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ABSTRACT 

The impact of corona virus is unprecedented and whole country went into lockdowns for protective measures. There is a 
paradigm shift in business world which has transformed the business processes and impacted our lives socially and economically. The 
dynamics of business environment is constantly changing and this dynamism is called as a VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, 
Complexity and Ambiguity) environment. In today’s scenario, VUCA has become inevitable both for the organizations and people. It 
is of paramount importance for businesses to understand and navigate in this VUCA scenario. Now, this VUCA situation due to 
pandemic is considered as the “New Normal”. The survival of businesses in this highly uncertain & competitive arena completely 
depends on the adaptability and agility of the firms. During this time, organisations should not only be considerate for the employees 
but also need to be responsive for customers, suppliers, creditors, stakeholders and competitors at large. Organizations have to be well 
prepared and future ready to mitigate risk and sail through this VUCA dynamics. The major responsibility lies on the shoulder of HR 
to take up the challenges of the VUCA environment especially during such devastating times. Human resource department needs to 
find ways to bridge the gaps between organizational requirement and employee skills. The HR professionals as a leader should 
strategically understand the ‘VUCA’ situation and empower their employees so that they lead under the unfamiliar, challenging and 
rapidly evolving business environment. In this context, the current paper will help to understand the concept of VUCA from business 
perspective by comprehending VUCA frameworks needed for HR professionals in Covid-19 to lead this ever-changing environment. 
Besides this, paper also discusses the key roles of HR to deal with the challenges of the VUCA times. 
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INTRODUCTION  

“If the rate of change on the outside exceeds the rate of change on the inside, then the end is near.” 
      -Mr. Jack Welch 
 
Change is an inevitable part of life. This pandemic due to Covid-19 has changed the organizations’ work pattern and processes. The 
situation is ever-changing and businesses are trying to evolve. VUCA is unavoidable in today’s context as business paradigms are 
changing. Due to fast technological advancement and high global interconnectedness, it has become more and more difficult for 
organizations to keep abreast with the technological, economic and social developments. Every firm must understand and learn ways 
to survive and prosper in this VUCA scenario. VUCA is referred to as the “New Normal”. VUCA world demands adaptive mindset, 
cognitive readiness and agility to handle any situation that is breaking the status-quo.  
 

VUCA is a managerial acronym for V- Volatility, U-Uncertainty, C-Complexity, A-Ambiguity. The term VUCA (Volatility, 
Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity) was initially coined by the US Army War College with the aim to indicate the dangerous 
conditions in Afghanistan and Iraq in 1990s. In simplest way, VUCA reflects a fast paced, increasingly unstable and rapidly changing 
world like during this corona virus times, we all are facing many challenges.  Currently, business leaders are trying to comprehend 
business model frameworks in this VUCA scenario especially to deal with this crisis situation. 
 
Volatility: Volatility denotes the speed of change in an industry, market or the world in general. In this, situation is unstable, likely to 
change rapidly and unpredictable, especially for the worse. However, it is not an unanticipated situation because knowledge about a 
similar challenge was already known and predicted. We are more interconnected on a global scale than ever before and with this 
interconnectedness bring volatility. For instance, rapid fluctuations in Sensex/Nifty due to Covid-19 pandemic. 
The more volatile the world is, the faster things change. 
 
Uncertainty: Uncertainty is situation in which there is lack of predictability of events that could occur in (near) future. Uncertainty 
makes it difficult to use the recent trends to forecast future and makes us to wait for unexpected outcomes. For instance, rival company 
launches a new product which brings no understanding how the markets and customer base will react during Covid-19 that could 
affect your own product sales. 
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The more uncertain the world is, the harder it is to predict. 
 

Complexity: Complexity refers to the multiple factors that we need to take into consideration, their variety and the relationships 
amongst them. The more the factors, the greater the varieties and interconnectedness and hence, the more complex environment is. 
Under high complexity, it is difficult to analyze the environment and come to rational conclusions. Example: there is lot of 
complexities as world is severely impacted through its, economic and social fabric during covid-19.  During such times, expanding 
business in another country brings the complexities in terms of understanding the specific taxes, regulatory functions, culture or 
tariffs. 
 

