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VUCA

I

first discovered the value of Leadership Agility in a VUCA (Volatile,
Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous) environment during my 23 years
as a Special Operations Naval Officer
responsible for Diving and Explosive
Ordnance Disposal teams. Special Operations Teams consist of highly trained,
physically and mentally prepared men
and women who face rapidly unfolding and changing circumstances. Now,
as an organizational psychologist and
business owner, my earlier observations
about the value of leadership agility has
been reinforced by not only our work
at Agility Consulting but also McKinsey,
Deloitte, Harvard Business School, MIT,
INSEAD, London Business School and
others.

leadership success whether working as a
project team leader, functional department head, C-suite executive or serving
as a leadership coach at any level. I
will refer to leaders who demonstrate
exceptional leadership agility as VUCA
Masters. VUCA Masters ensure that
agility is the essential quality for organizations to be able to:

Global leadership research combined with leadership case studies have
concluded that one of the primary characteristics of great leaders is Leadership
Agility. A useful definition of Leadership Agility is the ability of a leader
to dynamically sense and respond to
changes in the environment with actions
that are focused, fast and flexible (Horney & O’Shea, 2015). Leadership Agility
is a core capability required for

Identify and act on new business
opportunities fast; and

Apply Talent Portfolio Agility in a
VUCA environment (Hallenbeck,
Horney & Bateman, 2018);
Significantly improve time to
market;
Rapidly respond to changing
customer requirements;

Ensure flexibility and scalability
of cost base in a fast-changing
operating environment
Current and future trends indicate
that organizations are currently operating in environments characterized by
VUCA similar to what I experienced

VUCA Master Profile
Tanmay Desai, CEO, The Bayou Companies. Tanmay is a VUCA Master who has
demonstrated a high level of Leadership Agility Fitness throughout his career. Bayou is
widely recognized as a market leader in onshore pipe coatings and offshore coatings and
insulation, including highly-specialized insulation for the oil & gas industry. Earlier in his
career, while in an executive role at another company, Tanmay contracted with an executive coach to fine-tune his leadership agility fitness to enable his success through several
executive leadership and entrepreneurial career moves. Throughout his career moves, he
was able to address the VUCA in the business environment his team confronted by applying his leadership agility fitness strengths, especially in the areas of anticipating change,
generating confidence, and evaluating results.
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in the Navy. Our most recent example is what the world has experienced
with the COVID-19 Global Pandemic
in 2020. However, the future will
bring additional disruptions for organizations and their leaders. How can
leaders build their leadership agility
fitness to adapt and thrive in this new
world of work characterized by the
intensity and frequency of VUCA
recently experienced by the COVID-19
Pandemic? Leadership Agility Fitness
can best be developed with the creation of a roadmap created as a result
of an assessment of a leader’s Leadership Agility Fitness strenghs and
development needs combined with an
individualized development plan.
I have focused on researching,
coaching, training and consulting on
the topic of leadership agility over
the past 20 years. This work reflects
the integration of leadership agility
research with thousands of leaders,
agility consulting client experience
and observations, interviews with 50
leaders representing large and small
organizations across the globe.
The actions needed to become
a VUCA Master are relevant for both
profit and non-profit organization
leaders (e.g., C-Suite Executives,
Business Unit Executives, Department
Head, Project Manager, Agile Coach,
etc.).

THE AGILE MODEL®
Leadership Agility Fitness is not
another change management methodology nor an agile software technique,
such as SCRUM. It does represent
a new way to focus on the fitness of
leaders in a world that is defined by
volatility, uncertainty, complexity and
ambiguity (VUCA). Just as health is
much more than absence of disease,
total fitness extends beyond the mere
absence of physical, mental, or spiritual injury to include factors such as
physical well-being, diet, spirituality,
friendships, acclimation to environment, etc. – all factors that promote
optimal performance. As with the
concept of total fitness, Leadership
Agility Fitness is more than flexibility
or speed, but a combination of factors. It is also more than resilience
or change management since it also
requires the capability of anticipatory
or preemptive action.
Companies as well as entire industries are wrestling with remaining
relevant to consumers in an age of
transformational change (e.g., publishing, healthcare, telecommunications,
retail, etc.). How can we decode the
critical ingredients of leadership agility and define the leadership behavior
combinations which result in ultra-fit
leadership agility?
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What examples are there of leaders
who have illustrated various Levels and
Types of Leadership Agility? Why are
these questions relevant or important to
us now and in the future?
Leadership Agility Fitness is a
framework that encourages true balance of the 5 key drivers found in
The AGILE Model®, with respect to a
rapidly changing VUCA environment.
The amount, volume, velocity, intensity,
etc. of “noise” we encounter with change
requires us to become more agile. And
the secret to becoming more agile as a
Leader is to demonstrate that you can
be focused, fast and flexible, even in
the worst circumstances. The AGILE
Model® offers the framework that will
enable you to identify your Leadership
Agility Fitness Level (AFL) and help
identify a plan to help you attain and
sustain the highest leadership agility
fitness level you are willing to achieve.

