation that disrupts the 
status quo, often driven by external 
disruption. 

It represents a fundamental shift that 
requires organizations to unlearn old 
ways of thinking and adapt 
drastically to survive and remain 
competitive.
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Sensing capability: Early detection of emerging shifts in 
technology, the market, culture, competition, and other 
sources of change.

Adaptive capacity: Rapid adjustments in strategy, 
resources, and execution to flexibly respond to disruption 
and change. 

Learning orientation: Intentional generation and application 
of insights from experimentation and productive failures.

Network resilience: Distributed decision-making authority 
that enables more effective responses from those closest to 
the work, customer, and insights. 

Strategic coherence: Maintaining strategic focus on the 
marketing and organizational results that matter most. 

What it does not
It’s not an excuse for reactive chaos : Disruption fluency 
doesn't mean abandoning strategic planning altogether to 
simply lurch from one initiative to another in the name of 
agility.

It’s not "move fast and break things": Speed without 
direction damages stakeholder trust, employee and team 
confidence, and needlessly consumes resources. We must 
avoid the trap many leaders fall into of blowing things up for 
the sake of looking innovative.

It’s not leaderless self-organization: While we emphasize 
emergence in this framework, strong and effective leadership 
at all levels remains essential for setting context and 
enabling adaptation. 

It’s not about abandoning fundamentals: Marketing 
excellence still requires strategic thinking, creative craft, 
analytical rigor, and a deep understanding of the customer 
and market. The fundamentals remain paramount.

© 2026 DisruptedCMO.com

What disruption fluency suggests

The best marketing leaders don't see disruption 
as a periodic interruption or threat to business as 
usual. They recognize it as constant, an 
opportunity to outpace the competition.
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Traditional leadership models, built for the industrial age, often assume 
predictability, hierarchy, and top-down control. These models excel at 
efficiency and scale but struggle when environments become turbulent 
and unpredictable, a world operating on the “edge of chaos” (Marion, R., & 
Uhl-Bien, M., 2001). Marketing organizations, facing rapid technological 
change, shifting consumer behaviors, and fragmented media landscapes at 
a pace that only seems to be accelerating in the age of AI, operate firmly in 
territory that demands a different way of thinking, leading, and organizing.

The Theoretical Foundation:
Complexity Leadership Theory

Complexity Leadership Theory notes that leadership models of the last 
century "are eminently effective for an economy premised on physical 
production but are not well-suited for a more knowledge-oriented 
economy." Complexity leadership, in contrast, views modern 
organizations as complex adaptive systems, networks of 
interdependent agents whose interactions generate emergent 
outcomes that cannot be predicted from individual behaviors alone. 

Think of your marketing organization not as a hierarchy of reporting 
relationships, but as a dynamic network where ideas, information, and 
influence flow in often unpredictable patterns and where innovation 
emerges from across the team. Identifying, harnessing, and enabling 
that is the foundation of Disruption-Fluent Marketing.

The Knowledge-Era challenge

The Three Leadership Functions

Research has identified three distinct but deeply interconnected leadership 
approaches that must coexist within a complex adaptive system:

Adaptive 
Leadership Enabling 

Leadership Administrative 
Leadership

4

The emergent, creative problem-
solving that occurs when diverse 

stakeholders collaborate to 
address novel challenges. The traditional management 

functions: planning, coordinating, 
budgeting, measuring. Essential 

for achieving operational 
excellence and scale.

The critical bridge: It creates 
"adaptive space" where 

innovation can flourish while 
managing the inevitable tension 
between bureaucracy creativity.

“The edge of chaos. Where a 
frozen order and an ethereal 
disorder meet in a fluid 
equilibrium. Where life is in 
endless flux. Where a system 
is so adaptive that it is only a 
breath away from spinning 
out of control.”

- Kuwabara, 2000
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Adaptive Leadership
Adaptive leadership describes the creative, emergent 
problem-solving that occurs when teams confront novel 
challenges. Adaptive leadership “is an emergent, 
interactive dynamic that is the primary source by which 
adaptive outcomes are produced in a firm.” (Belrhiti et 
al., 2018)

Adaptive leadership is emergent and not derived from 
formal authority. It organically generates innovation. It 
thrives on productive tension      within psychologically 
safe cultures. It should be nurtured, not controlled.

