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PRAISE FOR BECOMING ANTIFRAGILE

Dr Paige Williams combines intellect with insight to help us understand 
how to move beyond resilience to become antifragile. She gives us the 
science and guides us through the practices that help us both professionally 
and personally. This is a must read for leaders navigating complex change.
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O F  T H E  S T R E N GT H  S W I TC H .

Never more have we needed the ability to embody the qualities of anti-
fragile. Paige’s work is a critical tool for leaders in all industries looking to 
build strength, longevity and a new level of adaptability in their teams. It 
also holds an important place at a personal level, where we all need new 
perspectives on how to navigate in uncertain times and reimagine a new 
world of work and life.

S KY E  T I P L E R 

D I R E C TO R , M KT. CO M M U N I CAT I O N S

If our life is defined by the choices we make this might be one of the most 
important we choose to make: to see adversity and suffering as a place for 
growth and opportunity. This book explores that choice brilliantly!
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L E A D E R S H I P  E X P E R T, F O U N D E R , T H O U G H T L E A D E R S

At a time when businesses – large and small – are under more pressure 
than ever, Becoming Antifragile offers leaders practical principles to help 
us navigate the challenges and get better from it. I found Paige’s work 
easy to read and translate into my own leadership practice, and I’ve used 
it with my team and seen the difference it’s made to their energy, attitude 
and mindset. This is a must read for leaders who know that there must be 
something beyond resilience; there is – antifragile – and this book explains 
how to get there.
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D I R E C TO R  O F  PA R T N E R  E N G A G E M E N T &  D E V E LO P M E N T, S P E C S AV E R S  A N Z



With foundations in neuroscience and psychology, Becoming Antifragile 
presents leaders with the possibility to move beyond resilience and develop 
the energy, attitudes and mindsets needed to meet the challenges and 
opportunities we are facing. The ROBUST principles provide a framework 
for leadership practice that can be applied across a broad range of contexts 
and used for personal and professional development and with teams. We 
are living in uncertain times; Becoming Antifragile is the must-have leader’s 
guide on how to not just ‘get through’ them, but to come out of it better 
than before.
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We already knew we were in the decade of disruption and then came the 
coronavirus pandemic. This may well be the system release that is needed, 
but how?

Dr Paige Williams has that extremely rare ability, to take big and complex 
ideas, like “antifragility” and not only understand them, but help you to 
use them in your personal and professional lives, at a time in history when 
we so need this. But Paige goes further, not only how to use the idea as a 
tool, but how to become antifragile – inspiring you to your own prepared-
ness and potentiality. The ROBUST principles she proposes are relevant 
to multiple contexts in your life, at home, at work, in the best of times and 
the worst of times.

P R O F E S S O R  L I N D S AY OA D E S 

D I R E C TO R , C E N T R E  F O R  P O S I T I V E  P SYC H O LO GY, T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y O F  M E L B O U R N E . 

W E L L B E I N G  P U B L I C  P O L I C Y S T R AT E G I S T

Becoming Antifragile brings theory, research and popular culture together 
into an enjoyable and digestible read. Like having Paige as an executive 
and life coach in your ear, it’s very authentic, super relevant and a real 
lifeline for leaders in times like this.

J E N N I F E R  D R Y S DA L E 

H E A D  O F  P H I L A N T H R O P Y, SY D N E Y SY M P H O N Y O R C H E S T R A



Deeply researched and incredibly practical, this book is an invitation for us 
to lead ourselves and others through disruption and uncertainty.
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F O U N D E R  A N D  D I R E C TO R , T H E  M I C H E L L E  M CQ UA I D  CO L L E C T I V E

We are living in times of incredible disruption. Life as we’ve known it has 
rapidly changed. How do we manage not only our own wellbeing and 
productivity, but lead others through these times? The events of 2020 
have revealed how fragile we have become, individually and collectively. 
Numerous resources point to ways to cope with, be resilient to, and manage 
these times of disruption. We are keeping our heads above water – barely. 
Could there be something more?

Becoming Antifragile offers thought-provoking, action-oriented insights 
of strategies for not only surviving struggle, but embracing and thriving 
through struggle. The book incorporates a strong empirical basis in an 
easy-to-read, accessible, and digestible format. The material is contextually 
relevant to the 21st-century workplace and the challenges and opportunities 
that leaders at all levels within an organisation face in their everyday lives, 
with examples that are relatable and inspiring.

Our workplaces are VUCA in nature, and Becoming Antifragile provides 
a refreshing, hopeful, and accessible approach for navigating the waters 
that we tread.
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This book is gold! If you are facing any change, uncertainty or challenge 
right now (and let’s face it, who isn’t?) then this is the book for you. It is 
not a book about just surviving challenging times or bouncing back. It’s 
an insightful book which is packed full of proven and practical strategies 
that show us all how we can emerge from any disruption stronger, wiser 
and better equipped to lean into the next challenge. Read it, highlight it, 
revisit it, quote from it and get a copy of it into the hands of every leader 
you care about.
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H E A D  O F  FA C U LT Y, T H O U G H T L E A D E R S  B U S I N E S S  S C H O O L

Becoming Antifragile was thought provoking to say the least. It not only 
exposes some unhelpful thoughts and constructs but delivers a road map to 
where you would rather be. I found it inspiring, motivating and empowering.

