Curiosity and Sense of Urgency: Holding the
Tension

Introduction: Holding the Tension

Curiosity and sense of urgency often sit in uneasy proximity. In organizations—and in the minds
of leaders—they can feel less like complementary capabilities and more like competing
demands. Curiosity invites pause, inquiry, and exploration. Urgency calls for focus, decision, and
movement. One asks us to slow down in order to understand; the other pressures us to move
forward before understanding is complete.

For many leaders, this tension is not abstract. It shows up in everyday moments: a decision that
needs to be made quickly, even as important questions remain unanswered; a system that
produces a confident recommendation, while intuition signals that something deserves deeper
examination. In such moments, curiosity can feel like a luxury, and urgency like a necessity. The
result is an internal friction that leaders are rarely taught how to navigate.

In the context of Human Intelligence Leadership, this tension is not a flaw to be eliminated. It is
a condition to be held. HIL does not ask leaders to choose between curiosity and urgency, nor to
sequence them neatly as if one naturally gives way to the other. Instead, it invites leaders to
develop the capacity to inhabit both at once—to remain open to learning while still acting
decisively, and to move with urgency without abandoning discernment.

Seen through this lens, curiosity and urgency are not antagonistic goals, but opposing forces
that shape responsible leadership under acceleration. Curiosity protects leaders from mistaking
partial or probabilistic understanding for sufficient certainty; urgency protects them from
mistaking reflection for progress. The challenge—and the opportunity—lies in learning how to
hold both without collapsing into paralysis on one side or reactivity on the other.

This article explores that tension not as a problem to solve, but as a leadership discipline to
practice. In a world where intelligent systems compress time and amplify consequences, the
ability to balance curiosity and urgency may be one of the most defining capabilities of Human
Intelligence Leadership.

Curiosity in Human Intelligence Leadership

In Human Intelligence Leadership (HIL), curiosity is often misunderstood. It is easy to think of it
as a personality trait or a soft skill—useful, but optional. In practice, curiosity plays a deeper
role. It functions as a discipline of responsibility, helping leaders remain attentive and
accountable in environments shaped by speed, complexity, and intelligent systems.
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At its core, curiosity is the inner posture that keeps leaders open and awake. It allows them to
notice gaps in understanding, question apparent certainty, and stay present even when answers
appear readily available. As systems produce confident outputs at increasing speed, curiosity
helps ensure that understanding keeps pace with action.

Within HIL, curiosity shows up less as a tactic and more as a stance. It reflects a willingness to
choose inquiry over assumption and understanding over reaction. Curious leaders are often
willing to pause—not to slow progress, but to ensure that progress remains grounded in
meaning rather than momentum.

Curiosity also reshapes how confidence is expressed. Rather than treating certainty as a signal of
strength, curious leaders recognize that confidence without inquiry can quietly become a
liability, particularly in Al-mediated contexts where outputs may be fast, polished, and
persuasive, yet still incomplete.

Curiosity operates at several levels. For some, it appears as a natural inclination—a trait that
draws them toward questions and exploration. At the same time, curiosity can be developed as
a capability, strengthened through practice: learning how to ask better questions, seek
disconfirming evidence, and explore alternative explanations.

In HIL, curiosity is especially meaningful when understood as a virtue. It becomes a virtue when
it is exercised with humility and responsibility, and when it is oriented toward understanding
consequences rather than simply acquiring information.

Many leadership traditions emphasize decisiveness, speed, and control. HIL does not reject
these qualities, but it invites reflection on how they are exercised. Curiosity does not weaken
authority; it can help ground it.

When curiosity is absent, delegation may drift toward abdication, and automation toward
unexamined trust. Accountability can remain formally assigned while becoming harder to locate
in practice. With curiosity present, leaders tend to stay meaningfully in the loop, keeping
decisions human-owned and technology clearly positioned as support rather than substitution.

Curiosity also plays a quiet ethical role. It can protect leaders from over-reliance on Al outputs,
from normalizing biased or incomplete models, and from mistaking probability for truth.

Curious leaders are often more inclined to ask why a system produced a particular outcome,
who benefits from it, and who might be affected in less visible ways. These questions do not
slow leadership; they help ensure that responsibility remains intact.

Curiosity sits at the intersection of intelligence and wisdom, capability and responsibility,
acceleration and humanity. It helps leaders stay oriented when systems move faster than
intuition and outcomes scale faster than intent.
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Within Human Intelligence Leadership, curiosity is not framed as an obligation, but as an
enabling condition—one that helps leaders remain fully human while leading in systems that are
increasingly less so.

Sense of Urgency in Human Intelligence Leadership

Sense of urgency is often misunderstood as well. It is commonly associated with speed,
pressure, or a constant push to move faster. In practice, urgency is less about how quickly
leaders act and more about how clearly they recognize when timing truly matters.

In the context of Human Intelligence Leadership, sense of urgency can be seen as more than an
operational impulse. It reflects a leadership capability that shapes how responsibility is exercised
under acceleration. As intelligent systems compress time, surface recommendations instantly,
and automate execution, leaders are increasingly invited to reflect not only on what action to
take, but on when action genuinely matters.

