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Abstract—Background: This conceptual paper develops 

an integrative framework to explain the psychological 

underpinnings of leadership adaptability in African 

organizations. It posits cognitive reframing the 

deliberate reinterpretation of situational challenges as 

the critical mediating mechanism linking intrinsic 

psychological resources to adaptable leadership 

behaviors. 

Methodology: Drawing on synthesis of literature from 

positive psychology, cognitive-behavioral theory, cross-

cultural management, and African management studies, 

we construct a novel conceptual model. We derive 

testable propositions to guide future empirical research. 

Findings: We propose that leaders possessing higher 

levels of cultural intelligence, psychological capital 

(PsyCap), and a growth mindset are more likely to 

engage in cognitive reframing when confronted with 

Africa-specific challenges (e.g., institutional voids, 

resource scarcity, cultural paradoxes). This reframing 

process, in turn, is the active cognitive driver that 

enables behavioral adaptability. The model is 

contextualized within the unique socio-cultural and 

economic realities of African organizations. 

Originality/Value: This paper makes three key 

contributions. First, it shifts the focus from static traits 

to a trainable cognitive process as the engine of 

adaptability. Second, it deeply contextualizes leadership 

theory within the African milieu, moving beyond 

universalist assumptions. Third, it provides a actionable 

blueprint for developing leadership programs that build 

reframing capacity, offering significant practical utility 

for organizations across the continent. 

Conclusion: The framework advocates for a radical 

shift in leadership development, suggesting the 

incorporation of cognitive-behavioral techniques (CBT) 

and reflective practices into training curricula to build 

leaders' ability to reframe complex challenges 

proactively. 

 

Index Terms—Keywords: Adaptive Leadership, 

Cognitive Reframing, Psychological Capital, Cultural 

Intelligence, Africa, Leadership Development, 

Conceptual Framework. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The contemporary African organizational landscape 

is a crucible of paradox. Leaders are tasked with 

steering their enterprises through unprecedented 

digital transformation and global integration while 

remaining anchored in deeply communal socio-

cultural values such as Ubuntu (Lerutla & Steyn, 

2025). They must innovate amidst infrastructural 

constraints, navigate volatile regulatory 

environments, and reconcile rapid growth ambitions 

with pervasive resource scarcity (Olumekor et al., 

2024). This complex milieu does not merely require 

management; it demands a distinctive form of 

adaptive leadership the capacity to adjust cognitive 

frameworks, behaviors, and strategies to meet 

evolving contextual demands effectively. 

 

While the need for such adaptability is well-

acknowledged (Galperin & Scheepers, 2025), 

existing literature provides insufficient explanation 

for the underlying psychological mechanisms that 

enable it. Prevailing models often focus on leadership 

styles or broad traits without unpacking the cognitive 

processes that translate potential into action. This 

constitutes a critical gap, particularly for leadership 
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development. Knowing what an adaptive leader does 

is less instructive than understanding how they learn 

to perceive and interpret challenges in ways that 

make adaptability possible. 

This conceptual paper addresses this gap by 

proposing cognitive reframing as the central 

mediating mechanism. Drawing from cognitive-

behavioral theory, we define cognitive reframing as 

the deliberate, learned practice of identifying and 

altering maladaptive automatic thoughts to construct 

more functional and empowering interpretations of 

situations. We argue that specific psychological 

resources namely, Cultural Intelligence (CQ), 

Psychological Capital (PsyCap), and a Growth 

Mindset predispose leaders to engage in this 

reframing process. It is through this cognitive 

"reappraisal engine" that leaders transform perceived 

threats in the African business environment into 

navigable challenges, thereby demonstrating 

behavioral adaptability. 

