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Developing a High-Performance Organization in a VUCA World

Figure 1:The Results-Driven HPO Framework for VUCA World

Figure 2:The Results-Based Leadership (RBL) Framework for HPOs

will impact the  organization’s  climate. In a 
VUCA-driven workplace, “Level 5” leaders 
(Collins, 2001) are  required who  possess on-
tological humility and  emotional  mastery. 
They also need to possess  essential integ-
rity in discharging their day-to-day role 

and responsibilities toward engaging the 
employees.

Managers often fail to appreciate how 
profoundly the organizational climate can 
influence financial results. It can account 
for nearly a third of financial performance. 
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Organizational climate, in turn, is  influenced 
by leadership style—by the way that man-
agers motivate direct  reports, gather and 
use information, make decisions, manage 
change initiatives, and handle crises.

As shown in Figure 1, the five pillars of 
leadership competencies that are  critical 
for an HPO operating in a VUCA world 
 includes the following:

1. emotional and social intelligence,
2. cognitive readiness (critical and strategic 

thinking skills),
3. managerial coaching and leading team 

for performance,
4. effective negotiation and conflict man-

agement, and
5. cross-cultural communication and  diversity 

management.

emotIonal and socIal IntellIgence 
comPetencIes for hPo
The next crucial next-gen leadership 
 competency is that of emotional and 
 social intelligence. Emotional  intelligence 
has  become a major topic of interest in 
 organizations since the publication of a 
 bestseller by the same name in 1995 by 
 Daniel Goleman (Goleman, 1995). The early 
 definitions of social intelligence  influenced 
the way emotional  intelligence was later 
 conceptualized.  Contemporary theorists 
such as Peter Salovey and John Mayer 
originally viewed emotional  intelligence 
as part of social intelligence (Salovey and 
Mayer, 1990), which suggests that both 
 concepts are related and may, in all like-
lihood, represent interrelated  components 
of the same construct.

Because individuals in organizations 
can rarely be successful alone, they must 
 influence, lead, and coordinate their 
 efforts with others in order to achieve 
their goals—to translate vision into action. 
A leader’s success rests in large part upon 
his or her ability to influence the different 
groups he or she must relate to in the or-
ganization: the superiors, peers, and direct 
reports.

In 1998, in Working with Emotional 
 Intelligence, author Daniel Goleman set out 
a framework of emotional intelligence (EI) 
that reflects how an individual’s potential 
for mastering the skills of Self-Awareness, 
Self-Management, Social Awareness, and 
 Relationship Management translate into 
 on-the-job success for a leader. This model 
is based on EI competencies that have 
been identified in extensive published 
 research on hundreds of corporations and 
 organizations as distinguishing outstanding 
performers (Goleman, 1998).

An emotional competence is defined as 
“a learned capability based on emotional 
intelligence that results in outstanding 
 performance at work” (Goleman, 1998). To 
be adept at an emotional  competence like 
Customer  Service or Conflict  Management 
requires an underlying ability in EI 
 fundamentals, specifically, Social  Awareness 
and Relationship  Management. However, 
emotional  competencies are learned abilities: 
having Social Awareness or skill at  managing 
relationship does not guarantee we have 
mastered the additional learning required 
to handle a customer adeptly or to resolve a 
conflict—just that a leader has the potential 
to become skilled in these competencies. 

Emotional competencies are job skills 
that can, and indeed must, be learned. 
An underlying EI ability is necessary, 
though not sufficient, to manifest compe-
tence in any one of the four EI domains, 
or clusters. 

The competencies are classified into 
four clusters of general EI abilities:

1. Self-awareness
2. Self-management
3. Social awareness and
4. Relationship management

Nested within each of those four areas 
are specific, learned competencies that set 
the best leaders and performers apart from 
average.

The framework illustrates, for  example, 
that we cannot demonstrate the competencies 
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of trustworthiness and  conscientiousness 
without mastery of the fundamental ability 
of  Self-Management or the  Competencies 
of Influence,  Communication, Conflict 
 Management, and so on without a handle on 
Managing Relationships.