From a HIL perspective, urgency is closely tied to discernment. Acting quickly without
understanding timing tends to look less like urgency and more like reactivity. Genuine urgency
often emerges when leaders notice both the consequences of delay and the risks of moving too
soon.

Seen this way, urgency is not about moving faster across everything. It is about allocating speed
deliberately—accelerating where timing is critical, and slowing down where understanding still
needs to mature. This distinction can help leaders avoid confusing motion with progress.

In environments shaped by Al and automation, urgency has a direct relationship with
accountability. While systems can act immediately, responsibility remains human. When
urgency is poorly calibrated, leaders may feel subtle pressure to approve, delegate, or defer
decisions without fully owning their consequences.

A well-held sense of urgency helps keep accountability anchored in the human domain. It
supports leaders in staying meaningfully engaged even when execution is delegated to systems.
In this sense, urgency does not reduce responsibility—it often makes it more visible.

Human Intelligence Leadership invites a distinction between earned urgency and manufactured
urgency. Earned urgency tends to arise from real signals: shifting conditions, compounding risks,
or narrowing windows of opportunity. Manufactured urgency, by contrast, treats everything as

critical and immediate, eventually dulling attention and eroding trust.

When everything is urgent, urgency loses its meaning. Over time, teams may learn to wait out
the noise, assuming that today’s emergency will soon be replaced by another. Exercising
restraint—preserving urgency for moments when it truly matters—can therefore be a
leadership strength rather than a weakness.
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Urgency is not only cognitive; it is also emotional. Leaders transmit urgency through tone,
behavior, and focus. From a HIL perspective, the challenge is to mobilize urgency without
transmitting anxiety.

Purpose-driven urgency helps people understand why timing matters. Fear-driven urgency, on
the other hand, often amplifies stress and narrows thinking. Leaders who practice discernment
tend to generate urgency that energizes rather than overwhelms—urgency that invites
commitment rather than compliance.

Urgency inevitably reshapes decision-making. Perfect information is rarely available, yet waiting
for certainty can itself become irresponsible. Rather than framing this as a trade-off between
speed and ethics, HIL invites a practice of proportionality.

The guiding question becomes: What decision can responsibly be made now, given what is
known, what remains uncertain, and what can be revisited later? When held this way, urgency
enables timely action without abandoning reflection.

In practice, sense of urgency often shows up through subtle, observable behaviors:
- Attention shifts toward consequences rather than convenience

- Non-essential activity is paused or deprioritized

- Decisions are made deliberately and explicitly owned

- Choices are revisited as conditions evolve

Here, urgency appears less as constant pressure and more as clarity of focus.

Sense of urgency is not about living in perpetual acceleration. It is about developing sensitivity
to timing in a world where systems move faster than human intuition and outcomes scale faster
than intent.

Within Human Intelligence Leadership, urgency becomes a companion to discernment and
accountability. It helps leaders act when action truly matters—and resist the subtle illusion that
faster is always better.

Why Curiosity and Urgency Must Be Held Together

Curiosity without urgency risks paralysis. Urgency without curiosity risks reactivity. In isolation,
each capability fails in predictable ways. Together, they create productive tension.

Holding both requires leaders to resist false trade-offs: learning versus acting, reflection versus
progress, openness versus decisiveness. Human Intelligence Leadership reframes the challenge:
leadership is not about resolving the tension, but about leading within it.
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This is especially true in Al-shaped environments, where speed amplifies consequences and
confidence can obscure uncertainty. Leaders must remain open without stalling, and decisive
without closing inquiry.

The Open-Move Loop

The HIL “Open-Move” Loop is a simple mental model for holding curiosity and sense of urgency
together in leadership practice. Rather than treating them as opposing traits or sequential steps,
they should be framed as two disciplined moves that must be held in dynamic balance.

The Open-Move Loop
1. Open (Curiosity)

The opening move is curiosity. It is the deliberate act of widening understanding before
committing action.

Curiosity asks:

- What might we be missing?

- What assumptions are we carrying forward?

- What signals deserve more attention right now?

- Where is uncertainty structural rather than temporary?

In HIL, curiosity does not aim for completeness or certainty. It aims for orientation. It helps
leaders prevent false clarity and premature closure.

2. Move (Urgency)
The second move is urgency. It is the commitment to act responsibly within uncertainty.

Urgency asks:

- Given what we know and do not know, what requires action now?
- What cost does delay introduce?

- What decision is proportionate to this moment?

- What can remain reversible?

Urgency does not wait for certainty. It accepts uncertainty and acts with accountability.
3. The Loop
The defining insight of the model is that Open and Move form a loop, not a handoff.

Open = Move — Re-open — Adjust
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Leadership failure often occurs when the loop collapses:
- Urgency without reopening leads to reactivity and overcommitment
- Curiosity without movement leads to paralysis and performative inquiry

The loop keeps leadership adaptive, human, and accountable under acceleration.
Why the Open-Move Loop Matters in the Age of Al

Al systems compress time, surface probabilistic outputs, and create an illusion of completeness.
The Open-Move Loop counters this by:

- Treating understanding as provisional

- Treating action as accountable

- Treating revision as a strength rather than a failure

It allows leaders to say: “This is the best move we can make now—and we are prepared to
reopen our understanding as reality responds.”

