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ABSTRACT

Analyzing the prerequisites for the VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, Complex-
ity, and Ambiguity) phenomenon – characteristic of the modern world, which 
is more variable and multilateral than before – the text discusses VUCA with 
regard to open cooperation in the context of socio-economic interactions.

Instability, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity of the world are caused 
mainly by the expansion of the model of open (mass) cooperation between 
the participants of public communication. The system of global communication 
has transformed from a predominantly one-vector model with a targeted audi-
ence to an interactive mass system in which not only the specialized subjects of 
the communication process but also all participants reflect all the components 
of the VUCA concept. This combination of communicators has characteristics 
similar to a crowd formed under the influence of external provocation.

The consequences of the impact of VUCA communication factors are 
spontaneous social and economic upheavals that have emerged with the rapid 
development of new technologies and communication models (North Africa 
and the Middle East in 2010–2011, Ukraine in 2013–2014). Over time, this trend 
has intensified, and the consequences are now manifested on a global scale (as 
in the case of socio-economic consequences of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic).

VUCA communication rests on the principles of mass cooperation, thus 
appropriate approaches and methods should be based on management in 
the VUCA world.
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1.  The VUCA phenomenon

The study analyzes the prerequisites of the emergence of the VUCA (variability, 
uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity) phenomenon. VUCA currently char-
acterizes the modern, more variable and undefined world, which is multilateral, 
complex and ambiguous. The text focuses on VUCA with regard to open col-
laboration in the context of socio-economic interactions between an unlim-
ited number of participants. For a deeper understanding of the phenomenon, 
the author will analyze its connection to open collaboration and socio-economic 
interactions of an unlimited number of participants.

The goal of the article is to show the relationship between the processes of 
mass communication and the phenomenon of VUCA, and to present the role of 
mass collaboration as a form of work organization in conditions of uncertainty. 
To better predict the social and economic upheavals, this and future studies 
aim at identifying their causes and consequences in the last decade. The results 
can also be the basis for further analysis and development of an administration 
model that can be viable in the VUCA world.

2.  Research methodology

The study uses the descriptive, analytical approach, which mainly relies on source 
analysis and comparative examination of the research that has addressed social 
and economic uncertainties as well as related issues and challenges. The paper 
adopts a qualitative approach with the aim of exploring the phenomenon, which 
has attracted little attention in the available literature as far as the relationship 
between mass collaboration and VUCA processes is concerned. This paper and 
exploratory research can be a stimulus to develop in the future a quantitative 
research approach. The present study is based on secondary sources includ-
ing scientific publications, journals, books, periodicals, and reports published 
within the timeframe of 12 years, from 2008 to 2020.

The concept of VUCA was first introduced in the US Army College in 1987 
to describe the world after the end of the Cold War. The VUCA concept was 
presented as a means to define strategic leadership in a “changing, uncertain, 
complex and ambiguous global environment” (Barber, 1992).

The VUCA concept is based on four elements that may have a destabilizing 
effect on an organization’s operations which are based on strategic and tactical 
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planning: V stands for volatility, i.e. the nature and dynamics of change, as 
well as the nature, factors, and speed of change-causing forces; U means un-
certainty, lack of predictability, high probability of unexpected events; C stands 
for complexity, associated with the multiplicity of forces, the confusion of is-
sues, the absence of cause-and-effect chains in the environment surrounding 
the organization; and finally, A means the ambiguity of reality, which increases 
the likelihood of error, and may lead to confusing causes and effects.

In detail, the manifestations of VUCA components have been analyzed in 
a number of scientific papers, including Vescio et al. (2004), Purdie-Vaughns and 
Eibach (2008), Bodenhausen and Peery (2009), and Schick et al. (2017).

The article will consider the factors behind the formation of what is called 
the “VUCA World” (Bennett et al., 2014). One of them is the transformation of 
the communication system from a predominantly single-vector model targeted 
at mass audience to a multiple-vector and interactive one, in which the com-
ponents of the VUCA concept are reflected not only by specialized subjects of 
the communication process but also by all participants.

Such a set of communicators has the characteristics of a crowd formed under 
the influence of external provocation. Such a crowd can be described as a tem-
porary union of a large number of people who are in direct contact with each 
other and respond to certain stimuli in a very similar way. This distinguishes 
a crowd from other groupings of people, such as aggregation, audience, group, 
mass, mob, populace, public, rabble or throng. While a crowd is characterized 
by a “shared emotional experience, (…) the masses are defined by their inter-
personal isolation” (Glynn et al., 2018). Social aspects of crowds consider their 
formation, management, and ways of controlling them – from the point of view 
of both individuals and groups. As to crowd control, its goal is often to persuade 
the crowd to agree with certain views or ideas (such as political or marketing 
concepts).