The more complex the world is, the harder it is to analyze. 
 
Ambiguity: Ambiguity refers to a lack of clarity in terms of interpretations. A situation is ambiguous, when information is 
incomplete, contradicting or too inaccurate to draw clear conclusions. An event is interpreted differently by different persons. It is a 
situation in which nothing is clear. For instance, there is no one-size fits all solution in organizations to tackle the challenges caused by 
the pandemic. 
 

The more ambiguous the world is, the harder it is to interpret.  
 

Thereafter, VUCA was adopted by strategic business leaders to explain the turbulent, chaotic, and rapidly changing business 
environment which has now become the “new normal.” HR plays a crucial role to operate effectively in a Volatile, Uncertain, 
Complex, and Ambiguous world. Leadership agility and adaptability are the requisites for any business to succeed in this VUCA 
scenario.  

 
Organizations must shift and transform themselves to ‘adaptive firm’ in this ever-changing paradigm, full of complexities. 

Adaptive firms are proactive, can adjust, innovate and learn better and faster than their competitive firms. Examples are Apple, 
Google, 3M and Amazon. 
 
Review of Literature  

Nowadays, the only thing that is constant is change! The coronavirus pandemic has disrupted the functioning of many 
organizations and has forced HR managers to think differently for their organizations in order to maintain social distancing practices 
along with business operations. Business world is continually transforming and innovating for maintaining the pace of change and to 
remain competitive. Organizations are posed by the challenges of globalization, rapid technological changes, newer corporate 
alliances, changing demographic patterns and fierce competition etc (Nazir, 2017). These changes have pressurised firms and HR’s to 
realign their corporate strategy. Mishra & Joshi (2016) has also highlighted that the increased pace of change in global business 
environment has created greater problem for the business leaders to adapt change. It is evident that lack of effective change leadership 
becomes the reason for failure of organizations to adapt changes in global environment. HR which once acted as a facilitator now has 
taken up a dominating role in the changed scenario especially during this Covid outbreak by formulating strategic and robust decisions 
for competitiveness (Golden and Ramanujam, 1985). The HR personnel and the department must ensure the readiness of their 
employees to meet the requirements of the current marketplace. The VUCA world demands the repositioning of HR function and roles 
for the smooth implementation of the strategy (Walker, 1994). HR being a proactive, strategic partner must be involved in a critical 
decision making of the firm (Beatty & Schneier, 1997). It is the duty of HR professionals to search innovative ways for attracting 
knowledge workers, besides influencing the businesses by anticipating industry changes. (Nazir, 2017). The complete Human 
Resource department must function in an integrated way to reposition itself for embracing change.  

 
OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY  
 To understand the concept of VUCA from business perspective. 
 To comprehend VUCA frameworks needed for HR professionals to lead VUCA environment. 
 To identify the key roles of HR for coping up with the challenges of VUCA times. 

 
FRAMEWORKS FOR HR PROFESSIONALS TO LEAD VUCA ENVIRONMENT 

Businesses in the 21st century have become more volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA) because of the 
technological advancements, new developments, globalisation etc. To remain relevant and competitive, the ability to modify and 
implement new strategies promptly becomes the utmost requirement in this constantly changing business era. Due to Covid, we have 
now entered a period where our existing views of leadership need to be reconsidered to pace the current changes and to gain 
competitive advantage. 
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In VUCA environment, HR professionals are looking through the new lens of leadership for repositioning their business 

models for better adaptability. In this study, two frameworks (VUCA Prime and SCAILES) are ascertained which are necessary for 
HR leaders to succeed in this 21st Century VUCA environment.  
 
(i) VUCA Prime 
VUCA Prime is a behavioural leadership model, first introduced in 2007 by Robert Johansen to counteract each of the four elements 
of VUCA with a specific positive response. Johansen proposed that the best VUCA leaders are identified by vision, understanding, 
clarity, and agility - the “flips” to the VUCA model. The VUCA Prime provides a continuum of skills to the leaders for accelerating 
themselves to lead VUCA world. HR and talent management professionals can use the VUCA Prime Model as a “skills and abilities” 
blueprint for creating effective leadership plans.  
 