Paige has a deep connection to her work and clearly believes that we all 
have the potential to thrive and to live a good life. She promotes wellness 
success and a win-win approach that is refreshing and speaks to a kinder, 
more productive world that we can all enjoy.

This book is for anyone who wants to take full responsibility for not only 
their life now but their legacy. The new leader will need every useful tip 
in this book to perform in the most disruptive decade we have ever had. 
Change is the only constant and Becoming Antifragile allows us to adjust 
our mindset so we can enjoy the journey while moving clearly towards the 
destination of our own choices.
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PREFACE

The idea for this book was conceived in September 2019. As I started 
writing in January 2020 – at the beginning of what I had already begun 
to call the Decade of Disruption – I could not have foreseen the events 
that would unfold in the coming months.

The global COVID-19 pandemic changed patterns of working and living 
across the globe in just a few short weeks. With a level of disruption not 
experienced at this scale since the world wars or the Great Depression, 
it will undoubtedly leave an indelible mark on world history.

This book was not written in response to COVID-19. The ideas 
within were conceived and collated well before the pandemic 
took hold. Nevertheless, it is a timely context that lays bare the 
fragility of our modern world and the processes, structures, and 
dynamics that create it. The case for becoming antifragile was present 
before COVID-19. But in the wake of COVID-19 it is more compelling 
than ever.

At a time when disruption, uncertainty, and challenge are amplified 
to extraordinary levels, I believe that understanding how to become 
antifragile will help us answer the question ‘How can we be better 
from this experience?’ with honesty and humility. And I believe that 
by becoming antifragile, we can take effective action that makes a 
difference in our own lives and in the world at large.
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INTRODUCTION

WHEN SOMETHING IS FRAGILE, IT BREAKS 

easily – a window pane, a crystal glass, your 
mother’s antique vase. These things require 
careful handling because they don’t perform 
well under stress and pressure. When we are 
dealing with something fragile, we handle it 
carefully and make exceptions to accommo-
date its delicate nature.

The same is true of people. When we are feeling fragile, our world 
becomes smaller. We feel less able to deal with the challenges and 
engage with the opportunities of life. We’re just getting through.

So what is the opposite of fragile?

Words like strong, robust, sturdy, and resilient come to mind. And yet 
these don’t capture the true opposite of fragile. If fragile is broken, 
overwhelmed, crushed, or defeated by adverse conditions, then the 
opposite would grow, develop, and improve in that same type of 
environment.

The word antifragile was coined by Nassim 
Nicholas Taleb in his 2011 book Antifragile: 
Things That Gain Through Disorder. Taleb 
uses it in the context of socioeconomic and 
political systems and their ability to with-
stand disruption and unpredictable events.

As our expectations 
drift further and fur-
ther from our reality, 
we have become less 
able to cope than 
ever before. 
We feel fragile.

The opposite of fragile 
thrives through disrup-
tion, challenge, and 
change. 
The opposite of fragile is 
antifragile.
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When something is fragile, shock or disorder hurts and perhaps even 
breaks it. When it is robust and resilient, it can withstand shocks and 
disorder and even bounce back from them. But what if we take it one 
step further? When something is truly antifragile, it improves through 
uncertainty, shock, and disorder; it improves through the experiences 
of uncertainty, challenge, and change that come with disruption.

I’ve often wondered, how is it that some 
people, teams, and organisations are able to 
‘read the landscape’ – almost as if they have 
a crystal ball – and elegantly adjust by rein-
venting themselves, innovating new ideas, and 
meeting new market needs? When life hap-

pens and things tip on their head – a merger, a restructure, a new CEO, 
a new project – how is it that some leaders are able to navigate the 
struggle and challenge, whilst others just spin their wheels, devolving 
into pointless circles or collapsing under the pressure?

Like you, in my professional and personal life I’ve experienced ups and 
downs, challenges and opportunities, joy and sadness. Some of these 
I handled better than others, some I survived more intact than others, 
and some helped me learn and grow in ways that enabled me to thrive.

Why?

I first came across the word antifragile in Mark Manson’s Everything 
is F*cked: A Book About Hope. Working from the basis that pain is a 
universal constant, Manson suggests that everything we do, are, and 
care about reflects our choice to be fragile or antifragile. This captured 
my attention. What would it mean for a person to ‘become antifragile’? 
How could we develop antifragile human systems?

With these questions burning in my head, I read Taleb’s original work. In 
it, Taleb challenges our current operating model of capitalism, questions 
our slavish admiration of academia and ‘empty experts’, and supports 
the value of the collective over individualism. At the same time, he 

When we are anti-
fragile we improve 
through stress, pres-
sure, and adversity.
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warns of the ‘bigger is better’ mentality that dominates our current 
political and economic systems and exposes the fragility inherent in 
the complexity and hyper-connectedness of centralised government 
and massive global corporations.

But it was the principles that underpinned Taleb’s work that interested 
me. What could antifragile look like for individuals? How could these 
principles help leaders become antifragile, and even go beyond that 
to support antifragile teams, cultures, organisations…?

ANTIFRAGILE LEADERS

Through my 20+ years of experience as a business leader, my doctoral 
research, and my professional work with hundreds of leaders across busi-
ness, government, NGOs, and education, I see that leaders need help to:

• move beyond just ‘getting through’

• experience gain rather than loss from disruption, challenge, and 
change

• understand how we are making ourselves fragile and what will 
help us become antifragile.