The goal isn't to eliminate the natural tension between stability and 
innovation. It's to make productive use of that tension to fuel creativity.

Enabling Leadership
If adaptive leadership is the creative spark, enabling 
leadership is the conductor that allows it to flourish 
within your organization. Enabling leadership "serves to 
enable (catalyze) adaptive dynamics and help to manage 
the entanglement between administrative and adaptive 
leadership.” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007)

This is arguably the most critical and misunderstood 
leadership function for marketing leaders. Enabling 
leadership operates at the boundary between the 
organization's need for structure and agility and is 
central to managing the inherent tensions.

What enabling looks like in marketing:

- Securing resources for intentional experiments, such as 
a new channel or content type;

- Safeguarding team time and workload to allow for 
creative headspace;

- Protecting emergent solutions from stifling attempts at 
control, or premature structure;

- Facilitating communication and collaboration across 
organizational boundaries.

Administrative Leadership
Administrative leadership represents the traditional 
management functions: planning, organizing, 
coordinating, and controlling. Far from being obsolete 
and despite the rather boring-sounding name, competent 
and thoughtful administrative leadership remains 
essential for any marketing organization to be adaptive, 
productive and achieve operational excellence.

Administrative leadership encompasses "the day-to-day 
operational and coordinating tasks...an area of stability 
that enables standardization and scale in the 
organization.”

Minimum Viable Bureaucracy (MVB) is an approach to creating the 
smallest amount of administrative structure necessary to enable, rather 
than constrain, your team's ability to respond to disruption with agility. 

What adaptive looks like in marketing:

- A cross-functional team rapidly pivots a campaign in 
response to unexpected social media backlash;

- Product marketers collaborate through analytics to 
develop a new attribution model in response to an 
emerging channel mix shift;

- Regional marketers surface local consumer insights 
that challenge assumptions set at the global corporate 
level and are championed by senior leadership.

What administrative looks like in marketing:

- Internal approval and review processes;
- Budget planning and resource allocation;
- Performance measurement and reporting;
- Brand standards and governance;
- Marketing technology infrastructure, workflow, training 

and operations;
- Compliance and legal review processes;
- Vendor management and contract negotiations.
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The magic, and difficulty, of applying complexity leadership theory in a real-world 
organization lies in managing what researchers call "entanglement" between these 
approaches, an exercise in navigating shifting sets of polarities. Too much administrative 
control stifles agility and emergent innovation, and de-motivates team members. Too much 
adaptive chaos prevents scale, fosters employee burnout, and risks non-strategic work 
consuming the organization’s resources and capacity. As noted earlier, adaptive and 
administrative leadership functions are often at odds, with enabling leadership acting as 
the critical bridge. Managing the natural tension across all three are necessary for a high -
performing organization to succeed during periods of disruptive change.

The Entanglement Challenge

“Entangled” Functions in Action: An Example

Scenario: Your brand faces a crisis when tone-deaf campaign messaging sparks 
social media outrage and C-suite concern.

Administrative leadership response: Activate crisis protocols, engage legal and 
PR, pause all related media spend, schedule executive briefings.

Adaptive leadership response: A cross-functional team forms organically 
(social media manager, creative lead, community manager, digital strategist) 
and rapidly develops and deploys response options informed by real-time 
sentiment analysis and community listening.

Enabling leadership response: The Chief Marketing Officer creates 
space for the adaptive team to work rapidly while ensuring they have 
access to executive decision-makers, protecting them from standard 
approval processes that would slow response time, and 
simultaneously keeping administrative functions (legal, PR, finance) 
informed and ready to execute.

The key: All three functions are necessary. Administrative leadership provides structure 
and resources. Adaptive leadership generates the creative response. Enabling leadership 
orchestrates the interaction between them.
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While complexity leadership provides the structural framework for managing a complex 
adaptive organization, transformational leadership supplies the inspirational fuel that 
drives organizational commitment to change. This is not a competing model but a 
complementary one, and one essential to building a modern marketing team. 