 

The primary aim of this paper is to develop an 

integrative conceptual framework that positions 

cognitive reframing as the critical link between 

foundational psychological resources and observable 

adaptive leadership in African organizations 

(Abukalusa & Oosthuizen, 2025). In doing so, we 

make three key contributions. First, we shift the 

scholarly conversation from static traits to a trainable 

cognitive skill, offering a more dynamic and hopeful 

perspective on leadership development. Second, we 

deeply contextualize mainstream leadership and 

positive psychology theories within the unique 

institutional and cultural realities of Africa. Third, we 

provide a practical, actionable blueprint for designing 

leadership coaching and development programs that 

can systematically build this essential competency 

(Gorghiu et al., 2024; Zhou et al., 2018). 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. 

We first review the core constructs: adaptive 

leadership in Africa, the selected psychological 

predictors, and cognitive reframing as a learnable 

technique. We then present our conceptual model and 

derive testable propositions. Finally, we discuss the 

theoretical and practical implications of the 

framework, with specific recommendations for 

research and practice in African organizational 

settings. 

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

A. The Imperative for Adaptive Leadership in 

African Contexts 

Leadership in Africa cannot be understood in 

isolation from its context. It operates within what has 

been termed "institutional voids" gaps in market 

infrastructures, ambiguous legal frameworks, and 

underdeveloped financial intermediaries (Galperin & 

Scheepers, 2025). These voids create uncertainty but 

also spaces for innovative, context-specific solutions. 

Furthermore, the pervasive philosophy of Ubuntu ("I 

am because we are") instills a collectivist orientation 

that shapes stakeholder expectations, where 

leadership legitimacy is often tied to communal 

benefit and relational harmony (Lerutla & Steyn, 

2025). Adaptive leadership, therefore, is not merely 

about responding to market shifts; it is about 

navigating this complex interplay of scarcity, culture, 

and connectivity. It involves behavioral flexibility to 

bridge formal and informal sectors, integrate modern 

and traditional values, and lead with both authority 

and empathetic consensus-building. 

B. Psychological Predictors of Adaptive Capacity  

We focus on three psychological resources that 

provide the foundational fuel for adaptation, each 

particularly salient in cross-cultural and high-

ambiguity settings. 

• Cultural Intelligence (CQ): Defined as an 

individual’s capability to function and manage 

effectively in culturally diverse settings (Earley & 

Ang, 2003 in Semenov & Randrianasolo, 2024), CQ 

is critical for pan-African and globalized business 

operations. Leaders with high CQ possess the 

metacognitive awareness to question their cultural 

assumptions, the motivation to engage across 

differences, and the behavioral repertoire to act 

appropriately. This cognitive and motivational 

flexibility is a direct precursor to the ability to 

reframe cross-cultural misunderstandings not as 

conflicts but as learning opportunities. 

• Psychological Capital (PsyCap): This 

higher-order construct comprises hope (perseverance 

toward goals), efficacy (confidence in one's abilities), 

resilience (bouncing back from adversity), and 

optimism (positive attribution about the future) 

(Youssef‐Morgan & Luthans, 2015). Leaders’ high in 

PsyCap do not merely endure challenges; they are 

equipped with the positive agency to confront them. 
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Their inherent resilience and optimism make them 

more likely to cognitively reframe a business failure 

not as a definitive endpoint, but as a temporary 

setback rich with lessons a cognitive shift that 

directly enables adaptive recovery and pivoting. 

 

• Growth Mindset: Stemming from the work 

of Dweck (Dweck & Yeager, 2019), a growth 

mindset is the belief that abilities and intelligence can 

be developed through dedication and effort. In 

contrast to a fixed mindset, leaders with a growth 

mindset view challenges as opportunities to learn and 

grow rather than as threats to their innate 

competence. This fundamental belief system is a 

powerful enabler of cognitive reframing, as it 

predisposes the leader to interpret difficult feedback 

or novel problems as catalysts for development rather 

than as indictments of their capability. 