Self-Awareness concerns knowing one’s 
internal states, preferences, resources, 
and intuitions. The Self-Awareness cluster 
 contains three competencies:

a. Emotional Self-Awareness: Recognizing 
one’s emotions and their effects.

b. Accurate Self-Assessment: Knowing 
one’s strengths and limits.

c. Self-Confidence: A strong sense of one’s 
self-worth and capabilities.

Self-Management refers to managing ones’ 
internal states, impulses, and  resources. 
The Self-Management cluster contains six 
competencies:

a. Emotional Self-Control: Keeping dis-
ruptive emotions and impulses in check.

b. Transparency: Maintaining integrity, 
acting congruently with one’s values.

c. Adaptability: Flexibility in handling 
change.

d. Achievement: Striving to improve or 
meeting a standard of excellence.

e. Initiative: Readiness to act on opportunities.
f. Optimism: Persistence in pursuing goals 

despite obstacles and setbacks.

Social Awareness refers to how people 
handle relationships and awareness of 
 others’ feelings, needs, and concerns. The 
Social Awareness cluster contains three 
competencies:

a. Empathy: Sensing others’ feelings and 
perspectives and taking an active  interest 
in their concerns.

b. Organizational Awareness: Reading a 
group’s emotional currents and power 
relationships.

c. Service Orientation: Anticipating, rec-
ognizing, and meeting customers’ needs.

Relationship Management concerns the skill 
or adeptness at inducing desirable  responses 
in others. The  Relationship  Management 
cluster contains six competencies:

a. Developing Others: Sensing others’ 
development needs and bolstering their 
abilities.

b. Inspirational Leadership: Inspiring and 
guiding individuals and groups.

c. Change Catalyst: Initiating or  managing 
change.

d. Influence: Wielding effective tactics for 
persuasion.

e. Conflict Management: Negotiating and 
resolving disagreements.

f. Teamwork and Collaboration:  Working 
with others toward shared goals.  Creating 
group synergy in pursuing collective goals.

ImPortance of emPathy 
as a leadershIP comPetency
Many leaders and managers vaguely 
 understand the impact empathy has on 
 leadership  effectiveness. One of the  reasons 
we have found out is that very few of them 
have been trained or taught how to cultivate 
empathy in their lives and work as a daily 
practice (Bawany, 2017).

The empathetic leader put themselves 
in their follower’s shoes and attempt to see 
things from their perspective.  Empathy 
doesn’t mean agreeing with someone. 
 Empathy is not sympathy. Empathy doesn’t 
mean telling them that they are right, or 
even addressing their concern. Demonstrat-
ing empathy shows that you care enough to 
give someone else’s issue the same level of 
respect and attention they do.

Empathy can be simply defined as the  ability 
to be aware of and  understand how others feel. 
It is a key component of  people-oriented and 
participative  leadership. This would include 
being  sensitive to the  feelings, concerns, and 
needs of the  coworkers and is able to see the 
world from their perspective.

Empathy can also be seen as demonstrat-
ing an active concern for people and their 
needs by forming close and supportive 
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relationships with others. Leaders who lack 
empathy may be perceived by others as cold, 
uncaring, and having little interest in them 
as people. Leaders, who score high on this 
competency, work to develop close bonds 
with others. They spend time  getting to 
know people and are able to give their col-
leagues the feeling that they are  personally 
involved with them. They tend to  emphasize 
the importance of being  generous and kind 
and displaying a sincere interest in the 
well-being of  others. If  carried to extremes, 
however, this closeness may cloud a leader’s 
objectivity and result in decisions that do 
not properly consider the organization’s best 
interests. Hence it would be crucial for the 
leader to bear in mind the saying Familiarity 
breeds contempt.

cognItIVe readIness comPetencIes 
for hPo
The next generation leadership compe-
tencies will include the suite of  cognitive 
readiness skills that can be viewed as 
part of the advanced thinking skills that 
make leaders ready to confront whatever 
new and complex problems they might 
face. As stated earlier, cognitive  readiness 
is the mental preparation that leaders 
 develop so that they, and their teams, are 
prepared to face the ongoing dynamic, 
 ill-defined, and unpredictable challenges 
in the highly disruptive and VUCA-driven 
business environment (Hagemann and 
Bawany, 2016 a,b.).