They are: 
 Vision rises above Volatility: In the VUCA Prime, volatility is dealt with the vision, having a conscious intent for seeking a 

clear future state. During the unpredictable situations, leaders must remain focused on the desired target state and vision. 
 Understanding reduces Uncertainty: In order to reduce uncertainty in VUCA environment, leaders must understand the 

prevailing scenario by looking beyond their functional areas of expertise with a strong vision. This requires leaders to carefully 
analyse external factors such as political, economic, social, technological, legislative and environmental (PESTLE analysis).  

 Clarity counters Complexity: Complexity can be countered with clarity, the deliberative process to make sense of the chaos. 
In a VUCA world, leaders need to retrospect and learn to simplify and understand the details associated with the chaos so that 
one can rise above difficulties and can make better and more informed business decisions.  

 Agility overcomes Ambiguity: When the future contains multiple alternatives, be ready to adapt the approach to match the 
desired outcome. Organizational agility is simply achieved by adopting collaborative approach, new ways of doing things to 
withstand rapid changes. 

 
Vision, understanding, clarity, and agility are not mutually exclusive in the VUCA prime. Rather, they are intertwined elements that 

help managers to become stronger VUCA leaders. VUCA leaders must have foresight to see where they are going but need to be 
adaptive and flexible (Apollo Research Institute staff, 2012). They must be self-aware about their strengths and weaknesses as leaders, 
adaptable and have readiness to change. To enable an organization for the future readiness, human resource managers should redefine 
departmental roles and functions to position themselves in this dynamic environment. HR and talent management professionals must 
review their leadership development plans to become more strategic and tactful under the complexities. 
 
(ii) SCAILES FRAMEWORK 

The SCAILES framework gives a new way of thought on leadership amidst the growing challenges of the 21st Century 
VUCA environment. SCAILES means Strategic, Complex, Adaptive, Innovative, Learning, and Emergent System. This framework is 
an extension to a complex adaptive systems’ (CAS) theory. SCAILES has revamped CAS theory by making it more accessible and 
focused to understand innovative capabilities for ensuring future success. The SCAILES framework is described below: 

Strategic: To achieve a desired culture of strategic thinking in an organization, leaders must have a divergent view of thinking. 
They should see the big picture and think holistically about how one input affect another and vice-versa. Being more strategic 
and tactical is essential to develop a credible path for achieving desired results. 
Complex: Leader must be emergent, interactive and dynamic. Leader must consider all components/multiple elements while 
thinking through problems, issues or situations, so that one can develop well-thought and well-informed plans and decisions.  
Adaptive: As the VUCA environment continues to change, leaders and their organizations must be agile, flexible and adaptive. 
Flexible, adaptive leadership becomes extremely important when unforeseen circumstances, contingencies or any external 
changes create an immediate crisis. Leaders need to be able to adapt to face and deal with problems, challenges, and changes 
happening in the dynamic marketplace. 
Innovative: Innovative leaders creatively encourage and catalyse new thoughts and connections which result in novel ideas 
and concept. Leaders must cultivate an innovative mindset within their teams wherein each employee can learn and understand 
the differences that exist in one another both for their own success and for organization.  
Learning: Learning never ends. It is the foundational skill of the 21st Century. Leaders must have willingness to learn and 
need to think strategically, creatively, critically and analytically. They must scan the world for the signals of change. They must 
learn and inspire others to learn the change. 
Emergence: To unleash human potential, leaders in the 21st Century must create an environment that fosters the emergence of 
new ideas, concepts and perspectives. The role of leaders is to set the stage, create the right environment, ask the right 
questions, and then ‘let go’ to catalyze productive and meaningful exchange of ideas to achieve desired results. 
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System: Successful leaders think in very open and collaborative systems which augment interactions both internally and 
externally, create synergy for developing innovative and dynamic learning environment. 