 

C. Cognitive Reframing: The Mediating Mechanism  

Cognitive reframing, also known as cognitive 

restructuring, is a core technique in Cognitive 

Behavioral Therapy (CBT) adapted for non-clinical, 

developmental contexts (Beck, 2019). In leadership, 

it involves a conscious, two-step process: (1) 

Identification of automatic, often negative, thought 

patterns in response to a stressor (e.g., "This new 

regulation will destroy our business model"), and (2) 

Reinterpretation by challenging the evidence for that 

thought and generating alternative, more adaptive 

perspectives (e.g., "This regulation changes the rules 

of the game; it’s a chance to be first to market with a 

compliant, innovative solution"). 

 

This is not positive thinking; it is accurate and 

flexible thinking. The relevance for African leaders is 

profound. When faced with a power outage (resource 

scarcity), a leader prone to reframing might shift 

from "We can't work" to "This is enforced downtime 

for the team to brainstorm on our new strategy." This 

cognitive shift is the critical intermediary step 

between possessing psychological resources (e.g., the 

resilience from PsyCap) and taking adaptive action 

(e.g., implementing a new contingency plan). 

Coaching psychology has demonstrated that this skill 

is highly teachable and a primary lever in effective 

leadership development (Halliwell et al., 2023; 

Rathje, 2025). 

 

III. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND 

PROPOSITIONS 

 

Building upon the reviewed literature, we propose an 

integrative conceptual framework that positions 

cognitive reframing as the pivotal psychological 

process linking foundational resources to behavioral 

adaptability. This framework, depicted in Figure 1, is 

specifically contextualized for the African 

organizational milieu. 

 
Figure 1: Proposed Conceptual Framework 

 

The model posits that the unique challenges of the 

African context activate the need for the 

psychological resources. Leaders endowed with 

higher levels of CQ, PsyCap, and a growth mindset 

are more equipped to engage in the deliberate 

cognitive work of reframing. It is this reframing 

process not the resources alone that most directly 

enables the behavioral manifestations of adaptability. 

We now formalize these relationships into testable 

propositions. 

Proposition 1 (P1): Cultural Intelligence (CQ) is 

positively associated with the use of cognitive 

reframing techniques. Leaders with higher CQ will 

be more adept at reframing cross-cultural 
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misunderstandings and ethical-paradoxical situations 

(e.g., nepotism vs. communal obligation) from 

irreconcilable conflicts into integrative challenges. 

Proposition 2 (P2): Psychological Capital (PsyCap) is 

positively associated with the use of cognitive 

reframing techniques. The hope, efficacy, resilience, 

and optimism inherent in PsyCap provide the 

motivational fuel to reinterpret severe setbacks (e.g., 

supply chain collapse, currency devaluation) not as 

catastrophes but as temporary, surmountable 

obstacles. 

Proposition 3 (P3): A Growth Mindset is positively 

associated with the use of cognitive reframing 

techniques. Leaders who believe capabilities can be 

developed will naturally reframe failures, critical 

feedback, and novel, ambiguous problems as 

essential data for personal and organizational 

learning, rather than as threats. 

Proposition 4 (P4): Cognitive reframing techniques 

mediate the relationship between the three 

psychological predispositions (CQ, PsyCap, Growth 

Mindset) and leadership adaptability. The presence of 

these resources increases the likelihood and quality of 

reframing, which in turn is the proximal cognitive 

driver of adaptable behavior. 

Proposition 5 (P5): The strength of the mediated 

relationship (P4) is moderated by the salience of 

specific African contextual factors. For instance, the 

mediation effect will be stronger in environments of 

high resource scarcity (which demands more 

innovative reframing) and in contexts where Ubuntu 

values are strongly held (which requires reframing 

individualistic goals into communal benefits to 

maintain legitimacy). 

 

IV. DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

A. Theoretical Contributions 

This framework makes three primary theoretical 

contributions. First, it shifts the locus of inquiry from 

static leadership traits or styles to a dynamic, 

learnable cognitive process. Identifying cognitive 

reframing as the mediator, we move beyond asking 

"what traits do adaptive leaders have?" to "what 

mental activity allows those traits to translate into 

action?" This answer calls for more process-oriented 

models in leadership development (Sear, 2025; 

Roberts & Spedale, 2025). 

