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It has never been more certain that 
almost nothing is certain.

We are living in the insecurity of a post-GFC 
era.

We are navigating the constant disruption 
brought on by ever-evolving technologies and 
innovations.

Post-truth, a concept where rhetoric reigns 
over fact, is Oxford Dictionaries’ Word of the 
Year for 2016.

And despite all media, cultural and political 
commentary predicting otherwise, we are now 
witnessing a US Trump presidency and a UK 
“Brexit” from the EU.

The ramifications of these events remain to 
be seen, and without a doubt we will continue 
to weather increasing turbulence into the 
future. 

It begs the question: 
As leaders, how can we successfully navigate 
through the storm? 

To better tackle this question, it helps to call 
the beast by its name. You may have heard 
people use the term “VUCA”, an acronym 
adopted from the military that stands for: 

Volatility – the rapidity, enormity and 
frequency of change and disruption.

Uncertainty – a lack of predictability, whereby 
the past is a poor predictor for the future.

Complexity – chaotic situations with 
numerous interconnected parts and variables 
that are difficult to understand.

Ambiguity – causal relationships are unclear 
coupled with a world of unknowns.

Futurist, Bob Johansen, suggests we need to 
“flip” the VUCA by embracing the antidote to 
each of its elements:

Vision – allows leaders to tackle volatility 
through short term decision-making with a 
long term goal.

Understanding – allows leaders to combat 
uncertainty and is created by listening to 
others as a form of sense-making.

Clarity – allows leaders to get to the root of 
complexity by “tuning in”.

Agility – allows leaders to combat ambiguity 
by moving quickly to apply solutions and 
communicating across the organisation.

The flipped VUCA is helpful as a theoretical 
concept, but suffers from the constraints 

As leaders, 
how can we 
successfully 

navigate through 
the storm?
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of “acronymity”. How do we actually create 
vision, understanding, clarity and agility? 
What are the nitty gritty details?

How do we flip the VUCA in our day-to-
day life? 

Our research at Performance Frontiers points 
to 4 key takeaways:

1) Remember when the world seems out of 
control, you can still control your mindset

Self-leadership is the platform upon which all 
else rests. It will raise you above the chaos 
and give you a level of control that cannot 
be taken away by external factors. Learning 
to self-regulate, stay grounded and practise 
mindfulness and resilience will strengthen 
your ability to lead well.

It is helpful to ask ourselves what is holding 
us back? Are we catastrophising and making 
things worse than they actually are? Are we 
so focused on the problems that we miss the 
opportunities? Are we closing ourselves off to 
change? Reflect on these thought processes, 
show self-compassion and understanding, 
and then meet any unhelpful patterns of 
thinking with more constructive styles.

2) Know your value, and harness it

Anchor yourself with conviction in your 
abilities, skills, knowledge and selfless 
independence. We all have something to offer 
and the better you know your value, trust in it, 
and leverage it, the more weight you will have 

to hold against the turbulence. 
Boost your resilience by reminding yourself 
of your worth. Challenge yourself by asking 
yourself, how might I use my worth to have a 
meaningful impact?

3) See around corners with the “beauty of 
foresight”

When best practice is unreliable, look to what 
we call your next practice. Good leaders act 
with foresight to remain agile. They keep 
a watchful eye on possible and plausible 
futures through developments in the 
environment. They recognise the likelihood 
of divergence, anticipate contingencies and 
map a path that allows for flexibility. They 
continually update and adjust the pathway to 
their preferred future.

Ask yourself how you might expand your view 
to see around corners? Try stepping back 
and looking at how global, professional and 
personal events interconnect. Try mixing 
up your go-to news sources or mingling 
with different types of people. When you 
are deep in strategic planning, consider 
this knowledge and make sure you create a 
pathway that remains open to change.  

4) Embrace a growth mindset and leverage 
your networks

Diversity is the oil in the organisational 
machine. It supports speed, agility and 
keeps the gears turning. Each person plays 
an integral role with their unique strengths, 
ideas, perspectives and skills. Great leaders 
acknowledge that they do not have all the 
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answers, but that there is strength in the 
diversity of their networks. They remain 
curious, and encourage dialogue and 
input from all levels of the business and 
stakeholder networks. Greater numbers of 
diverse minds working together allows for 
greater insight into problem solving for the 
future – indeed, this is the very foundation of 
the idea of brainstorming.

Ask yourself how you might foster an 
egalitarian culture? Are you allowing for 
authentic dialogue across stakeholder 
networks? What ways of working might 
encourage cross-fertilisation and open 
sharing of ideas? 

Yes, it has never been more certain that 
almost nothing is certain. But by embracing 
new ways of leading, we can shift from 
surviving this VUCA world, to really thriving in 
it.

Of that, at least, we are certain.

How are you thriving in this VUCA world? What 
actions are you taking to find opportunity in 
chaos? 
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