 
The SCAILES framework provides new insights for effective leadership. HR Professionals must possess exemplary leadership 

in this 21st Century VUCA environment where one can constantly build relationships, maintain strategic competitiveness, take smart 
risks and learn rapidly to positively impact bottom lines. 
 
CHANGING ROLE OF HR IN VUCA TIMES 

Today the role of human resource management departments has become indispensible for 21st century modern businesses. 
Over the past few years, role of HR Management has really gone from reactive to proactive in nature. With the passage of time, the 
role of this department has emerged to be more strategic. The HR functions have to be restructured for enhancing the other core 
functions of the business. Now, organisations have realised that the competitive advantage is attained not only by the availability of 
capital and technology but also with the availability of a high-quality workforce that can channelize the visions into profitable 
ventures.  

 
The HR with ‘People’s dimension’ plays a pivotal role in determining the extent of readiness of their employees in 

organizations to take up the challenges of the VUCA world especially during this coronavirus outbreak. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
compelled organizations to maintain their balancing act of protecting employees emotionally and mentally, in continuation with their 
business operations. HR operative functions such as human resource planning, job analysis, job design, recruitment and selection, 
training and development, performance appraisal etc. need to be realigned by foreseeing the changes in the business world. HR 
function must reposition, reinvent and transform in the VUCA world. The following are the key responsibilities and roles of HR which 
are pertinent to maintain in this VUCA environment: 

 Understanding every avenue of the business to its core: Each HR person in the organization should understand the in and 
outs of their business and align the strategy accordingly. HR should partner with business heads for communicating the 
business strategy in a clear and simple way. KRA/KPI’s needs to be aligned for delivering optimum business results. A deep 
understanding of business helps a HR person to recruit a sound, more technically competent person for that role, hence 
maintaining workforce competitiveness. During this tough time of Covid-19, HR leaders must enact multiple roles to take their 
companies up to the next level while addressing employees’ challenge & ensuring employees’ well-being simultaneously. 

 HR as Strategic workforce Planner:Workforce planning also known as strategicworkforce planning ensures that the 
company should have the right person with the right skill in the right job at the right place. Thus, HR should work as a strategic 
workforce planner by carefully anticipating the current and future hiring needs of the organization. Talent gaps as per the 
market trends need to be identified. Strategic foresight should be the cornerstone for maintaining competitiveness. Post- 
lockdowns, HR must work strategically by coming up with crisis management teams for re-arranged work spaces, alternate 
working or work from home options.  

 Leverage Technology and Innovate: In this new Normal, technology has revolutionized industries, and HR is no 
exception.  Innovation and leveraging technology is one of the key components for any business to succeed in today’s tough 
time. Location and physical presence is no barrier as we need to live with it now. HR technology is revolutionized in the areas 
of hiring through artificial intelligence, pay rolling, background checks, communication and information desk, employee 
forums etc. Technology has made HR practices more efficient and accessible. To remain competitive, leaders must leverage 
technology and remain innovative. 

 Be an agile leader for developing VUCA culture: “One size fit all” is no more suitable now. In this era of ambiguity due to 
the devastating virus, agile thinking is the key to survival. HR leaders must practice agility and promote agile mindset amongst 
employees to promote VUCA culture. They must reward innovation, flexible and responsive behaviour, and calculated risk-
taking. Leaders must reflect agile leadership where the teams can take ownership of their work and learn fast from the 
environment. 

 Promote adaptive performance to be adaptive firms: Adaptive performance refers to the ability of an individual to change 
behaviour for meeting the demands of a new environment. In the volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity (VUCA) no 
other performance is relevant due to high speed of change. Therefore, adaptive performance of the employees helps the 
company to achieve competitive edge with the help of adaptive HR. 

 Augment Business modelling: The role of HRM has changed over the years from merely providing support in administration-
related issues to becoming strategic business partners. As economy has entered a new phase, HR must be transformational and 
do up-skilling and re-skilling of employees for their preparedness during this difficult time. HR should adapt new business 
practices which are the need of an hour and do business modelling for bringing radical changes.  