The ideas and possibilities exploded! The idea of antifragility appealed 
to me as much in the context of my own lived experience as from a 
theoretical and academic perspective. It provided a different view on 
many of the challenges I had faced as a leader and drew together the 
fields of academic work I had been playing in for over 10 years. Here 
was something I had experienced in both my personal and my pro-
fessional life, over and over again. Here was something I could help 
people understand, learn, and live, and in doing so provide immense 
value – for them, and also for me. For the first time in my life, I felt a 
sense of my work as a calling.

This was a book I felt compelled to write.
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ABOUT THIS BOOK…

I like to have things to look forward to and to know where I’m going, 
so let me start with a primer on what’s ahead for you.

In Part I we examine the case for becoming antifragile by exploring 
what makes us fragile, and the implications this has for us as leaders. 
We answer the question Why do I need to go on this journey?

In Part II we get to know the antifragile landscape better by exploring 
what it is and isn’t, before unfolding our map for the Becoming Anti-
fragile journey.

Once we’ve scoped the landscape and understood the map, our journey 
will progress in four stages. In Part II, we focus on the first two stages: 
locating your position, and becoming familiar with a ‘Travel Guide’ of 
principles to guide your journey.

1. Locate your position

Before you can embark on a journey, you need to know your start-
ing point. You can work out your precise position on the map by 
taking the antifragile survey and getting a personalised report at 
www.theantifragilesurvey.com. If you’re not one for surveys, that’s fine! 
You’ll be invited to get a gauge on your location by considering a few 
simple questions along the way.

2. Get the Travel Guide

In Chapter 4 we apply Taleb’s principles for antifragile sociopolitical 
and economic systems to a system of one: you. Like a Lonely Planet 
Guide for becoming antifragile, the ROBUST principles will help you 
navigate your journey without simply telling you where to go. These 
principles are designed to be easily applied to your everyday life and 
work as a leader.
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In Part III, we get into the nitty gritty of the actual route you’ll take to 
become antifragile.

3. Plan your route

Becoming antifragile is a unique journey for each of us, and that means 
we each need a personalised route plan. In Part III we look at what it 
means to have Antifragile Energy, Antifragile Attitudes, and Antifragile 
Mindsets. We explore how applying the ROBUST principles to these 
three things can help you reduce fragility, build robustness, and make 
a difference in your life and leadering. By the end of this section, you’ll 
understand what the first steps of your Becoming Antifragile journey 
could look like.

4. Take your first steps… and keep going!

Map? Check.
Travel Guide? Check.
Personalised route plan? Check.
Time to get going!

Sounds easy, right? But sometimes it isn’t that easy, and even once 
you get started, it can be really hard to keep going. So in Part IV we’ll 
look at what it means to move from becoming to being antifragile and 
how, by using the latest research on behaviour change, you can create 
helpful habits that keep you moving rather than anchoring you in place.

Along the way you’ll meet Alex – an up-and-coming leader facing 
many of the challenges that I’ve seen and experienced – and join 
Alex’s journey to becoming antifragile. You’ll also meet other people 
in Alex’s life and see how they experience fragility and antifragility and 
what impact that has.

Summaries at the end of each chapter make it easy to review or pre-
view content. Parts II and III also feature easy-to-use summaries of all 
the actions suggested throughout the chapters as a practical checklist.
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One more note: you’ll notice I use the word leadering rather than lead-
ership throughout the book – a verb, rather than a noun. This is not a 
grammatical error. Rather, it is a way to communicate my belief that 
leadering is active, and intentional. It is something we do every day, 
and it is available to everyone. As distinct from the action of leading, 
leadering is about being a leader – of yourself and of others. It’s about 
how we show up in the world and the impact that has. It’s the ‘little-l’ 
leadership you show every day.

Leadering happens. Everyone does it. We get to choose how. By the 
end of this book, you will understand why antifragile leadering always 
wins out, and you will be ready to apply it in your own life.

MY INVITATION TO YOU

Courage and comfort are a bit like Apple and Microsoft – rarely seen 
together! But having the courage to sit with, engage, and lean into the 
discomfort that comes with uncertainty and disruption is the essence 
of Becoming AntiFragile.

To take on board the ideas I share with you 
here – to really absorb them into your iden-
tity – may mean making deep changes to your 
beliefs, to the stories you tell yourself about 
who you are and how you lead. It will mean 
taking a real, honest look in the mirror at how 
you show up, what is serving you, and how 
you may be helping or hindering yourself and 
those around you. And it will ask you to take 
a bigger, braver view on the impact you could 
have in your world and the world at large if you 

embrace the courage to show up, to take risks and learn from them, 
and to choose to intentionally lead your life, your way.

Take the path of 
courage as you read 
this book. 
Take a bigger, braver 
view on the impact 
you could have in 
your world and the 
world at large.
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I invite you to take the path of courage as you read this book. To let go 
of your current ways of thinking and behaving when they do not serve 
you; to embrace the opportunity to lean into challenge rather than 
avoid it; to embrace uncertainty and to learn to thrive through disrup-
tion and change. I invite you to achieve things through your leadering, 
for yourself and for others, that you had never imagined possible. In 
becoming antifragile, I hope that you become more of who you truly 
are and experience more of what you truly want.

Let’s begin.
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PART I

THE CASE FOR 
ANTIFRAGILE

‘Really, Paige? Do I need to become antifragile? I’ve got a lot going on 
right now…’

I hear you!

