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Mindful Leadership Resource 5:  

Leading in a VUCA world 

The concept of a 'VUCA world' first originated in the US military. In recent years it's become a popular management 

acronym, used to describe the difficult business environment many of us lead within.  It stands for Volatile, 

Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous. Some use the VUCA world as a scapegoat to delegate all responsibility for 

leading their organisation out of the crisis.  

Mindful leaders are self-aware and take personal responsibility. They know that whilst they cannot necessarily 

control the VUCA nature of the modern day workplace, they can take full responsibility for their actions and control 

of their response to it. 

Before we explore some mindful strategies to help you lead and thrive in a VUCA world, let's explore the acronym in 

more detail.  

Volatility 

Volatile work challenges are unexpected, with an uncertain duration. The good news is they can be easy to get to 

grips with - the information is usually out there, you just need to find it.  An example of a volatile work challenge 

might be share prices falling rapidly following a natural disaster.  

On March 11, 2011, a magnitude-9 earthquake shook north-eastern Japan, unleashing a savage tsunami. Stock 

markets around the world were rocked by panic selling yesterday as fears of a nuclear disaster in Japan sent shares 

into free-fall. The FTSE 100 index lost £47 billion of its value in London as it shed more than 180 points in early 

trading. Shares in New York and Europe also suffered heavy losses. 

Uncertainty 

Uncertainty at work may result from you knowing that something bad is coming, but you don't know exactly what 

form it will take, how bad it will be or how long it will last.  An example of this is the UK Governments attempts to 

reduce the deficit.  The public sector knew that cost cutting measures would result in major budget cuts, but they 

did not know exactly which services would be impacted and how much their budgets would be reduced by. As one 

local authority leader told me "it's like driving in fog down a busy motorway with no headlights!”  

Despite a lack of information you can probably observe the cause and effect. Example: working in the public sector, 

the government announces spending cuts.  Cause = a need to reduce the deficit. You are uncertain of what will be 

cut, and by how much. Effect = uncertainties about services which will be affected,  difficulty in planning service 

provision,  not to mention the negative impact on staff fearing reorganisation or redundancies.  

Complexity 

Situations with interconnected parts, or interdependencies and variables. Information is available but the volume or 

nature of the information may be overwhelming or difficult to process. Global working is a good example of 

complexity: trying to deliver a good service to a business in many countries all with different cultures, currencies 

which fluctuate, and wildly differing legislation.  
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A recent example of this was the introduction of new European VAT rules originally aimed at curbing tax dodging by 

web giants, launched on the 1/1/15. The rules required anyone selling digital products or services, such as eBooks 

and computer software, to charge VAT at the rate that applied in each customer’s country. Newspapers claimed that 

in excess of 200 small firms stopped trading as a result, because the rules had proved too complex. 

Ambiguity 

'Unknown unknowns' that are difficult to predict, cannot be predicted and no precedents exist. 

An example of this might be moving into a newly emerging market with a new product range unlike anything you 

have manufactured in the past.  

Consider the launch of a new brand of bottled water by the Coors Brewing Company (a regional division of the 

world's seventh-largest brewing company, the Molson Coors Brewing Company).  

In the late 1980s Coors identified the need to diversify.  They recognised that bottled water was the fastest-growing 

beverage category in America. “The new product provides the company with a good opportunity to diversify its 

beverage line and provide consumers with new choices,'' Coors officials said. ''This is especially important with the 

growing national trend toward moderate alcohol consumption.'' .Coors Rocky Mountain Spring Water was launched 

in 1990 and survived only two years. 

Approaching a VUCA work challenge 
 

<Try this> 

Think of a recent unexpected work challenge that temporarily knocked you off course. 

• What was the nature of the challenge? Was it unexpected (a volatile challenge)?  

• Did you know that something was about to happen but had little or no details (an uncertain work challenge)?  

• Was the challenge caused by complexity (such as volume of information or international working complexities)?  

• Was the challenge caused by unknown unknowns (an ambiguous work challenge)?  

• Or a combination of the above? 

Try to be specific about the nature of the challenge. 

1. Settle yourself into a chair, ideally somewhere you won’t get disturbed. Try to find a comfortable upright sitting 
position with both feet firmly planted on the floor. This will aid mental clarity and give you a feeling of being 
grounded. 

 

2. Spend a few minutes anchoring your full attention on the present moment sensations of breathing – if your mind 
wanders, gently and kindly escort it back to the breath (for more information on mindfulness of breath – consult 
chapter 8 of Mindful Leadership for Dummies). 

 

3. Think back to when the challenge arose or was announced. Really put yourself in the moment as vividly as you 
possibly can. Closing your eyes or gazing downwards will reduce the flow of incoming information that the brain 
needs to process, thus improving your mental clarity. 
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4. Observe your thoughts with an open mind, noticing them simply as mental processes that come and go. What 
thoughts (or patterns of thoughts) does this challenge trigger in your mind? Notice also any emotions or tension 
or other sensations that may have arisen in your body. 

If you experience any strong or overwhelming thoughts or emotions, just tell yourself that it’s okay to feel like this. 

After all, you are human, and not a machine. Then try to let go of the thoughts, emotions, or sensations. Avoid the 

mistake of trying to solve things or start thinking about them. Doing so will cause your brain to take you out of 

observation mode and into fixing mode. When in fixing mode, it can become difficult to objectively observe what’s 

going on for you in response to the challenge, and thus develop a strategy afterwards to best manage yourself going. 

5. After ‘sitting with the challenge’ for a short while, let the challenge go.  You may find it helpful to form a visual 

image of the challenge calmly and gently floating away or disappearing out of sight like a train passing by or the 

credits scrolling at the end of a film. Pick imagery that works best for you that isn’t emotionally charged. If sitting 

with the challenge evoked strong reactions, you may want to take a few slow deep purposeful breaths. Open 

your eyes and write down what you observed under three headings (thoughts, emotions and sensations), 

however small or vague. 

 

6. Study your list, and use the insights gained to shape or inform the way you address the challenge. 

 