In such a system there can be no guaranteed stability, since a large number 
of active independent communication actors (content generators and opinion 
publishers) complicates planning and coordination of actions.

Over the past decade, the impact of the VUCA environment on business in 
general as well as its individual components, such as planning and project man-
agement (see e.g. Szpitter & Sadkowska, 2016) has been extensively explored. 
The concept of VUCA was researched in the aspect of businesses and markets in 
publications by such authors as Murali (2015), Saleh and Watson (2017), Kaivo-
oja and Lauraeus (2018), Bartscht (2015), Sharif and Irani (2017), and Johansen 
and Euchner (2013).
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As summarized by Bennett and Lemoine (2014), the issues associated with 
the VUCA phenomenon include unstable and unpredictable cost of a resource 
and/or availability of resources at an unpredictable time and for unpredictable 
time duration; expected fluctuations in resources, occurring with unknown 
frequency and amplitude; and lack of relevant knowledge. Other problems are 
the unclear final outcome of changes even if their causes and direct effects are 
known; interplay of multiple elements in a system; complex regulatory/policy 
environment; doubts about the nature of cause and effect; little or no histori-
cal information that can be used to predict the outcome; and the complexity of 
forecasting and planning.

However, George (2017) in his Forbes article describes a new system allow-
ing organizations to meet modern challenges, which he calls VUCA 2.0: Vision, 
Understanding, Courage, Adaptability. In this approach, vision is the ability of 
the leader to see through the chaos of mass interactive communication, and to 
follow the mission, values, and strategy of the organization despite the destabi-
lizing influence of external factors. Understanding is the ability to take advan-
tage of the organization in the changing circumstances of the open-cooperation 
market. Perseverance means the courage to take on new challenges posed by 
the chaos of network communication and to make risky and unexpected deci-
sions, while adaptation refers to flexible tactics used to quickly adapt to changing 
external circumstances without altering the strategic course.

3.  VUCA-globalization

However, the VUCA phenomenon is noticeable not only in business. It makes 
an impact wherever there is free (unregulated) and interactive communication 
between all participants of public relations. Such communication originally de-
veloped in the marketing environment through the introduction of CRM tools 
and their evolution to the user level, employing the technological basis of social 
networks. On the other hand, social networks considered as a medium of com-
munication also have attracted politicians, representatives of civil society, and 
others.

A large number of social activity centers are formed on the web, which con-
centrate not only on sustainable institutions or processes but also on long-term 
and temporary issues. For example, political parties or political figures, electoral 
manifestos or individual bloggers have their social media subscribers or follow-
ers. However, social network groups tend to form quickly (or at least keep com-
municating through shared content) around random events such as disasters, 
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pandemics, or unpredictable social upheavals. Moreover, such events quickly at-
tract users from already existing groups, who focus on communication in chan-
nels that open in response to a more active information stimulus. This feeds more 
information the thread that has spontaneously emerged. The processes of such 
type are of high interest for the studies on modern tendencies of mass commu-
nication development (e.g. Karpchuk, 2015). In turn, as the new hot topics are of 
interest to professional journalists, they migrate to the institutionalized media.

Similar processes occur in the field of marketing, where, along with the es-
tablished manufacturers of products and services, there are amateur circles of 
producers who can quickly adjust their offer of goods and services.

The spreading of facts and rumors surrounding the 2020 coronavirus pan-
demic resulted in a considerable concentration of activity of social network users 
so that for a time the pandemic topped all news services. This not only distracted 
the audience from other issues such as politics but also stimulated the creativ-
ity of content generators (posts, memes) and generated the supply of necessary 
products and services (for example, spontaneous offers of transport services in 
the face of public transportation restrictions).

It is the spontaneity of the emergence of powerful information stimuli that 
causes unpredictable demand. Thus, epidemics and pandemics result in heated 
public debate, spreading rumors, provoking outbreaks of demand for certain 
products, including medicines.