Think of it this way: complexity leadership theory outlines the approaches necessary to 
build a highly adaptive organization; transformational leadership takes that a step 
further towards proactively defining a vision and creating a culture that isn’t just 
equipped to handle change but genuinely embraces it. 

The Key to Leading Through Change
Research has found that "transformational leadership exhibited a positive relationship 
with commitment to change, openness to change, and readiness for change" while 
showing "a negative correlation with resistance to change and cynicism about change.” 
(Peng et al., 2021) For marketing leaders navigating today’s world, transformational 
leadership addresses the fundamentally human dimension of change: the beliefs, 
motivations, and emotions that determine whether people embrace or resist new 
directions.

• For adaptive leadership: Transformational leadership creates the psychological safety and 
growth mindset that enables creative problem-solving.

• For enabling leadership: Transformational leadership builds the trust and credibility needed to 
advocate for adaptive work and harness productive tensions.

• For administrative leadership: Transformational leadership maintains commitment and 
motivation during the necessary but less glamorous work of operational excellence.

The Essential Role of 
Transformational Leadership

Idealized 
Influence

Inspirational 
Motivation

Intellectual 
Stimulation

Individualized 
Consideration

Leading by example Articulating a compelling vision Challenging assumptions Developing people

• Demonstrate the behaviors you 
want to see

• Take visible risks on new 
approaches

• Make decisions that prioritize long-
term organizational health over 
short-term personal gain

• Build trust through consistency 
between words and actions

• Paint a vivid picture of the future 
state

• Connect change initiatives to 
larger purpose

• Express confidence in the team's 
ability to navigate uncertainty

• Create meaning beyond tactical 
execution

• Question established practices
• Encourage experimentation and 

calculated risk-taking
• Seek diverse perspectives, 

especially dissenting ones
• Reframe problems to surface new 

solution possibilities

• Recognize that different team 
members have different needs 
during change

• Provide coaching tailored to 
individual circumstances

• Invest in capabilities that will 
matter in the future state

• Create developmental 
assignments that stretch people's 
comfort zones

In practice: When you personally 
participate in sprint planning 
sessions, attend agile retrospectives, 
and share your own learning from 
failed experiments, you model the 
behaviors essential to Disruption-
Fluent Marketing.

In practice: Rather than simply 
announcing "we're going agile," you 
articulate why - "to ensure we can 
serve customers with the speed and 
relevance they expect in a world 
where competitive advantages last 
months, not years."

In practice: When a team presents a 
campaign plan based on "best 
practices," you ask: "What 
assumptions underpin this approach? 
What would we try if we had 
permission to break all the rules?"

In practice: You design roles that 
allow specialists to build cross-
functional skills, fund training in 
emerging capabilities, and match 
high-potential leaders with sponsors 
who can accelerate their growth.
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The four key components of transformational leadership (Bass, B.M. and Avolio, B.J., 1998)

“The market for something to believe in is infinite.”
- Hugh MacLeod, Gapingvoid
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Complexity theory provides the leadership framework. 
Transformational leadership supplies the inspirational energy. But 
how do these concepts translate to daily work? This is where Agile 
principles prove invaluable: Agile Marketing forms the core of the 
operational framework for running a disruption-fluent organization.

Agile methodologies originated in software development decades ago 
but have spread widely to other disciplines because they address a 
universal challenge: how to deliver value iteratively in conditions of 
high uncertainty. This is music to the ears of any marketing leader 
trying to build for disruption fluency. The Agile Marketing Manifesto, 
created in 2012, adapted the original Agile principles for marketing 
contexts and serves as a useful guide for any Agile-minded marketing 
leader. 

In many ways, Agile has already become the standard operating 
system of marketing teams, whether they realize it not. According to 
AgileSherpas     as of 2021, 51% of marketers used Agile ways of 
working, and Gartner reports     that 75% of marketing teams have 
integrated Agile techniques into project planning. This makes it a 
natural, and likely already at least partially established, operating 
foundation for any disruption-fluent marketing organization.