Example: Approving an Al-Driven Customer Decision
Context

A leadership team is considering deploying an Al system that automatically:
e Approves or rejects customer requests (credits, refunds, pricing exceptions, or service
prioritization)
e Promises faster turnaround times and measurable cost reduction

Early pilots look successful. Dashboards show strong accuracy metrics, and the system’s
recommendations are confident and consistent.

At the same time, leaders sense unease:
e Edge cases are harder to see
e Customer complaints are fewer—but more emotionally charged
¢ Human review is becoming rare because the system “performs well”

This is where curiosity and urgency collide.

Step 1: Open (Curiosity)

Before approving full automation, the leader intentionally opens inquiry:
¢ What assumptions are we making because the metrics look strong?
¢ Which customer cases are most likely to be misclassified—and why?
*  What signals are we no longer seeing because humans are less involved?
e Where is uncertainty irreducible rather than fixable with more data?

Importantly, the leader does not ask for perfect understanding. They ask for orientation.
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Outcome of the Open step:
¢ Recognition that the model handles common cases well
¢ Awareness that edge cases involve vulnerable or long-tenured customers
¢ Acknowledgment that confidence # completeness

Step 2: Move (Urgency)

The leader now shifts to urgency—not haste, but timely commitment:
e What decision cannot wait without creating cost or risk?
e What level of automation is appropriate now?
¢ Which decisions must remain human-reviewed?
e How do we preserve reversibility?

Decision:
¢ Proceed with automation for standard cases
¢ Require human review for defined high-impact or ambiguous cases
e Explicitly assign human accountability for outcomes
e Set a 60-day review window

This move accepts uncertainty and acts within it.

Step 3: Re-Open (Curiosity Again)

After deployment, the leader schedules a re-opening:
e Which decisions surprised us?
¢ Where did the system perform confidently but incorrectly?
e What customer signals are we now hearing differently?
e What new risks have emerged because of speed?

The leader treats learning as expected, not as failure.

Step 4: Adjust (Urgency Re-Applied)

Based on new understanding:
e Thresholds are adjusted
¢ Human review criteria are refined
e Escalation paths are clarified
* Some automation is expanded; some is pulled back

The system evolves without losing human ownership.
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Why This Is a True HIL Exercise

This example demonstrates that:
e Curiosity did not delay action
e Urgency did not shut down inquiry
¢ Uncertainty was acknowledged, not denied
¢ Accountability remained human throughout

The leader did not seek certainty.
They sought discernment under acceleration.

Reflection Questions (for Leaders or Teams)

To exercise the model intentionally:
¢ Where are we moving fast without reopening understanding?
*  Where are we staying curious without committing?
¢ What decision today requires an Open-Move loop—not a single step?
¢ Where can we make reversibility explicit?

Core Practice Insight

The goal is not to resolve the tension between curiosity and urgency, but to lead within it—
deliberately, responsibly, and repeatedly.

Mental Fitness: The Inner Capacity to Hold the
Tension

Holding curiosity and sense of urgency together requires more than a practical framework. It
demands mental fitness. The tension between pausing to inquire and moving decisively does
not only play out at the organizational level; it plays out internally, in the emotional landscape of
the leader.

Curiosity can trigger discomfort: uncertainty, doubt, loss of control. Urgency can trigger a
different set of reactions: anxiety, impatience, defensiveness, or the impulse to override
reflection in the name of action. When these emotions are unmanaged, leaders tend to resolve
the tension unconsciously—either by rushing past curiosity or by lingering in inquiry long after
action is required. In both cases, the issue is not lack of intent, but lack of inner capacity.
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This is why Human Intelligence Leadership places such emphasis on the leader’s inner operating
system. Mental fitness provides the internal compass that allows leaders to stay present with
uncertainty without becoming overwhelmed, and to act with urgency without becoming
reactive. It strengthens the ability to notice emotional signals—both one’s own and those of the
team—without being driven by them.

Frameworks like the Open-Move Loop guide external behavior. Mental fitness practices—such
as those explored through PQ and similar disciplines—support the internal conditions that make
those behaviors possible under pressure. They help leaders shift from automatic reactions to
intentional responses, from fear-driven urgency to purpose-driven urgency, and from defensive
certainty to grounded curiosity.

This inner capacity becomes even more critical in the age of Al, where acceleration amplifies
emotional load. Intelligent systems can increase speed and scale, but they do not regulate
human emotion. Leaders remain responsible not only for decisions, but for the emotional
climate in which those decisions are made. Without mental fitness, urgency easily transmits
anxiety, and curiosity easily collapses under pressure.

In this sense, curiosity, urgency, and mental fitness form a triad. Curiosity keeps understanding
open. Urgency mobilizes action. Mental fitness allows leaders to hold both without losing
center. Together, they enable leaders to navigate uncertainty with discernment, act with
responsibility, and lead humans at speed without becoming reactive themselves.
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