If you’re going to invest your time and effort, you need to know that becom-
ing antifragile will actually bring results. So in this section we’ll examine 
the case for becoming antifragile through two timeframes – what’s going 
on right now, and what we’ve got to look forward to.
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As we begin a new decade, our environment is becoming more com-
plex, more uncertain, and more affected by ‘wicked problems’ than 
ever before.

Climate change, scarcity of resources, and the rise of nationalism in 
global political and economic dynamics are having widespread impacts 
on the way we live and relate to each other. At the same time, the 
so-called Fourth Industrial Revolution has brought a new complexity 
to the workplace, with the opportunities of artificial intelligence and 
an increasingly diverse workforce who often work remotely. And in our 
personal lives, we are experiencing and responding to changing family 
structures, more working parents, an ageing population, and technology 
that allows us to be constantly connected – often in all the wrong ways. 
In this context, resilience is no longer enough. Welcome to the Decade 
of Disruption.

Add to this the impact of COVID-19 and now 
more than ever, we need to understand how 
to thrive through this disruption, challenge, 
and change. We need to let go of old ways 
of being, doing, and leadering based on the 

belief that we can control and predict what’s coming. We need to 
accept the inevitability of change, stop fighting it, and use it to lever-
age opportunity, growth, and development by asking, How can we be 
better coming out of this than we were coming in?

The thinking that got us here isn’t going to see us through what lies 
ahead. We need to embrace the unknown, the uncertain, the unex-
pected, the unplanned, and the unwanted that life throws at us. We 
need to start becoming antifragile.

Resilience is no 
longer enough in the 
Decade of Disruption.
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1.

RIGHT HERE, RIGHT NOW

IN NOVEMBER 2019, A 55-YEAR-OLD MAN FROM HUBEI PROVINCE 

in China contracted a pneumonia virus of unknown origin. By the end 
of June 2020, over 10 million people in more than 200 countries and 
territories around the world had contracted what was now known as 
COVID-19. Over 510,000 people had died, and experts estimated 
that it would be 12–18 months before a vaccine was available to 
the public.

Almost overnight, non-essential businesses around the globe shut 
down; office workers were sent to work from home; schools closed. 
Many countries imposed quarantines or entry bans for citizens and 
visitors, and some set up border controls. International and domestic 
travel was severely restricted.

People were told to stay indoors and to leave their homes only for 
essentials – work, food, medical attention, and one period of exercise 
per day. In Australia, people were asked to keep a physical distance 
of 1.5 metres from others whenever they were outside the home in 
order to help prevent the virus from spreading, and supermarkets and 
stores put markers on the ground to reinforce this measure. Worldwide, 
2.6 billion people – around a third of the global population and more 
than were alive in World War II – were under some form of lockdown.



12

D R  PA I G E  W I L L I A M S

People panicked. Supermarkets ran out of stock; shelves emptied; 
people fought over toilet paper. Purchase quantities were restricted for 
in-demand items. Hand sanitiser and face masks became as coveted 
as diamonds.

As for the economic impact, it was nothing short of devastating. In the 
week ending 28 February 2020, stock markets worldwide saw their larg-
est single-week declines since the 2008 global financial crisis. Global 
stock markets crashed even further in March 2020, with falls of several 
percent in the world’s major indices.

As the pandemic continued to spread, global conferences and events 
across industries as diverse as technology, fashion, and sports were 
cancelled or postponed. Production of film and television programs 
was shut down or delayed, Disney closed its parks across the globe, 
and Pope Francis livestreamed the Holy Week liturgies from St. Peter’s 
Basilica in Rome. There was not a single industry sector that wasn’t 
impacted in some way as governments were forced to prepare and 
implement massive bailout packages.

It was history in the making.

Whilst the impact on the global economy is yet to be fully realised, at 
the time of writing, it is estimated to be in the trillions and anticipated 
to change the face of world politics forever. International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) managing director Kristalina Georgieva declared that the global 
economy will contract in 2020, and that this ‘recession [is] at least as bad 
as during the global financial crisis or worse.’ By June 2020 the IMF was 
deploying its entire lending capacity of 1 trillion USD to meet requests 
for support from over 100 member countries. This was a ‘black swan’ 
of epic proportions, and it showed just how fragile we had become.

DANGER! BLACK SWANS AHEAD

The term ‘black swan’ is used in economics to describe a high-profile, 
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hard-to-predict, and rare event that is beyond the realm of normal 
expectations in history, science, finance, and technology based on past 
experience. ‘Black swan theory’ was developed by Nassim Nicholas 
Taleb in his book Black Swans: The Impact of the Highly Improbable. 
Taleb suggests that black swans have three attributes: ‘First, it is an 
outlier, as it lies outside the realm of regular expectations, because 
nothing in the past can convincingly point to its possibility. Second, it 
carries an extreme “impact”. Third, in spite of its outlier status, human 
nature makes us concoct explanations for its occurrence after the fact, 
making it explainable and predictable.’ So significant are the repercus-
sions of black swan events that a small number explain almost everything 
in our world, from the success of ideas and religions, to the dynamics 
of historical events, to the trajectories of our own personal lives.

Whilst the debate about whether COVID-19 
was a ‘true’ black swan continues, the learning 
we can take from black swan theory is that we 
need to be prepared for what we cannot pre-
dict. We cannot predict every disruption in our 
lives, nor the uncertainty, challenge, or change 
they may bring. But whether it is a promotion 

or a redundancy, a new job or a new boss, the start of a new relationship 
or the end of a current one, we can ‘be better’ from our experiences. 
And becoming antifragile helps us to do just that.