The Agile Marketing Manifesto articulates five values that align 
remarkably well with the leadership principles we’ve discussed so far. 
The five values include:

1. Focusing on customer value and business outcomes over activity 
and outputs

2. Delivering value early and often over waiting for perfection
3. Learning through experiments and data over opinions and 

conventions
4. Cross-functional collaboration over silos and hierarchies
5. Responding to change over following a plan

Operationalizing Through
Agile Marketing

Translating Agile to Marketing

Agile Marketing Values
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It’s important to remember that Agile is more of a mindset than a concrete set of 
methodologies – that’s where frameworks like Scrum and Kanban come into play. Adopting 
the values and principles of Agile, it is more important to develop and instill that mindset 
than it is to adopt specific practices. It is however useful to outline several common Agile 
practices that may help translate these values into operational reality within the context of a 
marketing team:

- Sprints: Time-boxed work cycles (1-4 weeks, with 2 being standard) that create rhythm 
and enable frequent course correction. The key is to deliver completed work that 
generates value for the organization within this window. If the project is too big, break it 
into a series of smaller deliverables. Sprints allow marketing teams to test, learn, and 
adapt rather than executing long-term plans that may be obsolete before completion.

- Stand-ups: Brief daily synchronization meetings (typically 15 minutes) where team 
members share progress, plans, and blockers. These meetings surface problems early and 
enable real-time coordination, essential for adaptive leadership.

- Retrospectives: Structured reflection sessions at the end of each sprint where teams 
examine what worked, what didn't, and what to change. Retrospectives institutionalize 
learning and continuous improvement and only succeed within a team culture where 
psychological safety exists.

- Kanban Boards: Visual workflow management systems that make work transparent, 
identify bottlenecks, and prevent overload. Transparency is one of the essential elements 
that makes Agile Marketing work. Kanban boards are a standard feature in most project 
management solutions, so there’s a good chance your team is already using them.

- Backlog Refinement: Regular prioritization of potential work based on value, urgency, and 
strategic alignment. This practice operationalizes the constant trade-offs inherent in 
adaptive work and is where marketing leaders provide some of the most value to their 
teams, by ensuring the work they take on is aligned with the marketing and organizational 
strategy and is not just reactive response to inbound requests. 

Practical Agile Practices for Marketing
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Bringing it all Together:
The Four Dimensions of Disruption Fluency

Cultural Readiness

“The Foundation”

Cultural Readiness is the foundation. Without psychological safety, 
adaptive leadership can't emerge. Without trust, enabling leadership 
loses credibility. Without collaborative orientation, operational agility 
stalls in siloes. You can build processes and structures, but culture 
determines whether people use them as intended.

This is why cultural readiness draws from transformational leadership: 
the ability to inspire commitment, build trust, and create meaning 
during change and uncertainty is what makes the structural elements 
of the framework viable.

Sensing & Learning

“The Intelligence System”

Sensing & Learning is the intelligence system. It feeds the other 
dimensions with the data and insights they need to adapt. It tells 
leadership what challenges require adaptive versus administrative 
responses. It informs operational decisions about what to experiment 
with and what to scale. It builds cultural confidence by demonstrating 
the organization can anticipate and navigate change

An organization can be culturally ready, well-led, and operationally 
agile, but if it can't sense what's coming or learn from experience, it's 
flying blind. It will respond quickly and collaboratively to threats it 
didn't see coming, then fail to learn from the experience.

Organizational Agility

“The Operational Layer”

Operational Agility is the operational layer. It’s how the system 
executes. It translates leadership intent and cultural capacity into 
actual work. Sensing and learning tell you what to respond to; 
operational agility determines how fast you can respond. Leadership 
balance shapes how decisions get made; operational agility 
determines how quickly those decisions become action.

But operational agility without the other dimensions is brittle. Agile 
practices adopted without enabling leadership become empty rituals. 
Speed without sensing leads you to move fast in the wrong direction. 
Iteration without psychological safety produces superficial 
retrospectives where real problems go unspoken out of fear.

