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Leadership in a Volatile, Uncertain,
Complex, Ambiguous World
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e are currently living in a Volatile, Uncertain,
Complex and Ambiguous world or VUCA, a term
coined by students at the U.S. Army War College
after the cold war, which has, in the last 10 years,
gained increasing prominence in management circles. It is
reaching a climax in the current times as manifested in the
combination of complexity and uncertainty of multiple factors
such as the COVID-19 pandemic, growing hostility amongst
the leading nations, repercussions of climate change, trends
toward stakeholder capitalism, the inexorable accelerating
technological change and the attendant new forms of
competitive pressures that are engendered across all sectors,
which necessitates the presence and need for strong leaders at

all levels of an organization.
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How a leader should cope with such a world or in the context
of the 2021 HKIoD Symposium “Leading in New Normal”,
where the “New Normal” is very different from what we are
familiar with. In March 2020, McKinsey published an article,
Leadership in a Crisis, stating that: “This crisis places
extraordinary demands on leaders in business and beyond....
In routine emergencies, experience is perhaps the most
valuable quality that leaders bring. But in novel,
landscape-scale crises, character is of the utmost importance.
Some of the critical qualities leaders need to display include
deliberate  calm,

bounded optimism, empathy and

communication.”

Leadership in a VUCA world is therefore about character
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development. Building a good character is the result of
cultivating the human virtues which makes up one’s character.
At this stage, it is useful to recall that our human personality
is made up of two components: temperament and character.
Temperament is our native predisposition to react in certain
ways and character is made up of virtues, which are moral
habits, acquired through training and repetition. There are
four classical temperaments: choleric, melancholic, sanguine
and phlegmatic, which are given by nature, and this belief
dates back to Hippocrates (460-377 BC), who is considered
the father of medical science. Character on the other hand
evolved from aretology, the science of virtue, which was
founded by the classical Greek philosophers and enriched by
Judeo Christian thought and spirituality. The name derives
from areté, the Greek word for virtue. Aretology comprises
two kinds of virtues: intellectual virtues related to human
knowledge and ethical virtues related to human behavior.
Plato (428-348 BC) defined the main human virtues as
prudence, justice, fortitude and self-control, which later were
called cardinal virtues, since it is upon these four virtues that
all other human virtues hinge. For Alexander Havard, founder
of the Virtuous Leadership System (“VL System”) these four
cardinal virtues form the foundation of leadership, while the
essence of leadership lies in two other virtues: magnanimity
and humility. According to Havard, Peter Drucker, one of the
greatest management thinkers of our times, has most of his
teachings permeated with deep aretological considerations.
For instance, in his book “The Practice of Management” he
described that “It is character through which leadership is

exercised”.

According to research by the Values in Action Institute in the
US, the six virtues cited are more or less uniform across many
of world’s ancient civilisations. In China, for instance,
cultivation of virtue was highly regarded by Confucius
(551-479 BC): “Virtue is more to man than either water or
fire.” (Analects of Confucius 15). Confucian belief sees virtues
as the primary locus of the power of a leadership. Zengzi, one
of disciples of Confucius (505-434BC), remarked that the
steps to better the world should be “first better yourself, then

your family, then your nation and then the world”.

At its core, although there are hundreds of virtues, the VL
System focuses on six virtues which has the greatest relevance

for leadership:

*  Prudence: to make right decisions.

e Courage: to stay the course and resist pressures of all

kinds.

* Self-control: to subordinate passions to the spirit and
fulfil the mission at hand.

*  Justice: to give every individual his due.

* Magnanimity: to strive for great things, to challenge
oneself and others.

* Humility: to overcome selfishness and serve others
habitually.

As the ultimate goal, the VL System proposes the striving for
greatness of oneself and the people around oneself, thru the
pursuit of personal excellence by practice of the six virtues.
The VL System is organised so it is human-centric and aims
to develop both leadership capacity and leadership

competencies.

Havard cites examples of Virtues Leaders in the 4 books he
has written regarding this topic and what makes these leaders
standout is their extraordinary humility and magnanimity.
The website of Virtues Leadership Institute' profiles 22
leaders from different nationalities and in diverse fields, from

CEOs to scientists, civic leaders and religious leaders.

In an enterprise setting, the VL system is well suited to
enabling an organization to transform its corporate culture,
beginning with senior management team and then cascading
thru to the different organization levels. The process begins
with senior management team, who are expected to reflect
and understand each other’s temperaments, , to be followed
by a deep orientation on the virtues of humility and
magnanimity wherein the latter virtue generates noble
ambitions and former channels these ambitions into serving
others. The concluding phase involves: (a) personal
dimension - for each team member to prepare a personal
development plan; and (b) organisational dimension - to
review the organisational mission and reflect on how to
achieve greatness and pursue excellence thru transformation
of corporate culture — one that resonates with the personal
development plans of the organisation leaders. The above
exercise seeks to achieve tangible results from empathy, a
heightened spirit of service, which will be instilled throughout
the organization to form a strong mission-orientation and
stakeholder-focus culture, and a deeper sense of integrity and
trust. The approach is to lead by character not by
manipulation, with the ultimate aim of achieving personal
excellence and greatness for oneself and for those whom one

leads.
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It is worth noting that the VL. System dovetails with what is
defined as a “Capability-based program” set out in the Guest
Editorial of the Training Industry Magazine on the theme
“Elevating Leadership Development” (August 2021 edition):

"https://hvli.org/models

The “new normal” has the ability to distort a corporate culture or enhance it to
new levels. The tangible and intangible components of most organizations’
cultures have developed over many years. Keeping employees engaged and
committed to the common purpose can be tricky in this environment.
Employees want to engage with one another and feel as if they belong — whether
virtually or in person. Creating outreach opportunities and programs is a great
start, but as we enter this next phase, we need to develop leaders capable of
embodying the core values while molding the new corporate culture that
organizations need to move forward. ...so rather than creating standard
skill-based programs, we should consider making a subtle shift toward more
capability focused programs. Capability-based programs effectively capture the
way an individual thinks and/or feels, and then help identify how that impacts
the way leaders behave and make decisions. This focus can drive programs that
help build leaders who can create a vision, model behaviours they want to see

and motivate others. E@

Richard S Roque FHKIoD is Executive Director of Virtuous
Leadership Institute (Asia) Limited.
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