 HR as a business partner: The demands of today’s businesses are constantly changing. HR is no longer confined to a routine 
role of attendance, payroll system, and recruitments. This changing time has ensured that HR is a true business partner who 
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should understands the priorities of the business and adapts himself/herself in the way business wants them to deliver the 
results. He is a performance improvement driver who influences positive changes in the business environment by adopting a  
“hands on approach” rather than “Arm chair management approach”. 

 Build Capabilities in people and Multitasking abilities: In the VUCA world, managing change will be an ongoing process 
and everyone has to invest time for building capabilities to adapt the ever-changing environment. Continuous learning, 
upgrading skill sets will be the key to overcome the challenges. HR leaders need to develop training programs at every level 
which will help in building the desired skill sets in its people to recognise and adapt change. Multi-tasking abilities are 
preferred. Organization should sponsor deserving candidates for MDP and short term courses managed by reputed B-schools, 
so that people can cope up change at a faster rate. This will also be an effective retention tool. In most organizations, the 
responsibility for driving change lies on the shoulders of business leaders and HR takes over the role of supporting line 
managers in delivering change initiatives. Opportunity of ‘Sabbatical’ leave can be given to avoid layoffs for cost reduction 
during Covid. 

 Promote Human Engagement: HR Professionals should encourage employees to show appreciation for their co-worker's 
contributions in order to promote cordial relationship in day-to-day business. It is much needed during this ambiguous time 
where everybody is having numerous questions and complexities. HR should promote the basic drivers of human motivation: 
trust, hope, sense of worth, feel of being competent etc. in the organization and ensure job satisfaction, so that they stay intact 
through changing times.   

 Embrace Culture of Change: Lastly, HR should play the role of change agent. The biggest cause of failure for any 
organization is the resistance to change. HR department must encourage people who can act as catalysts for change and can 
motivate other employees to participate in the change initiative. Companies like Infosys and TATA group were found highly 
successful in bringing change management because their HR policies are employee friendly and are geared towards getting the 
best out of their employees. Therefore, HR professionals need to be an enabler and path creators by being change drivers and 
business focused. Especially during this Covid-19 outbreak, he needs to be agile and should be willing to go extra mile at this 
time for the employees’. 
 

Thus, HR professionals need to restructure their roles and responsibilities for managing VUCA times. 
 
Conclusion: We are living in VUCA world. The current business dynamism is highly Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous 
primarily because of the twin threats of being competitive in 21st century and now Covid-19. There is an abrupt cessation of our way 
of life. Covid-19 is a game changer in terms of human and business impact. Organizations are researching, trying hard, adapting and 
preparing themselves to cope up with the challenges arising externally in the environment which ultimately affects internal operations 
of the company. Careful environmental scanning is must at this stage. The most successful companies in a VUCA situation scan the 
environment and adjust business model as per the post pandemic consumer behaviour. Responsibility lies on the shoulder of HR to 
redesign the workplaces and increasing employee flexibility by coming up with more virtual and boundary less models. The current 
situation due to the virus has compelled businesses to be more alert, agile, responsive and remain competitive.  Only those firms with 
robust strategic plan will prosper and mitigate risk. Transformation both in the processes and operations is required. Transition to 
virtual work environment, digital maturity and automation of internal processes is needed in these troubled times. There is a strong 
need to revamp HR functions and roles for repositioning ourselves in VUCA canvas. HR professionals must have a foresight to 
understand the details while being agile enough to adapt their respective firms as per individual market needs. For dealing ambiguous 
situations, leaders need to develop clear understanding of hypothetical outcomes, test them, and ask questions from others taking 
different perspectives for managing change and taking decision with faster pace & greater precision. The greatest danger in times of 
turbulence is not actually the turbulence but to act with yesterday’s logic. Thus, HR must take effort to make their organizations and 
teams adaptive, agile enough to respond to changes of crisis and complexities due to Covid with more preparedness, anticipation, 
evolution and intervention. 
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