Leadership Tension

“The Connective Tissue”

Leadership Tension is the connective tissue. It’s about leaders 
productively managing the natural tensions that exist between the 
polarities of operational excellence and responsiveness to change. It 
isn’t about finding balance, as in the rapidly-evolving world this 
framework addresses balance would be fleeting at best and artificial 
at worst. Leadership Tension speaks to effectively navigating the 
often-conflicting demands of the leadership approaches this 
framework integrates: adaptive, enabling, and administrative. 

What makes up a disruption-fluent marketing organization? The Four Dimensions of Disruption Fluency 
framework serves as the rubric for leaders, and seeking both competency and effective interplay between 
each of the dimensions is the primary goal of Disruption-Fluent Marketing.
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The Four Dimensions:
It’s a Reinforcing Loop
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Cultural safety enables adaptive leadership to emerge → 
Enabling leaders protect and scale adaptive work → Operational 
agility translates adaptive solutions into rapid execution → 
Sensing mechanisms capture learning from execution → 
Learning flows back into the system, informing the next 
adaptation → Success builds trust and confidence → Increased 
cultural safety enables more adaptive leadership.

When they don't work together, you get the opposite: cultural 
fear suppresses adaptive work, enabling leadership is absent so 
innovations die in bureaucracy, operational rigidity prevents 
response even when the need is clear, failure to learn means 
repeating mistakes, repeated failures erode trust, and the cycle 
spirals downward.

- Start with the foundations: Managing leadership tensions 
and reinforcing cultural readiness must come before 
expecting the operational and sensing capabilities to flourish.

- Look for the binding constraint: One dimension is often 
underdeveloped and limiting the others and may be holding 
the entire organization back. 

- Isolated improvements are fragile: Strong sensing without 
matching organizational agility will likely just create 
frustration. Similarly, adopting Agile marketing principles in 
one part of the marketing team but not others risks failure 
across the organization. Pilots are valuable, but piecemeal 
implementation can become a negative.

- Expect tensions, not harmony: These four dimensions exist in 
productive tension. The intent shouldn’t be to eliminate 
tension entirely but to harness them to fuel creativity and 
adaptive thinking, a principal function of enabling leadership.

What does this mean for leaders?

The Disruption Fluency Audit

How do you know where your marketing organization sits in terms of 
disruption fluency maturity?  The Disruption Fluency Audit is a 
diagnostic conversation with your marketing leadership plus a survey 
of your wider team, to evaluate what stage of development your team 
inhabits in each of the Four Dimensions: Leadership Tension, 
Organizational Agility, Sensing & Learning, and Cultural Readiness. 

The audit identifies your limiting constraints, explores root causes, 
and suggests paths forward towards developing a truly disruption 
fluent marketing organization. To learn more visit: 
https://www.disruptedcmo.com/dfm-teamaudit

Level 1 Reactive

Level 2 Aware

Level 3 Developing

Level 4 Capable

Level 5 Fluent
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Evaluating & Applying the Four Dimensions

Leadership 
Tension Capable

Leadership functions are effectively and 
intentionally  employed based on context. Adaptive 
leadership emerges reliably when facing novel 
challenges, and the organization knows how to 
recognize and support [more]

Organizational 
Agility Capable

Agile ways of working are the norm rather than the 
exception. Teams reliably ship value in short cycles 
and adjust based on data-driven insights. Cross-
functional collaboration is standard operating 
procedure. [m ore]

Applying the Disruption-Fluent Marketing Framework begins with candid self-evaluation by the 
organization’s leadership of where they stand against each of the four dimension (see the Audit, previous 
page). The “critical constraint” ideally emerges through this process - Cultural Readiness in the example 
below – the dimension that is the organization is least fluent in and most likely to be inhibiting its ability 
to effectively respond and adapt to change. This in turn helps leaders create a working roadmap of their 
organizational path to genuine disruption fluency. 