WE MAKE OURSELVES FRAGILE

Unfortunately, many of the habits, systems, processes, and mindsets 
that characterise our modern society contribute to making us fragile. 
We are so obsessed with being ‘right’, being ‘successful’, and being 
‘perfect’ that we try to remove any and all stressors from our lives. The 
problem is, without challenges and volatility, we become weaker. And 
when the inevitable failures, falls, and obstacles do happen, we don’t 
have the skills or resources to cope.

Black swan events are 
rare, have extreme 
impact, and are 
‘predictable’ only in 
retrospect.
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The hyper-connectivity provided by social media is leading many of us 
to rest too much of our self-identity, self-concept, and self-belief in the 
hands of others. All too often the way we feel about ourselves comes 
down to how many ‘likes’ or comments our latest story received. Just as 
hyper-connectivity can make an economic system fragile to disruption 
(just look at the impact of COVID-19), social hyper-connectivity can do 
the same thing to individuals.

As leaders, there are certain practices that make us and our teams more 
fragile. In particular, we make ourselves and our teams more fragile 
when we fail to recognise our biases and ‘default’ thinking patterns. 
When we continually listen to the same voices with similar perspectives 
to our own (the ‘echo chamber’) rather than seeking diversity and sup-
porting healthy conflict. When we fall into the trap of expecting that 
systems and processes will ‘take care of things’ instead of doing the 
real work that needs to be done. When we put off the uncomfortable 
conversation with that team member until the next performance review 
cycle instead of addressing the issues now, while they are current and 
relevant. Any time we avoid the stress and challenge of discomfort, we 
make ourselves – and our teams – weaker and more fragile.

Another common problem is that we tend to 
underestimate randomness. Think about the 
people in your team or your family – the vari-
ety of ages, backgrounds, knowledge and skill 
levels, and personality types. It’s a firework of 
randomness just waiting to ignite! So why do 

we downplay its impact? Our minds can play tricks on us through our 
cognitive biases and selective memory, turning history into a smooth, 
linear timeline that simply doesn’t reflect reality. As a result, we have 
a tendency to focus on ‘typical’ situations rather than understanding 
and accounting for the fact that we exist within complex systems, with 
interdependencies that can be hard to detect and responses that are 
hard to predict. Then when something unexpected does happen, we 
overreact and can’t cope.

We make ourselves 
weaker when we 
overprotect and avoid 
stress and challenge.
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Have you ever learned something valuable from getting it wrong? 
When you look back at your most important lessons in life, have some 
(perhaps most?) come from times when you were challenged? When 
you were really pushed to your limits? Yup, me too.

There’s little doubt – and lots of evidence – that we learn more from 
our mistakes and failures than from our successes. Personal disruption 
leads to growth. And that’s because complex systems – like human 
beings – need challenge and stress to thrive.

Research by The Wellbeing Lab found that thriving and struggle often 
go hand in hand. The results suggest that Australian workers who 
self-reported as ‘living well despite struggles’ performed just as well 
as those who felt they were ‘consistently thriving’. They also had similar 
(and higher) levels of job satisfaction and commitment to their organ-
isation than workers who were ‘just getting by’ or ‘really struggling’. 
This is backed up by research by Dr Adam Fraser with 800 professionals 
working in highly complex and changing environments. Fraser found 
that if we see struggle as a threat, because we fear we might make 
a mistake, fail, or be exposed as incompetent, we focus on trying to 
avoid struggle or blame others. In contrast, when we see struggle as a 
challenge and focus on the growth opportunities it offers, we are more 
likely to strive, evolve, and be innovative. Fraser suggests that striving 
through struggle enables us to tolerate being uncomfortable whilst 
focusing on the growth that will come from our experiences.

The truth is, when we avoid small mistakes, it makes the impact and 
fallout of the big ones more severe. By introducing smaller doses of 
stress, disruption, and challenge, we make the system (that’s you!) as a 
whole stronger and more able to deal with larger doses, to the extent 
that it actually develops and improves through the experience.

In the volatile, uncertain context of the Decade of Disruption, it is better 
to create an antifragile system that learns and grows through trial and 
error than to play it safe and try to be right all the time. Why? Because 
prediction in the Decade of Disruption is impossible. Unexpected 



16

D R  PA I G E  W I L L I A M S

events are inevitable, and we can only respond 
effectively – and perhaps come out stronger 
for it – if we are antifragile. In fact, this is the 
very essence of becoming antifragile: being 
prepared for what we can’t predict. And this 
means lassoing the black swan around the 

neck, hanging on tight, and maybe even enjoying the ride!

The essence of 
becoming antifragile 
is being prepared for 
what we can’t predict.
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SUMMARY
 ò The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed how fragile we have become.

 ò We rely too much on external factors, avoid discomfort, and underesti-
mate randomness.

 ò The habits, systems, and processes of our modern world contribute to our 
fragility; we demonise failure and are in constant pursuit of perfection.

 ò Research shows that when we see struggle as a challenge and focus on 
what we can learn from it, we are better equipped to thrive.

 ò Smaller doses of stress, disruption, and challenge make the bigger issues 
more manageable so that we can evolve through them.