The situation surrounding the 2020 pandemic demonstrates all the signs of 
globalization of the VUCA phenomenon. First, it is the unpredictability and ex-
treme speed of response to the pandemic threat – the almost simultaneous intro-
duction of quarantine measures in most developed countries and the complexity 
of predicting the consequences in all spheres of public life. Second, it is the mul-
tiplicity of significant factors such as economic rivalry between the world’s 
leading economies, energy costs, projections for the consumption of basic raw 
materials, and more. And third, it is the apparent ambiguity of economic and 
political realities that leads to destabilization of the financial markets, due to 
the high probability of errors in the estimated value of assets.

The complexity of forecasting macroeconomic processes manifested itself 
in the mismatch of both targets and dynamics of the main processes. Thus, if 
the global financial crisis of 2008 had an economic basis, was projected several 
years before its peak, and was accompanied by a prolonged slowdown in eco-
nomic growth for several years, then the situation in 2020 would look different.

According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), global GDP growth 
rates weakened to 3.7 percent in 2019 and were expected to decline by no more 
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than 3.5 percent in 2020 due to the end of the US-China trade war and solving 
the Brexit issue. Growth in advanced economies is slower, according to the IMF, 
which predicted a 2.3 percent growth in this sector of world economy in 2018, 
2 percent in 2019 and 1.7 percent in 2020. During the World Economic Forum 
in Davos in January 2020, IMF published an economic forecast stating that 
the world had managed to avoid significant economic shocks that would have 
led to a global recession (World Economic Outlook, January 2020).

Instead, as noted in the OECD interim economic assessment report (OECD, 
2020), the impact of the Covid-19 outbreak on the economic outlook is strong. 
While growth has been weak but steady so far – following a pandemic outbreak 
due to restrictions on the movement of people, goods and services, and contain-
ment measures such as production closure – the production and domestic demand 
in China and around the world have sharply declined. The projected growth of 
the world economy in 2020 has already decreased by more than 0.5 percent by 
the beginning of March, and the projected Chinese economy growth decreased 
by almost 1 percent (however, this forecast was prepared before the introduction 
of large-scale anti-epidemic measures in Europe and the US).

Compared to the previous economic crisis of 2008, no one anticipated such 
a large reduction in the world economy. The 2008 crisis was generally predicted 
several years before it began – following the unfolding of the US mortgage de-
fault crisis in 2006 as a consequence of unrestricted demand for cheap loans due 
to the obvious errors in the regulation of financial markets (Weissman, 2009). 
The resale market showed noticeable signs of overheating well before the crisis 
began. Thus the 2008 crisis was not unexpected, yet it swept over the world due 
to globalization of both financial instruments and approaches (such as the take-
over of mortgage and consumer lending).

Considering the impact the H1N1 swine flu pandemic (which broke out in 
the spring of 2008 and lasted for more than a year) – had on the society and 
the economy, as, it is difficult to determine its significant impact on trends in 
macroeconomic outcomes that have been projected to decline before. Even in 
2009, the economy started a rapid recovery. Moreover, the H1N1 pandemic was 
quite large – from 0.7 to 1.4 million people became infected (Kelly et al., 2011).

However, at the time of the financial and epidemic turmoil of 2008–2009, 
the world was much more predictable and less volatile than in 2020. Probably 
the reason is the significant increase of the importance of free mass communica-
tion, which is closely linked to the ability of its participants to significantly influ-
ence the course of socio-economic processes by the content generated mostly in 
global social networks.
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In the decade or so since the end of the last global financial crisis, the number 
of Internet users and social networks has increased, which has been accompanied 
by the development of various forms of open interaction and mass cooperation. 
Today, at the level of World Economic Forum everyone admits that on a global 
scale, there is a high level of volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity, 
which has a direct impact on all areas of business (Kayvan, 2020).

4.  Socio-political upheavals

VUCA factors tend to appear where communication processes are lost or new 
communication channels are emerging and evolving to reach the vast majority 
of audiences. It has been shown that these factors had become central to the out-
break of social upheavals that began in North Africa and the Middle East along 
the turn of 2011, known as the Arab Spring (Fedoniuk & Strilka, 2014).

The countries of the region that had been relatively prosperous (socially and 
economically) suddenly exploded with uprisings that led to changes in power or 
even to armed conflicts. Countries that started revolutions were characterized 
by a relatively low level of corruption – Egypt ranked 98 th in the world, Tunisia 
ranked 59 (higher than Italy, Romania, and Greece), according to the Corrup-
tion Perceptions Index (CPI, n.d.), and the level of crruption had been declining 
steadily. They also demonstrated relatively high rates of life satisfaction as com-
pared to e.g. Estonia, Latvia or Romania. In terms of economic development, 
the region was characterized not only by relatively high values of the main eco-
nomic indicators but also by the level of real income of the population – the per-
centage of people who at the time of the revolutions were living on less than $ 1 
a day was no more than 3–20% (Population below poverty line, n.d.).