Sensing & 
Learning Developing

Formal sensing mechanisms are being established - 
regular competitive reviews, technology scanning, 
customer listening program s. Som e leaders actively  
cultivate diverse information sources. [more]

Cultural 
Readiness Reactive

Psychological safety is low - people protect 
themselves by avoiding risk and hiding mistakes. 
Change is met with resistance, often passive. Trust 
in leadership during uncertainty  is minim al… [more]

Organization “B” Fluency Index 

Disruption Fluency Evaluation Rubric

Dimension 1: Leadership Tension
• Adaptive Leadership Presence (where/how often it emerges)
• Enabling Leadership Practice (senior leader behaviors)
• Administrative Effectiveness (processes-enable vs. constrain)
• Function Integration (how well the three work together)

Dimension 2: Operational Agility
• Execution Speed (insight to market)
• Resource Fluidity (ability to reallocate)
• Experimentation Rigor (structured testing and learning)
• Iterative Practice (genuine agile ways of working)

Dimension 3: Sensing & Learning
• Environmental Scanning (tech, compete, cultural, channel)
• Failure Learning (how productively setbacks are mined)
• Knowledge Flow (capture, sharing, application)
• Anticipatory Capacity (proactive vs. reactive pattern)

Dimension 4: Cultural Readiness
• Psychological Safety (willingness to risk, share, dissent)
• Change Capacity (organizational track record and confidence)
• Trust & Transparency (in leadership, in decision-making)
• Collaborative Orientation (cross-boundary work)

Every Journey is Unique

An organization that finds itself with low levels 
of Cultural Readiness might first focus efforts on 
leadership training and establishing cultural cues 
to develop trust and psychological safety, before 
shifting efforts to enhance their Sensing & 
Learning capacity through investments in 
improved market intelligence systems or internal 
knowledge sharing process. 

There is no ideal journey towards disruption 
fluency; each organization has a unique starting 
point, varying strategic priorities, distinct 
resource constraints, and of course the ongoing 
pressures of the daily work of marketing to 
consider. 

The key is to understand where the organization 
stands currently, where the critical constraint is, 
and the nature of the  “reinforcing loop” – where  
each dimension enables, or hinders, the others. 

Organizational 
Agility

Cultural 
Readiness

Sensing & Learning

Leadership Tension
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We opened with a question
What if we treated disruption not as a temporary crisis, but as the 
medium in which modern marketing operates and an untapped 
opportunity for growth and advantage?

Marketing organizations face compounding, accelerating change across 
every dimension: technology, regulation, market, culture, competition, and 
shifting internal structure. The half-life of competitive advantages 
continues to shrink. The old playbook of multi-year strategic plans 
executed through hierarchical coordination simply cannot keep pace, and 
this was true even before the existential disruption that is artificial 
intelligence. Even annual marketing strategies and fiscal year budgets are 
starting to feel both archaic and constraining.

Disruption-Fluent Marketing offers an alternative
It’s not a magic solution, but ideally a framework that provides marketing 
leaders with a useful and comprehensive approach that integrates:

- Complexity Leadership Theory's recognition that to thrive, complex 
adaptive organizations must manage the tensions inherent between 
bureaucratic processes, creativity, and emergent innovation, through 
three entangled leadership functions: adaptive, enabling, and 
administrative.

- Transformational leadership's power to develop and communicate a 
vision, inspire commitment, build trust, and create meaning during the 
inevitable stress and uncertainty of discontinuous change.

- Agile Marketing’s mindset and practical methods for iterative value 
delivery, continuous learning, and cross-functional collaboration: The 
operational foundation for making a disruption-fluent organization work 
on a day-to-day basis.

This framework is demanding of any leader
It requires them to:

- Tolerate uncomfortable levels of ambiguity, distribute decision-making 
authority, and step back from decision-making so that innovation and 
creativity can naturally emerge. 

- Invest in building organizational capabilities for the long-term and not 
just executing against the never-ending churn of inbound requests.

- Measure success by learning through intentional experimentation, while 
internalizing a high tolerance for “productive failure.”

- Lead visionary transformation while maintaining operational excellence 
and continuously delivering value to your customers and the wider 
organization.
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But consider the alternative. 
Marketing organizations that fail to build disruption-fluency face declining relevance as 
customer and internal expectations evolve faster than marketing can respond; 
competitive displacement by more agile competitors; key talent satisfaction and retention 
risk; resource waste on initiatives that are obsolete before they launch to market; 
strategic paralysis from leaders who recognize the old models no longer work but lack 
viable alternatives.