Second, it provides a contextualized theoretical 

bridge between established psychological constructs 

(CQ, PsyCap) and leadership outcomes, grounding 

them in the specific realities of African management. 

It argues that these universal resources find their 

most critical expression through the mechanism of 

reframing because of the continent's unique 

paradoxical challenges. 

Third, it integrates cognitive-behavioral theory from 

clinical and coaching psychology (Beck, 2011; 

Halliwell et al., 2021) into mainstream organizational 

leadership literature for Africa. This cross-pollination 

offers a more nuanced understanding of the leader's 

inner world and provides a rigorous, evidence-based 

foundation for developmental interventions. 

4.2 Practical Implications for African Organizations  

The framework's value is ultimately in its application. 

We propose actionable implications: 

• Redesigning Leadership Development: 

Traditional training must be supplemented with 

modules derived from Cognitive-Behavioral 

Coaching (CBC). Programs should teach leaders to 

identify "automatic thoughts" (e.g., "This power 

outage ruins our productivity"), challenge cognitive 

distortions (e.g., overgeneralization, catastrophizing), 

and generate "adaptive thoughts" (e.g., "This is a 

forced break to reconnect with the team and 

brainstorm low-tech solutions"). Case studies should 

be based on local paradoxes (Galperin & Scheepers, 

2025). 

• Coaching and Mentorship: Organizations 

should train internal coaches and HR partners in 

basic reframing facilitation (Mmaditla & Ndlovu-

Hlatshwayo, 2023). Coaching conversations should 

explicitly target reframing, using tools like the 

"ABCDE" model (Activating event, Beliefs, 

Consequences, Disputation, New Effect) to structure 

dialogue around real work challenges. 

• Assessment and Selection: Beyond assessing 

for CQ or resilience, assessment centers and 

interviews should include situational judgment tests 

designed to evaluate a candidate's reframing agility. 

Presenting a scenario of a typical African business 

dilemma (e.g., a community conflict halting a 

project) and evaluating the candidate's thought 

process can reveal this competency. 

• Cultivating a Reframing Culture: Leaders 

who master this skill can model it publicly. Senior 

leaders can share stories in company forums of how 
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they reframed a major challenge, making the implicit 

cognitive process explicit and legitimizing it as a 

valued organizational practice. 

4.3 Limitations and Future Research Directions  

As a conceptual paper, the primary limitation is the 

lack of empirical validation. This, however, charts a 

clear path for future research: 

1. Scale Development and Validation: There is 

a need to develop and validate a context-sensitive 

"Leadership Cognitive Reframing Scale" (LCRS) for 

the African setting. 

2. Quantitative Testing: Researchers should 

empirically test the full moderated-mediation model 

using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with data 

from leaders across multiple African countries and 

sectors. 

3. Intervention Studies: The most critical test is 

experimental or quasi-experimental design studies 

that measure the impact of cognitive-reframing 

training programs on leaders' perceived and 

behavioral adaptability over time (Gorghiu et al., 

2024; Solomons et al., 2024). 

4. Qualitative Exploration: In-depth interviews 

and diary studies could uncover the nuanced, 

culturally-embedded language and metaphors African 

leaders use when successfully reframing challenges 

(Lerutla & Steyn, 2025). 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

 

This paper has proposed that the development of 

adaptive leadership in Africa's complex and 

paradoxical environment is fundamentally a cognitive 

challenge. We have argued that leaders' 

psychological resources their cultural intelligence, 

psychological capital, and growth mindset enable a 

critical mediating process: cognitive reframing. It is 

through this learned mental technique of 

reinterpretation that threats become challenges, 

constraints spark innovation, and paradoxes 

transform into integrative strategies. By offering this 

conceptual framework, we provide a theoretically 

grounded, practical, and hopeful roadmap for 

developing the next generation of African leaders. 

Their success will not depend on avoiding 

complexity, but on mastering the cognitive art of 

reframing it. 
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