 ò In the complex, interconnected world we now live in, we need to be 
prepared for what we can’t predict. We need to become antifragile.
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MEET ALEX

It was Monday morning and Alex had just made it to work – later than 
planned, again. Even now, juggling a takeaway coffee (aka breakfast) 
in one hand and a weekend’s worth of files in the other, the office was 
a welcome retreat from the chaos of the ‘morning routine’.

With three children under 15 and a partner with a small business, to say 
that Alex’s mornings were busy would be an understatement. Packed 
lunches, excursion forms, after-school- activity transport negotiations, 
the usual breakfast and missing school uniform issues (the washing 
machine must eat socks!)… the list went on! This morning the added call 
from Mum about Dad’s chest infection had meant it was a miracle only 
20 minutes had been lost from the start of the day. Unfortunately, that 
had eaten up most of Alex’s prep time for the morning’s team meeting.

With 10 minutes to go until the meeting, Alex hastily jotted down 
some agenda items whilst thinking of the recent conversation with 
the Operations Director, Glenn. The project was behind schedule, the 
budget had been blown, and the overseas client wasn’t happy – in fact, 
they’d started to raise questions about the team’s capacity to deliver.

The truth was, there were a few team members who tended to sit back 
without offering ideas, didn’t help to move things forward, and always 
seemed to come up with reasons why not rather than ask, ‘How could 
we…?’ It was draining trying to motivate and energise them, especially 
when they were spread across different states, countries, and time zones. 
To make matters even worse, the project brief and scope kept moving 
as the client reacted to changes in their customer market.

Alex couldn’t help but wonder: Does it have to be like this? What am 
I doing wrong? Is there another way?

Snapping back to reality, Alex focused again on the scribbled agenda. 
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Pushing down rising feelings of overwhelm at the looming project dead-
lines, Alex walked into the meeting, thinking, Let’s just get through this…

WHAT DO YOU SEE?

• In what ways is Alex struggling?

• What is making Alex fragile?

• Do you recognise any of these factors in your own life?
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2.

MIND THE GAPS

THE CONSEQUENCES OF ADVANCEMENT AND PROGRESS IN THE 

physical world – information overload, isolation, and breakdown of 
social systems – have outstripped our psychological developmental 
capacity. And the gap between what philosopher Ken Wilber calls our 
‘internal and external worlds’ is getting bigger. Whilst biologically and 
physiologically we may be adapting and evolving to the needs and 
demands of our context, psychologically we are not keeping up. We 
simply cannot cope with the world we have created.

For many of us, the world is becoming more 
uncertain and open to disruption. The level, 
pace, and complexity of change is increasing, 
and technology is advancing in ways most 
of us can only imagine. Scarcity of resources, 

increasing nationalism, and a growing divide between rich and poor 
have created volatile environments throughout history, and this volatility 
is only increasing with the impact of COVID-19.

The term VUCA – volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous – was 
once reserved for military contexts, but now applies to our everyday 
personal and professional lives. It is perhaps the only constant as tech-
nology opens up the world to us and we experience more of it. Has 
the world itself become more VUCA? Maybe, maybe not, but we are 
certainly more exposed to information that makes it feel like it is. Where 

We cannot cope with 
the complex world 
we have created.
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once we were drinking from a water fountain, we’re now trying to drink 
from a fire hydrant. And our brains are drowning.

In this context it is hardly surprising to see 
an epidemic of anxiety and stress sweeping 
across all layers and levels of the population. 
Depression is currently the most common 
mental health issue on the planet, with nearly 
300 million people affected around the world. 

The World Health Organization expects that by 2030 depression will 
have become the largest single healthcare burden, costing $6 trillion 
per year globally.

Research by mental health support service Beyond Blue suggests that 
one-quarter of Australians will experience an anxiety condition in their 
lifetime, that one in six has experienced anxiety or depression in the 
last 12 months, and that one in seven is currently experiencing an 
anxiety condition. Suicide is the leading cause of death among young 
Australians. About 350 young people aged 15–24 take their own lives 
every year – more than die in road accidents. For every youth suicide, 
there are up to 200 more attempts. People of all ages, races, genders, 
incomes, and family backgrounds commit suicide, but young people 
are especially at risk.

I see three main ‘gaps’ that expose our fragility and will only get bigger 
in the future. They are:

• Safety versus risk

• Expectations versus reality

• Stability versus disruption

GAP 1: SAFETY VERSUS RISK

When it comes to our ancestral gene pool, it was ‘survival of the safest’ 
rather than ‘survival of the fittest’ that won the day. When we were 

Our brains are drown-
ing in the quantity and 
nature of information 
we are exposed to.
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living on the plains of Africa, was it the gene of courage, prompting us 
to stay and fight the tiger, that supported survival? Nope! No heroes 
required here, thanks. It was the gene that helped us to sense danger 
and compelled us to run first or fastest that guaranteed we got to hunt 
for another dinner rather than become one. So the gene pool from 
which we are derived comes from the ‘safest of the safe’ brains, because 
that’s what kept us alive and helped the tribe survive.

But when it comes to disrupted, uncertain, volatile environments, play-
ing it safe just isn’t the best option. Playing it safe assumes that we can 
control our context, that we can predict or model what the possible 
outcomes could be, that planned strategic action will see us through. 
But in the complex, uncertain world we’ve created, that isn’t enough. 
We need to take intelligent risks in order to meet the challenges and 
benefit from the opportunities that the Decade of Disruption will inev-
itably provide.