One can argue that – compared to most other countries in the world – Tuni-
sia, Egypt, Libya and other countries in North Africa and the Middle East did 
not have any special prerequisites to start large-scale social movements and up-
heavals. The main driver of the revolutions was the spontaneous consolidation of 
the public within the global social networks, most notably Facebook and Twitter, 
with the widespread use of the power of mobile broadband visualization tools 
(YouTube). Already in 2010 the share of the Facebook social network population 
in Tunisia was 15.8% (more than in Germany and Poland), 5.1% in Egypt, 2.8% 
in Libya (“Facebook Penetration Rate”, n.d.), and the share of regular Internet 
users in these countries ranged from 10 to 30% (calculated according to ITU 
Databases, n.d.).
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The basis of the revolutions in the North Africa and the Middle East region 
was the rapid informatization, increase in access to telephones among the popu-
lation and, most importantly, mobile access to the Internet, used as a space for 
free exchange of information in the context of considerable restriction of civil and 
political freedoms. What gave the impetus for public movements was the open 
communication among citizens connected by social networks. This was the first 
time social media provided a platform for rapid unification of interested partici-
pants around a common goal, specification of the said goals and coordination of 
actions. For local authorities, who had traditionally controlled the media sphere 
represented by traditional media, this became a VUCA factor for which they 
were unprepared. Interestingly, the likelihood of destabilization in the region 
due to the rapid development of information communication was predicted in 
a RAND report as early as 2003 (Burkhart & Older, 2003).

Equally rapid and unexpected for the authorities, the emergence of alternative 
channels of mass communication had become the basis for the deployment of 
the processes that led to a change of government in Ukraine in 2014 (Fedoniuk, 
2018). Only a few years before the revolution, Ukraine had a rapid growth in 
the number of Internet and social network users. In 2008, the percentage of citi-
zens with computers was 26% and in 2013 – 54% (more than a two-fold increase 
in 5 years). At the beginning of the Euromaidan, more than 50% of Ukrainians 
aged 16 years and older used the Internet, which is three times as many as in 
2008. The share of the population using social networks also grew very fast: in 
2010 it was 35%, and in the first half of 2013 – 63% of the total number of active 
Internet users (Vyshlynskiy, 2013).

Both for Ukraine and the Arab Spring countries it was not the number of In-
ternet and social network users that became a defining factor, but the dynamics of 
their growth. Along with the increase in the number of users of social networks, 
their activity in the Internet also grew significantly during the confrontation 
in Independence Square in Kyiv. Due to that new social media audience, there 
has been a dramatic increase in the number of news inquiries that have been 
answered through online referrals to news sites, mainly those not controlled by 
the authorities.

Another factor in the volatility of the revolutionary situation was the then 
technological novelty – online television with independent streaming channels. 
Broadcasts streamed live by individuals from the hot spots gained great popu-
larity.

The instability and unpredictability of international systems are also mani-
fested in the unexpected unfolding of armed conflicts. This happened in Ukraine 
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in 2014, and resulted in a significant public response, as it did not correspond to 
the established notions of the balance of power and the state of international 
security in the region (analyzed by Bodziany & Kocori, 2018).

In the VUCA world, novelty and speed of process deployment are crucial. 
They can stem from latest technological solutions but also from natural disas-
ters, epidemics or other unexpected events that cause an avalanche of informa-
tion capture among the vast majority of the audience.

The main problem that causes difficulties in managing processes in the mi-
cro- and macro-environment of the VUCA world is the fundamental inadequa-
cy of the traditional model of administration, which is based on isolation and 
limitation of an institution together with its resources. It is a dominant model, 
described by Coase in 1937, but it ceases to operate under VUCA conditions. 
VUCA communication involves expansion or even blurring of the boundaries 
of a traditional enterprise or institution, which is increasingly using external 
knowledge and resources instead of relying on internal, closed and hierarchical 
models. Open network corporations are emerging, and they partner with experts 
and clients worldwide through global communications channels. The Internet is 
being transformed from a means of presenting information into a new genera-
tion of information space, one with unlimited intellectual capacity and capable 
of meeting the needs of both consumers and product providers.