Disruption-fluent marketing leaders don't resist change; 
they harness it to outpace their competition and create 
dynamic, adaptive teams. 

They acknowledge the inherent complexity of the system they operate in, and forge 
coherence and simplicity from it. They recognize that the interactions between diverse 
and often conflicting perspectives generate productive tension,      the ultimate fuel for 
creativity. They create conditions where flexible and fluid leadership can flourish while 
maintaining operational excellence. They inspire teams with a transformational vision 
while setting and safeguarding the conditions necessary to bring it to life. 

Most importantly, they accept a fundamental truth: In a world of discontinuous change 
and perpetual disruption, the organizations that embrace it are the ones that will win. 
The choice isn't whether to change; change is happening regardless. 

The only real choice is whether you will develop the mindset, skillset, culture, and 
capabilities to become disruption fluent and thrive through change, rather than merely 
attempting to survive it.
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Appendix B: Considerations 
by Type of Marketing Disruption

Different types of disruption place different 
demands on the marketing organization. Here's 
how to emphasize different aspects of the 
framework:

Technological Disruption (e.g., AI, privacy changes, platform shifts)

Emphasis: Adaptive leadership and rapid experimentation

Tactics Risk Mitigation

• Form tiger teams to explore new capabilities quickly
• Partner with technology teams more tightly
• Create "lighthouse" projects that demonstrate 

possibilities
• Accept higher failure rates as cost of learning

Getting distracted by every new 
shiny object

Maintain strategic filters for what 
technology to explore and enabling 
leadership to manage the portfolio.

Regulatory/Compliance Disruption (e.g., privacy laws, advertising restrictions)

Emphasis: Enabling leadership and administrative excellence

Tactics Risk Mitigation

• Build strong relationships between legal/compliance 
and marketing

• Develop compliance frameworks that enable 
creativity rather than just restrict it

• Invest heavily in first-party data and customer 
relationships

• Create cross-functional teams to address 
compliance challenges creatively

Defaulting to "no" reflexively Challenge teams to find what's possible 
within constraints, not just what's 
forbidden.

Cultural/Social Disruption (e.g., social movements, generational shifts, value changes)

Emphasis: Diverse adaptive leadership and transformational vision

Tactics Risk Mitigation

• Ensure your adaptive leadership networks include 
voices from affected communities

• Create mechanisms to surface uncomfortable truths 
about brand perception

• Make values and purpose explicit to guide decision-
making

• Respond with authenticity, not performative gestures

Either ignoring until crisis or 
overcorrecting without substance

Build ongoing cultural sensing capabilities 
and authentic stakeholder relationships.

Competitive Disruption (e.g., new entrants, category redefinition)

Emphasis: All three complexity leadership approaches, effectively employed

Tactics Risk Mitigation

• Maintain operational excellence (administrative)
• Rapidly experiment with new approaches (adaptive)
• Reallocate resources fluidly (enabling)
• Articulate compelling counter-vision 

(transformational)

Panic-driven lurching or denial-
driven inaction 

Create decision-making frameworks that 
balance offense and defense.

Organizational Disruption (e.g., M&A, restructuring, leadership changes)

Emphasis: Transformational leadership and enabling leadership

Tactics Risk Mitigation

• Invest heavily in communication and meaning-
making

• Protect adaptive work during administrative 
upheaval

• Identify and preserve critical informal networks
• Build trust through consistent behavior during 

uncertainty

Losing institutional knowledge 
and momentum

Document adaptive leadership insights and 
maintain key enabling leaders through 
transition.
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Appendix C: Measuring Disruption Fluency
Traditional marketing metrics (pipeline, revenue, brand scores) remain vitally important but don't fully 
capture disruption fluency within a marketing organization. This requires a broader set of measures of 
organizational culture, capacity, and innovation. Consider some of these directional measures to evaluate 
progress towards disruption fluency.