GAP 2: EXPECTATIONS VERSUS REALITY

Much of the fragility we create and the pain we suffer comes from the 
gap between our expectations – what we believe the world ‘should’ 
look like – and what we actually experience day to day. We see this 
in all areas of life.

What are our expectations of leaders?

As I work with my clients, a common theme I hear is that they are 
expected to do more with less. Shorter deadlines mean less time, 
streamlined teams mean fewer people, and budget constraints mean 
fewer resources. It can feel like a no-win situation, and that leaves 
leaders feeling helpless and hopeless. What ‘should’ leaders do?

What are our expectations of business?

As the debate around our role in the health of the planet intensifies, 
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traditional models of business and economics based on Milton Fried-
man’s ‘shareholder theory’, which holds that a business’ primary 
responsibility is to its shareholders, are being challenged. Models 
that recognise the role of business in advancing meaningful progress 
and contributing to the greater good of the world are gaining support, 
particularly from millennials. What ‘should’ the role of business be?

What are our expectations of life?

‘Life satisfaction’ measures how people evaluate their life as a whole, 
as distinct from what they may be feeling right now. It is what’s called 
a ‘global evaluation’, as opposed to a specific one. We can experience 
satisfaction in different areas of life, including work, relationships, family 
and friends, personal development, and health and fitness. A person 
feels ‘life satisfaction’ when they judge that their real life reflects or 
fulfils their ideal life plan. And this is the issue.

Our expectations of what an ‘ideal life plan’ looks like have become 
unrealistic. The expectations we have of ourselves, our achievements, 
our relationships with loved ones, the fulfilment we get from work, our 
physical health and appearance, and our love life create a constant 
sense of disappointment and dissatisfaction when they are not met. 
We see other people’s ‘perfect’ personal lives on social media and their 
‘perfect’ professional lives on LinkedIn and we assume we are falling 
behind. In reality we are only seeing what others want to us to see and 
not the complete picture. On a cognitive level most of us realise this, 
but we still can’t help but compare ourselves to these unrealistic, ‘untrue’ 
standards and then berate ourselves when we don’t come close. We 
have created our own echo chamber, and we don’t like how it sounds. 
What ‘should’ our lives comprise?

GAP 3: STABILITY VERSUS DISRUPTION

In a VUCA world, traditional approaches to leadership, strategy, and 
change just don’t work. The dominant leadership narrative in most 
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workplaces assumes a system that is mostly stable and that simply 
requires data, analysis, leadership visions, and plans to solve problems 
and to realise opportunities that arise. Unfortunately, because we can’t 
model the future based solely on the past, these leadership visions often 
turn out to be wrong – and even when they are right, we don’t realise 
quickly enough because the feedback lag time is too long. In a rapidly 
changing and diverse world, traditional approaches to leadership are 
not only ineffective, they actually create barriers to success.

On a global scale, prevailing economic dynamics have changed little 
since the end of World War II in 1945. For example, although the United 
States has established itself as a world state, its overly complex and 
densely connected resources and power structures, levels of bureau-
cracy, and layers of administration have stifled innovation. As a result, 
systems have failed to adapt to the changes around them.

When systems remain stable rather than responsive to changes in their 
context like this, they become stagnant and fragile. We can see the 
effects of this systemic inflexibility at many levels. Here are just a few 
that are being lived out in many nations – including Australia – across 
the world:

• Mental health issues rise as people are unable to access the 
support they need to close the gap between their internal and 
external worlds.

• Consumer debt levels are higher than at any point in history as we 
try to buy our way out of the gap between expectations and reality.

• New business creation is stagnant as we demonise failure, quash 
innovation, and create financial systems that disadvantage 
start-ups.

• Wealth disparity has grown to epic proportions. In 2020, the 20 
richest people in the world are worth the same as the bottom 
50% (that’s 3.75 billion people).

• Political polarisation continues to spread across the globe as 
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leaders with narrow agendas and short-term perspectives gain 
power.

• Shared cultural values within and across nations are increasingly 
fragmented as we become focused on ‘saving ourselves’.

What these systems need is ‘system 
release’ – a phase of reorganisation 
that clears the way for innovation and 
increases the system’s capacity to deal 
with future shocks and change. Only then 
can a system become antifragile.

 As we entered the Decade of Disruption, and even before the impact 
of COVID-19, this system release was already long overdue. In a 
context of rapidly advancing technology and increasing globalisation, 
our fragile systems had created an environment in which disruption 
was inevitable. And as we scramble to catch up with the scale and 
pace of change that results from our ‘advancement’, VUCA is the 
new normal.

HOW CAN WE CLOSE THE GAPS?

We simply cannot prevent, predict, or control the disruption, chal-
lenge, and change inherent in the VUCA environment we have created. 
Although research suggests we are born with an inherent level of resil-
ience, we are making ourselves fragile through the world we have 
created and the expectations we hold. As the gap between our expec-
tations and the current reality gets bigger, many of us are falling into 
the danger zone for anxiety and depression. On a day-to-day basis, for 
most of us, robustness is no longer a part of who we are.

Like a lizard losing its tail, we need a mechanism by which the system 
– us – regenerates itself continuously by using rather than suffering 
from unpredictable events, shocks, stressors, and volatility. This is what 
becoming antifragile is all about.