Fig. 1 -- The AGILE Model®

But it takes work, just like it takes
work to achieve your personal physical
fitness goal. When effectively integrated
into daily leadership behavior, this plan
for leadership agility fitness provides
the most effective strategy for leaders
to survive and thrive in a very turbulent
world today and into the future.
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In our experience, leadership agility
demands competence in a number of
specific capabilities as outlined in The
Agile Model®:
1.

Anticipate Change: Interpret
the potential impact of business
turbulence and trends along
with the implications to the
enterprise.

2.

Generate Confidence: Create
a culture of confidence and
engagement of all associates
into effective and collaborative
teams.

3.

Initiate Action: Provide the fuel
and the systems to make things
happen proactively and responsively … at all levels of the
organization.

4.

Liberate Thinking: Create the
climate and conditions for fresh
solutions by empowering, encouraging and teaching others
to be innovative.

5.

Evaluate Results: Keeping the
focus and managing the knowledge to learn and improve from
actions.

Those specific capabilities stem
from multiple disciplines of academic
research, best practices from numerous
organizations and industries, and our
practical experience in determining
what matters and what works. Over the
past 20 years, we’ve developed a portfolio of assessments that allow leaders to
understand their agile capabilities, along
with the capabilities of their teams and
the organization overall. Such measurement provides leaders with the opportunity to make course corrections on an
ongoing basis. But all of that measurement truly comes from one foundation
based on The Agile Model®.

LEADERSHIP
AGILITY SNAPSHOT™

Fig. 2 -- LEADERSHIP AGILITY SNAPSHOT™

LEADERSHIP AGILITY
FITNESS LEVELS
We all know that no one measure (e.g.
weight, heartrate, cholesterol level,
blood pressure, etc.) from a physical will
provide you a comprehensive view of
your physical fitness. It takes multiple
tests that are interpreted with the aid of
a trained physician and perhaps personal trainer to help you create your fitness
plan.
Since I began
my research and
consulting on the
topic of Leadership
Agility in 2001, I
have evolved my
thinking to a new
way of describing
Leadership Agility.
Let me use physical
fitness to illustrate
this new concept of
Leadership Agility
Fitness™.

So let’s begin by taking
a quick snapshot of your
leadership agility compared
to the VUCA you are experiencing. The results of the
Leadership Agility Snapshot assessment serves as
the “pre-workout physical”
for your Leadership Agility Fitness Plan. Very low
scores from the Leadership
Agility Snapshot can be the
result of a low assessment of
leadership agility relative to
a high level of VUCA (-95).
Very high scores on the
Leadership Agility Snapshot
can be the result of a high
assessment of leadership
agility relative to a low level
of VUCA (+96).

Most doctors and fitness experts will
agree that peak physical fitness is a combination of at least the five contributors
that I have provided in this illustration
below. Muscle building or aerobic exercise alone or even combined will not
enable a person to be in peak physical
condition. It requires a combination of
at least the five illustrated here to enable
you to achieve peak physical fitness.

Fig. 3 --Leadership Agility FitnessTM

Fig. 4 -- Sample Results from Leadership AgilityProfileTM

As with a complete physical exam,
am Agile Coach or Leadership Coach can
administer the full Leadership Agility
Profile (LAP) which provides 75 individual measures of Leadership Agility Fitness
that are combined into 5 key drivers of
Leadership Agility. These key drivers
can be interpreted independently to
help a leader improve individual aspects
of Leadership Agility, like the ability to
Generate Confidence. However, Leadership Agility Fitness is determined from
a combination of all 5 Drivers, like you
would receive during a physical exam
when all of factors of health are
considered together.

When distributed in a table, there
are 6 AFL Levels. The lowest Leadership
AFL is Level 0 (none of the 5 Leadership
Agility Drivers from the results of the
LAP reflects a strength). The highest
Leadership AFL is Level 5 (all of the 5
Leadership Agility Drivers from the
results of the LAP reflect strengths).
Within each of the Leadership AFLs are
AFL Types that are based on the combinations of the agility drivers from The
AGILE Model®. Agility Fitness Levels
(AFL) codes -- Could be AFL-O (FRAGILE); AFL-1A, AFL-1G, AFL-1I, AFL-1L;
AFL-1E; AFL-2AG, AFL-2AI, AFL-2AL,
AFL-2AE, ............AFL-5 AGILE. A table
reflecting all of the Leadership AFLs and
AFL Types is illustrated below:

Fig. 5 -- Leadership Agility Fitness Levels and TypesTM

FRAGILE = Leadership Narcosis – often exhibit behavior that reflects inappropriate behavior in VUCA
situations (totally unaware of changes
in people, processes or technology;
do not display personal confidence
nor encourage others to be confident;
follows and defers to others for action
and does not demonstrate a sense of
urgency; offers bureaucratic solutions
to problems and initiatives and does not
create an environment of out-of-thebox thinking; operates mostly from gut
feel without careful data gathering and
analysis).
Leadership Narcosis. Beginning
to exercise, while not fit, can lead to a
fatal condition that Nick has referred
to as Leadership Narcosis which could
be fatal for you and your organization!
Nick’s 23 years in Navy Special Operations as a Navy Diver and EOD knows
that nitrogen narcosis is a reversible
alteration in consciousness producing
a state similar to alcohol intoxication in
divers at depth. It occurs to some small
extent at any depth, but in most cases
doesn’t become noticeable until deeper
diving depths, usually starting around
30 to 40 meters.
Due to its perception-altering
effects, the onset of nitrogen narcosis
may be hard to recognize, its severity is
unpredictable, and in scuba diving, the
resulting illogical behavior can be fatal.
However, the cure for nitrogen narcosis is a simple one, as effects disappear
within minutes upon ascending to shallower depths.
In diving, dangerous characteristics
of nitrogen narcosis include the loss of
decision-making ability, loss of focus,
or impaired judgment. In the more extreme cases, some divers demonstrate a
sense of invulnerability, extreme anxiety, exhilaration, giddiness, depression
or even paranoia.
Regardless of the term used to
describe the current and future marketplace (e.g., VUCA, turbulence, unrelenting change, organizational compression, etc.) the fact is that the world
around us is accelerating at an alarming
pace. Without a focused effort on the
identification of strengths and weak-

nesses followed by targeted and often
preemptive developmental activities,
some leaders will likely show signs and
symptoms similar to nitrogen narcosis
that I refer to as Leadership Narcosis™.
A focused effort to develop Leadership
Agility will prevent Leadership Narcosis™
Let’s look at several examples of
various Leadership AFL Types. For example, AFL Level 1 Type A (Anticipator)
has a single driver strength of Anticipate
Change and might be thought of as an
organizational “scout or Anticipator”
This person is keenly aware of trends,
focuses on what’s around the corner and
what the future may bring. This Anticipator uses techniques such as trend
analysis, pattern analysis, scenario planning, etc. to determine signal strength
of the changes that will likely impact
people, processes and technology. He/
she is likely to focus on the future as an
independent activity without building
confidence in others about what lies
ahead. Often, this person believes that
knowledge of the future (foresight) is
enough without insight which can be
used to build confidence in others. This
person will leave the actions needed
from this foresight up to others to take
action and measure results of the actions
taken. Very little emphasis is given by
this person to others’ ideas or inputs
since this is perceived to be an independent activity and hence does not create
an environment of liberated thinking.
AFL Level 1 Type G (Generator) is
singularly focused on Generating Confidence. This person might be thought of
as an encourager to create commitment
to a concept, direction or idea. However, this person does little to anticipate
changes in the environment and is often
surprised by changes that impact people,
processes and technology. When the
changes do occur, expect this person to
be one of the first to bounce back and
attempt to build confidence with and
through others. This person is very
much a team player, but does little to
initiate actions or encourage others to
think creatively. This person over-emphasizes the confidence-building activities over processes to evaluate whether
actions being taken are having their
desired impact.
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AFL Level 2 Type AG (Anticipator/
Generator) reflects combined strengths
of Anticipating Change and Generating Confidence. He/she is a person
especially strong at anticipating change
while collaborating with others. This
person generates confidence in others
by empowering them with tools and
techniques for sensing and monitoring trends with customers, suppliers
and partners. It is this combination
of self-confidence and anticipation of
change which encourages confidence
in others and his/her ability to provide
foresight to others about impending
changes makes this person a key team
member or leader in a highly turbulent
environment characterized by continuous change. Less emphasis is given by
this person to initiating action resulting
from the changes or encouraging others
to think outside the box. He/she may
also rely on others to evaluate whether
actions taken to address change have
had the desired impact.
AFL Level 2 Type IL (Initiator/
Liberator) reflects combined strengths
of Initiating Action and Liberating
Thinking. This person creates an
environment for innovation so that
new ideas can be quickly implemented.
Speed of new idea generation is a driving force for this person. Little emphasis is placed on anticipating the changes
that may be lurking in the environment
and therefore may focus on new ideas
for the current environment versus the
new ideas needed for the changes creating a new or different environment.
Little time is spent evaluating whether
these new ideas have been fast enough
or had their desired impact. You would
observe this person doing
There are significant human and
investor costs when the key leadership
talent of any organization are unable to
sustain a high level of leadership agility
fitness. Not only are investors hurt as
more firms face bankruptcy, employees are threatened by their loss of jobs
and critical healthcare and retirement
benefits. CEOs are confronting more
and more challenges as their ability to
change their organizations is testing
their capability to build a fabric of leadership agility fitness that has sustainability.
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Before starting any new exercise
program to increase your fitness, think
of the pre-workout physical necessary
before you go to the gym or engage
a trainer (coach) to help you develop
a personalized fitness program. Your
fitness program will depend on many
factors, some readily visible such as
your current state of fitness, other factors require digging a little deeper – like
drawing blood for a cholesterol level,
you will need to seek information about
your “body chemistries” that are not in
your direct line of sight. Leadership
Agility Fitness, as with physical fitness,
is a life-long commitment, not an annual strategic planning retreat, or one time
training event.
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