Leading Indicators of Organizational Capability

Adaptive Capacity Enabling Effectiveness Administrative 
Excellence Outcome Indicators Cultural Markers

Time from insight to 
execution (shorter = 
better)

Number of 
experiments run per 
quarter (volume 
matters)

Quality of learning 
from failures 
(retrospective 
richness)

Cross-functional 
collaboration 
frequency

Ideas originating 
outside formal 
leadership

Resource 
reallocation speed 
and frequency

Barrier removal 
responsiveness

Knowledge sharing 
across teams

Psychological safety 
scores

Trust in leadership 
during change

Process efficiency 
and clarity

Compliance without 
creativity 
suppression

Technology 
enablement vs. 
constraint

Resource utilization 
and waste reduction

Velocity: Speed to 
market for new 
initiatives

Resilience: Recovery 
time from setbacks

Innovation: 
Percentage of 
revenue from new 
offerings and 
channels

Responsiveness: 
Adaptation speed to 
market changes

Engagement: Team 
retention, energy, 
and growth

Stories people tell 
about the 
organization

Voluntary 
knowledge sharing

Willingness to voice 
dissent

Speed of decision-
making

Quality of 
collaboration across 
boundaries
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Appendix D: Sample Implementation Roadmap
As noted earlier, each organizational journey to disruption fluency will be unique, given all the variables 
involved and what the “critical constraint” might be. Below is a sample 6-month implementation 
roadmap, starting with the audit process outlined on pages 11-12, and continuing through phases 
focused on scaling, institutionalizing, and sustainment. 

19

Implement core practices
- Two-week sprints with defined 

ceremonies (planning, stand-ups, reviews, 
retrospectives)

- Visible workflow management (physical 
or digital Kanban boards)

- Explicit experimentation protocols with 
clear hypotheses and success metrics

Phase 1 Asses Current State (Month 1)

Phase 2 Establish Enabling Infrastructure (Months 2-3)

Phase 3 Pilot Agile Approaches (Months 4-5)

Phase 4 Phase 4: Scale and Institutionalize (Month 6+)

Phase 5 Phase 5: Continuous Evolution (Ongoing)

Conduct a Disruption-Fluency Self-Assessment (CMO) and Team Audit

Create Adaptive Space
- Designate 10-20% of resources for 

experimental initiatives 
- Form cross-functional innovation teams 

focused on specific challenges
- Institute "learning sessions" where teams 

share experiments, failures, and insights

Develop Enabling Leaders
- Train senior leaders on their role as 

boundary spanners and tension managers
- Coach them to ask generative questions 

rather than provide answers
- Help them recognize and protect adaptive 

leadership when it emerges

Strengthen Administrative Foundation:
- Audit and streamline approval processes 

that slow adaptive work unnecessarily
- Invest in marketing operations and 

technology that enable agility
- Establish clear metrics that reward 

outcomes over activity

Scaling patterns
- Teams that have succeeded with agile 

naturally become ambassadors
- Let demand pull expansion rather than 

mandating it
- Adapt practices to different contexts 

(brand vs. performance, B2B vs. B2C, etc.)

Provide support
- Assign an agile coach (internal or 

external) to guide implementation
- As the CMO, attend sprint reviews to 

demonstrate commitment and learn
- Celebrate learning, especially from 

intelligent failures

Maintain momentum
- Regularly reassess the balance between 

leadership functions as context changes
- Update metrics to reflect what matters in 

the current environment
- Invest in capabilities that will matter in the 

future, even if uncomfortable now

Institutionalize learning mechanisms
- Establish formal knowledge management 

for capturing insights
- Create career paths that value adaptive 

and enabling leadership
- Revise performance management to 

reward collaboration, learning, and 
adaptation

Balance the three leadership functions
- Resist the temptation to "agile-ify" 

everything—some work benefits from 
stable processes

- Ensure administrative excellence 
continues in operations, financial 
management, and compliance

- Identify which decisions need bureaucratic 
control and which need adaptive flexibility

Watch for warning signs
- Agile practices becoming bureaucratic 

rituals without substance
- Loss of strategic coherence as adaptive 

work proliferates
- Enabling leadership fatigue as senior 

leaders burn out managing tensions
- Key staff retention issues for those unable 

to adapt or unhappy with the changes
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