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What is one thing you are certain about 
in the future?
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01

FEDERAL TALENT
Government recruits, 
empowers and retains 

the nation’s best 
talent.

01
PUBLIC SERVICE 

LEADERSHIP
Federal leaders are 

equipped to effectively 
achieve their agencies’ 

missions and contribute 
to the public good.

02
SOCIETY’S 

COMMITMENT TO 
GOVERNMENT

Society trusts and 
engages with a well-

functioning 
government.
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About Me
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Presentation Objectives

Dispel the illusion of certainty 
in leadership so we can 
embrace improvisation

Learn ways to shift your 
mindset to lead with resilience 

during upheaval
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Accept uncertainty 
and be ready to 

improvise.
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Plans vs. 
Certainty



Questions to ask yourself when 
facing the unexpected:

1. How might this 'change' change what you're capable of?
2. How might this 'change' change what you value?
3. How might this 'change' change how you define yourself? 

(identity)

Source: TED Talk by Dr. Maya Shankar (2023)



Improvise on purpose.
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• Quickly find a new group of 3 or 5 (odd number of people preferred). 
• Facilitator will start by sharing a prompt. 

oExample: “I’m having a busy day.”
• Person 1 responds to this with “Fortunately,...”

oExample: “Fortunately, I have a colleague I can delegate to.”
• Person 2 responds to that with “Unfortunately…”

oExample: “Unfortunately, my colleague is on vacation this week.” 
oAnd so it goes, alternating around the circle.

• Curiosity: What is this exercise making me realize?

Improv Game: Fortunately… 3 min



11Quote by William Shakespeare
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Shift your mindset so 
you can be more 

resilient.
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What is Resilience? 

• An essential capability to persevere through setbacks
• Seeing problems/flaws/difficulties/mistakes as a natural, normal 

part of being 
• Not the same as optimism or being invincible
• Can be learned and practiced
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Ingredients of 
Resilience

• An acknowledgement and 
acceptance of reality

• Finding meaning in the 
process

• An ability to improvise

Adapted from: Diane Coutu, Harvard Business Review
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• Change is a normal, natural part of 
living. 

• We never really had certainty– we 
only had plans. 

• Feel all your feelings.
• Embrace flexibility and adaptability 

as strengths. 
• Translate expectations into 

preferences. 
• Realize that the uncertainty itself 

causes stress, and reframe how you 
think about it.

Resilience in Times of Change



CHOOSE how to think about “leading in difficult times.”

Mindset Matters
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• Whatever comes my way, I can handle it.
• I’ve made it through change before. I can do it again.
• I have all the resources within me to lead change and support my team. 
• I just need to take the next right step– I don’t have to have it all figured out.
• If I fail, I will learn from it. 
• There is no failure, only an opportunity to learn and grow. 
• This is exactly the experience I should be having right now.

Effective Mindset (examples)
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Table Discussion

• Share one mindset that would be helpful to you at this 
time in your life as you cope with uncertainty. 
oFor example, think of kind words or sage advice 

you want to receive. Then say it to yourself.
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You never had certainty; you only had plans.
Make plan(s) from which to deviate.

Improvise on purpose.
Your mindset matters.

Choose to practice resilience.

Summary: The truth about leading in 
uncertainty
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Commitment to 
Action

What is something you will do 
or try because of what you 

learned today?



PartnershipforPublicService

Partnership for Public Service

rpublicservice

publicservice

partnershipforpublicservice

ourpublicservice.org
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