The Executive Development Associates 
(EDA) has identified the following seven 
key cognitive readiness skills, collectively 
known as Paragon 7 (see Figure 3), which 
develop, enhance, or sustain a leader’s 
ability to navigate successfully in this new 
normal:

1. Mental Cognition: Recognize and  regulate 
your thoughts and emotions.

2. Attentional Control: Manage and focus 
your attention.

3. Sensemaking: Connect the dots and see 
the bigger picture.

4. Intuition: Check your gut, but don’t let 
it rule your mind.

5. Problem Solving: Use analytical and 
creative methods to resolve a challenge.

6. Adaptability: Be willing and able to 
change, with shifting conditions.

7. Communication: Inspire others to 
action; Create fluid communication 
pathways.

Overall, heightened cognitive readiness 
allows leaders to maintain a better sense of 
self-control in stressful situations.

mIcrosoft corPoratIon—case 
study of leadershIP In deVeloPment 
of hPos

In today’s hypercompetitive, disruptive VUCA-
driven business environment, we need a new 
breed of CEOs and business leaders who are 
defined less by commanding and controlling 
or autocratic/coercive and pacesetting leader-
ship styles, but rather more of inspiring and 
 empowering or  authoritative/visionary and 
coaching  leadership styles (Bawany, 2017).

A great example of a leader that 
 demonstrates this approach  effectively and 
successfully is Microsoft  Corporation CEO, 
Satya Nadella. Unlike his  predecessor, the 
 notoriously combative Steve Ballmer, Nadella 
has dramatically revived  Microsoft’s reputa-
tion and its relevance by  emphasizing col-
laboration and what he calls a “learn-it-all” 
culture versus the  company’s  historical 
know-it-all one. As Fast Company’s  senior edi-
tor Harry  McCracken  explains in “ Microsoft 
Rewrites the Code,” the results have been 
 eye-popping: more than $250 billion in mar-
ket value gains in less than four years—a 
feat that, quantitatively, puts Nadella in the 
league of Jeff Bezos of  Amazon, Tim Cook of 
Apple, Larry Page of Google, and Mark Zuck-
erberg of Facebook.

Nadella demonstrates ontological humil-
ity: when a few months into his tenure, 
he made a major faux pas at a  conference 
for women engineers that spawned a 
wave of criticism. He owned the mistake 
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and  admitted to biases that he hadn’t 
 realized. The episode ended up building 
his  credibility in the long run.

Nadella’s leadership style is to  emphasize 
what’s been done right. He starts each 
 senior leadership meeting with a  segment 
called “Researcher of the Amazing,” 
 showcasing something inspiring at the 
company and by doing so he created an 
organizational climate of trust partnership 
with his coleaders.

Nadella is a strong believer in  talent 
management and has been  personally 
 involved in the recruitment of new talent 
into the company, and he has  emphasized 
the  importance of an  outsider’s 
 perspective in steering the  organization to 
greater heights. But he has put even more 
focus on unleashing potential within the 
leadership team  including high-potential 
leaders. He’s created a high-performance-
driven culture with his empowering and 
coaching style of leadership, which relies 
on managerial coaching as an organiza-
tional development tool. He also believes 
that re sis  tance to change is a behavior, 

rather than a fixed personality trait, that 
can be addressed with coaching.

Finally, Nadella demonstrates  empathy 
as he recognizes that his coleaders 
and  employees’ perspective is real and 
 important to them. It may not be real, or 
important, to him, but it is very real and 
important to them. He gives it the same 
level of respect and attention they do.

conclusIon
High-performance organizations exhibit a 
set of characteristics that are available to 
almost every company, regardless of the 
industry and scale of business. However, 
to achieve sustainable success, companies 
may benefit from the experience of those 
that have achieved it, if they are able to 
 examine and benchmark every aspect of 
the business including strategy, structure, 
people, climate, and processes and take 
steps to bring their organizations in line 
with the high-performance profile.

Leading an HPO in a highly  disruptive 
and increasingly VUCA-driven  business 
 environment and workplace requires leaders 

Figure 3: Paragon 7 Cognitive Readiness Competencies
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to leverage on their  cognitive  readiness skills 
and  relationship  management skills, which 
will enable a leader to connect emotionally 
with the team members so that the leader 
can  understand them better, and ensure 
they always feel confident in what they are 
 doing. The leader doesn’t just feel for their 
people, they feel with them.
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