We need a ‘system release’ 
that clears the way for 
innovation and increases 
capacity to deal with future 
shocks and change.
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It allows us to deal with the unknown, 
to do things without necessarily under-
standing them, and to do them well. It 
prepares us to face what we can’t predict, 
and to lean into disruption, challenge, 
and change. It is how we learn to thrive 
in the Decade of Disruption.

In Becoming Antifragile 
we use rather than suffer 
from unpredictable events, 
stressors, and uncertainty, 
and in doing so, we pre-
pare ourselves to face what 
we can’t predict.
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SUMMARY
 ò The volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) environment 

we now live in has resulted in increased stress, anxiety, depression, and 
other mental health issues.

 ò Our fragility is centred around three main gaps:

1. Safety vs risk – our ancestral ‘survival of the safest’ instinct no longer 
serves us.

2. Expectation vs reality – we don’t live the lives we feel we ‘should’ 
be living.

3. Stability vs disruption – our embedded systems leave no opportunity 
for innovation and growth.

 ò To become antifragile, systems – including us – need a ‘release’ that allows 
them to reorganise and to clear the way for innovation and increase 
capacity to deal with future shocks and change.

 ò To do this we need a mechanism by which the system regenerates itself 
continuously by using rather than suffering from unpredictable events.
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A RISING STAR

Alex’s boss Glenn gaped at the number of unread emails in her inbox. 
Really? she thought to herself. How can that many have come in over 
the last 24 hours? I spent an hour clearing them on Saturday evening 
– making me late for dinner. Not sure the effort was worth the trouble 
I got in for it!

Glenn noticed that several of the emails were from the same client – 
Alex’s big project. Hmm, Alex… definitely a rising star, lots of potential, 
but also heading for burnout. Glenn thought back over their recent 
conversation. Alex wanted to please everyone – the client, the team, 
Glenn – and was always trying to provide all the answers. Doing more 
and fixing things was clearly the pattern of working that got Alex pro-
moted, but it wasn’t the right approach at this level. The project team 
was diverse in terms of personality, experience, and geographic loca-
tions; Glenn knew there were complexities. But Alex relied too much 
on the opinions of a few members of the team and wasn’t prepared 
to challenge them, to take a risk.

Glenn could see that the team dynamics were stale – similar ways of 
thinking, not much creativity or innovation. What they needed, she 
thought, was for some new people to come in to help them think 
about the issues in new ways and from different perspectives. Glenn 
had brought this up in her meeting with Alex, suggesting a few ‘guest 
attendees’ at team meetings to mix things up over the next few weeks, 
but Alex seemed reluctant, saying something about not being sure 
‘how the team would take it’. That was another issue – Alex was too 
concerned about the team’s personal opinions. Sometimes people 
needed to experience and live through the ‘pain’ of challenge to get 
to where they needed to be, Glenn thought. She was meeting with 
Alex again today, so she’d check in again then. In the meantime, back 
to tackling the inbox.
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WHAT DO YOU SEE?

• Based on Glenn’s reflections above, what is Alex doing that 
increases fragility?

• Where are the ‘fragility gaps’ in the scenario above?

• Which of the three fragility gaps are impacting your own life 
and leadering?
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HOW CAN I HELP?

It is my heartfelt hope that the ideas in this book provide you with 
the map, provisions for your pack, and principles you need to take 
with you on your journey to becoming antifragile. But if you or others 
in your world would like some extra guidance on the journey, I’d be 
delighted to help you.

Keynote speaking

If you’re looking to create not just an event but an experience that 
empowers people to embrace uncertainty, challenge, and change with 
confidence and clarity, look no further.

I’ve helped hundreds of people leverage their leadership to become 
antifragile, creating positive, purposeful impact for them and the people 
they lead. Offering practical evidence-based strategies they can imme-
diately apply, I leave people with the confidence and motivation to 
learn to thrive as they navigate uncertainty, challenge, and change.

Find out more here: www.drpaigewilliams.com/speaking

Corporate education

Want to make the most of your leadership potential and the capacity 
of your team?

Using a potent blend of positive psychology, neuroscience, systems 
thinking, my own research, and real-world leadership experience, my 
online and face-to-face development programs provide practical, 
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H O W  C A N  I  H E L P ?

evidence-based strategies to help people become antifragile, elevate 
performance and create positive, purposeful impact.

Find out more here: www.drpaigewilliams.com

Mentoring and executive coaching

I’m often asked by leaders if they can use me as a sounding board 
on how to deal with a specific leadership challenge. These leaders 
don’t need a full coaching program, but could do with an injection of 
perspective, advice, or expertise to help their thinking. My mentoring 
sessions are the perfect answer.

Coaching is a powerful and effective way to leverage your leadership 
and level up your capacity and performance. I love working one on one 
with executives to craft an individualised development plan tailored to 
meet their personal hopes, ambitions, and learning needs.

Find out more here: www.drpaigewilliams.com
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LET’S STAY IN TOUCH…

I’d love to stay connected, and I appreciate and respect that time and 
attention are your most precious resources.

My regular blog, Leverage Points, offers the latest leadership ideas, 
research, and evidence translated into everyday actions that will encour-
age an antifragile, Tinkering mindset and motivate you to try new 
practices in your leadership.

Occasionally, when I’ve got something exciting and new to share, I’ll 
send one of my resources as a learning gift and let you know about 
upcoming conference presentations.

You can sign up to stay in touch here: www.drpaigewilliams.com/connect

I hope to hear from you soon!