Thus there is no point in dealing with uncertainty and volatility or trying 
to minimize the impact of multiple factors. Since VUCA is the result of a large 
number of amateur communicators, it is necessary to use their communication 
potential to find and attract resources – and this is exactly what open (mass) 
cooperation is about.

Mass collaboration is a form of collective cooperation that occurs when 
a large number of participants work independently on a joint project, often of 
a modular nature (Cress, 2016). The concept of mass cooperation was formulated 
by Tapscott and Williams (2008) and it has been developed in relation to various 
spheres, such as management in the VUCA world (Borjigen, 2015; Krawchuk, 
2017).

An example of mobilization of resources from the network in the form of 
open cooperation during the Ukrainian Revolution were the mentioned live 
streams. The broadcasters often used the streaming services of an independent 
US project Ustream (which is essentially a social network), which made it pos-
sible to quickly organize the broadcast and ensure that a large audience would 
have access to the channel. Ukrainian Internet TV projects that were actively 
involved in broadcasting protests – such as Hromadske.tv, Grom TV, Spilno.tv 
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and UkrStream.tv – made 24/7 live broadcasts from the sites of all current events 
through the Ustream service. A feature of this technology is its accessibility for 
an average event witness – after registering with Wi-Fi or a mobile network and 
logging in, the user can stream live videos from an external webcam or a camera 
in their smartphone, tablet or laptop. The stream is saved as a video that can be 
watched later.

It was enough for the operators of the streaming video site to allow pub-
lic journalists to distribute their videos in real time without restrictions on 
the number of views, advertisements, free promotion, and technical support. 
The availability of such a platform helped a number of media projects to achieve 
success, such as the non-profit UkrStream.tv, which had amassed over 40 mil-
lion views by the end of Maidan. During the Revolution, the channel covered 
only the rental of cameras and filming venues, mostly through voluntary open 
accounts (Fedoniuk, 2018).

It is worth noting that in the period preceding the Maidan, public organiza-
tions undertook a number of activities using Ustream services; this made people 
aware of the technology and helped Internet users acquire experience with it, 
which proved useful during broadcasting the events of the revolution.

Other examples of successful open co-operation in Ukraine include volunteer 
battalions and volunteer projects initiated on the web to support the Ukrainian 
military in combating external aggression in eastern Ukraine.

Conclusions

The concept of VUCA (more variable, uncertain, complex and ambiguous or 
multilateral world), which was originally developed for the business environ-
ment, today also characterizes socio-economic and political relations at various 
levels, including the global one.

A system where VUCA factors are at play can guarantee neither the stabil-
ity of its nature and dynamics of change nor the origin, factors, and speed of 
change since planning and coordination of actions are impossible with a large 
number of active independent communication actors (content generators and 
opinion publishers). Accordingly, it results in uncertainty in the system, lack 
of predictability, and high probability of unexpected events. The complexity of 
such a system is related to a multiplicity of forces, confusion of issues, absence 
of cause and effect aspects in the environment of the “communicating crowd” 
that surrounds the organization. Additionally, the ambiguity of reality increases 
the likelihood of error, resulting in the confusion of cause and effect.
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This was reflected particularly in the specifics of the unpredictable socio-
political upheavals that took place in North Africa and the Middle East as well 
as Ukraine. The VUCA phenomenon may also be likely to cause significant 
adverse economic consequences of unforeseen cataclysms and epidemics (such 
as the 2020 coronavirus pandemic). The main reason for the increase in VUCA 
factors is the transformation of the mass communications sphere from a model 
with a limited number of communicators to a model with an unlimited number 
of interactive communicators that operate mainly using social networks.

A possible solution to the problem of the functioning of institutions and to 
managing projects and processes in the VUCA world is to use the model of open 
(mass) collaboration. and integrated solutions, including finished products and 
services. The advantage of this approach is the ability to use a virtually unlimited 
resource – the potential of network members.

It is likely that in the near future new approaches to planning, forecasting 
and administering at the level of international systems based on the use of open 
collaboration potential will have to be applied due to the increased influence 
of VUCA factors. Hence there are reasons to define the connection between 
the VUCA processes and the development of mass communication in the form 
of mass cooperation. This connection is likely due to strong social and economic 
shocks occurring on a regional and global scale, and may therefore offer ample 
subject matter for further research.
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