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Abstract 

The current business environment is characterized by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and 

ambiguity (VUCA). Organizations must adapt quickly to thrive. Strategic flexibility analysis 

(SFA) is a tool to improve adaptability. This conceptual article explores SFA's role in 

organizational adaptation and performance in VUCA environments. An integrated literature 

review examined research on SFA, adaptation, and VUCA. A conceptual framework illustrated 

SFA's impact on adaptation and performance. Analysis and discussion provided insights into 

SFA's role in VUCA adaptation. We conducted an integrative literature review, and the findings 

indicate SFA is valuable for improving adaptability and performance in VUCA environments. This 

study has implications for organizations and human resource development professionals seeking 

to understand SFA's importance for adaptation and performance improvement in turbulent 

conditions. Overall, SFA emerges as a critical tool for organizational agility and success in 

unpredictable business environments defined by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and 

ambiguity. 

Keywords: strategic flexibility analysis (SFA); organizational adaptation; VUCA; organizational 

performance; adaptability. 
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Introduction 

We define Human resource development (HRD) as the study and development of societal and 

organizational processes for improving employees' skills, knowledge, and abilities for 

organizational effectiveness to enhance organizational performance. The HRD functions 

transcend all levels of abstraction of human capital development – individuals, teams, 

organizations, communities of practice, societal, and national levels. In volatile, uncertain, 

complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) environments, HRD can play a critical role in helping 

organizations adapt and thrive. One approach to fulfilling this HRD function is using the 

Strategic Flexibility Analysis (SFA) – a systematic process that helps organizations to identify 

their strengths and weaknesses regarding their ability to adapt to changing circumstances.  

 The concept of strategic flexibility has gained increasing attention in recent years 

(Herhausen et al., 2021), particularly in volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) 

environments organizations exist. Strategic flexibility refers to an organization's ability to adapt 

and respond to changes in the external environment through various strategic tools and 

approaches, such as diversification, innovation, and agility (Atkinson et al., 2022). By 

conducting an SFA, organizations can determine the skills, knowledge, and capabilities they 

need to develop to improve their flexibility, agility, and resilience. This information can then be 

used to design and implement HRD programs tailored to the organization's specific needs. 

Another important concept to note is organizational adaptation; thus, the process by which 

organizations adjust and respond to changes in the external environment to survive and thrive 

(Hillmann & Guenther, 2021). Strategic flexibility analysis, which involves evaluating an 

organization's capability to identify areas of strength and weakness and develop plans for 

improving flexibility, has been identified as a key factor in facilitating organizational adaptation. 
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Given the increasing prevalence of VUCA environments, understanding the role of strategic 

flexibility analysis in facilitating organizational adaptation has become a key area of research. 

Several studies have examined the relationship between strategic flexibility and 

organizational adaptation in VUCA environments. For example, a study by Li et al. (2011) found 

that strategic flexibility was positively related to organizational adaptation in the face of 

environmental uncertainty. Similarly, other studies have established a link between strategic 

flexibility and other organizational successes in uncertain environments. These include strategic 

flexibility and higher levels of organizational performance (Millar et al., 2018; Xiu et al. 2017) ) 

and strategic flexibility analysis, and organizational adaptability in the face of environmental 

uncertainty (Haarhaus & Liening, 2020).  

Other research has focused on the specific mechanisms through which strategic flexibility 

enables organizational adaptation. For instance, a study by Chen et al. (2017) found that strategic 

flexibility was associated with increased levels of organizational learning, which in turn 

facilitated organizational adaptation. Strategic flexibility has also been related to organizations' 

ability to innovate and change their business models in response to changing market conditions, 

which consequently enhance their adaptability (Santos-Vijande et al., 2012). 

An organization's culture can also play a role in its ability to adapt and respond to 

changes in the external environment. Research has shown that organizations with a culture that 

values adaptability and encourages learning and innovation are more likely to be successful in 

VUCA environments (Lawrence, 2013). Thus, organizations that engage in strategic flexibility 

analysis and seek to cultivate a culture that supports adaptability are likely to be more successful 

in adapting to VUCA environments. The main objective of this study is to contribute to the 
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extant literature on the role of strategic flexibility analysis in organizational adaptation to a 

VUCA environment and how it affects organizational performance. 

Research Questions Guiding the Study 

The following research questions guided our inquiry: 

1. How can organizations use strategic flexibility analysis to identify areas for 

improvement, increase adaptability, and address key factors that contribute to adapting to 

VUCA environments? 

2. What are the potential benefits, drawbacks, and best practices of implementing strategic 

flexibility analysis as a tool for organizational adaptation in VUCA environments? 

3. How does the use of strategic flexibility analysis impact organizational performance and 

competitiveness in VUCA environments, and what role does it play in differences 

between organizations that have successfully adapted versus those that have struggled? 

Research Approach 

In an attempt to address these questions, we used the following logical schema to explore 

the role of strategic flexibility analysis in organizational adaptation to a VUCA environment: 

We conducted a comprehensive integrative literature review to explore existing research 

on strategic flexibility analysis, organizational adaptation, and VUCA environments using the 

following databases: PubMed, JSTOR, ProQuest, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. The 

search included articles published in English and used the following search terms: "strategic 

flexibility," organizational agility,” "organizational adaptation," “organizational performance,” 

“adaptability,” "VUCA," and "strategic flexibility analysis." Inclusion criteria for the review 

included studies that: (1) examined the relationship between strategic flexibility analysis and 

organizational adaptation in VUCA environments; (2) used empirical data to examine the 
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mechanisms through which strategic flexibility analysis enables organizational adaptation; and 

(3) explored the impact of strategic flexibility analysis on organizational performance in VUCA 

environments. 

Based on the literature review, we developed a conceptual framework to illustrate the 

relationship between strategic flexibility analysis, organizational adaptation, and performance in 

a VUCA environment. We used the conceptual framework as a guide for analyzing and 

discussing the role of strategic flexibility analysis in organizational adaptation. We analyzed and 

discussed the literature review and conceptual framework in the context of Human Resource 

Development.  This analysis and discussion were drawn on relevant theories and concepts from 

the literature review to provide insights into the role of strategic flexibility analysis in 

organizational adaptation to a VUCA environment. We concluded the article with a discussion of 

the study's implications for HRD research and organizations looking to improve their 

adaptability and performance in a VUCA environment.  

Literature Review 

Strategic flexibility is a framework that helps organizations to adapt and respond to 

changes in their internal and external environments (Yawson, 2020). It involves the ability to 

anticipate and react to shifts in the market, technology, and competitive landscape and respond to 

changes in customer needs and preferences (Sanchez, 1995). 

VUCA is an acronym for Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, and Ambiguity. It is often 

used to describe the dynamic and rapidly changing business environment in which organizations 

operate (Baran & Woznyj, 2021). VUCA represents the complex and unpredictable nature of the 

business world, highlighting the need for organizations to be agile and responsive to stay 

competitive (Attar & Abdul-Kareem, 2020). 
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The relationship between strategic flexibility and VUCA is that strategic flexibility helps 

organizations to better navigate and respond to the VUCA environment (Troise et al., 2022). By 

having a robust and flexible strategic framework in place, organizations can more easily adapt to 

changes and uncertainties and make informed decisions in the face of complexity and ambiguity. 

In this way, strategic flexibility can help organizations remain competitive and thrive in a VUCA 

world. 

Strategic flexibility analysis is a tool used to help organizations adapt to volatile, 

uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) environments (Peñarroya-Farell & Miralles, 2022). 

It involves assessing an organization's current capabilities and resources and identifying areas 

where it can be more flexible to better respond to changing circumstances (Yawson & Greiman, 

2017). By conducting a strategic flexibility analysis, organizations can better understand their 

current capabilities and identify areas where they can improve their ability to adapt to a VUCA 

environment. This can help them respond more effectively to changing circumstances and 

remain competitive in a rapidly changing world. There are several critical components to 

strategic flexibility analysis: 

1. Identifying the organization's strengths and weaknesses: This involves analyzing the 

organization's current capabilities and resources, including its people, processes, and 

systems (Miroshnychenko et al., 2021). 

2. Assessing the organization's current level of flexibility: This involves evaluating how 

well the organization is able to adapt to change and respond to new challenges (Wang et 

al., 2019). 

3. Identifying areas for improvement: Based on the assessment of the organization's 

strengths and weaknesses and its current level of flexibility, areas for improvement can 



ORGANIZATIONAL ADAPTATION TO VUCA  7 
 

 
 

be identified. These may include changes to processes, systems, or organizational 

structures (Hossain et al., 2022). 

4. Developing a plan for improvement: Once areas for improvement have been identified, a 

plan can be developed to address these areas and increase the organization's flexibility 

(Hossain et al., 2022). This may involve investing in new technologies or systems, 

reorganizing the organization, or developing new skills and capabilities. 

The implementation of SFA in organizations involves four key stages: anticipation, 

accumulation, formulation, and operation (Raynor, 2007). However, this is not a linear process 

as depicted graphically in figure 1. It is cyclical. Each stage is critical to the success of the 

overall process and requires a deep understanding of the organization's resources and capabilities 

and the external environment. Organizations can improve their adaptability and performance in a 

VUCA environment by implementing SFA. 

Figure 1.  

The four phases of strategic flexibility 

 

Source: Yawson and Greiman (2017) 
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Anticipation is the first stage of SFA and involves identifying potential future scenarios 

and assessing the likelihood of their occurrence (Yawson, 2020; Yawson & Greiman, 2017). 

This stage includes monitoring external changes in the environment, such as changes in 

technology, regulations, and market conditions, and using this information to anticipate potential 

future scenarios. This stage is critical for organizations because it allows them to be proactive in 

responding to environmental changes. 

Accumulation is the second stage of SFA and involves collecting and organizing relevant 

information and resources to be used in the formulation of strategic options (Yawson, 2020; 

Yawson & Greiman, 2017). This stage includes identifying and assessing internal resources and 

capabilities, such as organizational structure, culture, and knowledge, as well as external 

resources, such as partnerships and alliances. Organizations that have a good understanding of 

their resources and capabilities are better equipped to develop effective strategic options (Singh, 

2008). 

Formulation is the third stage of SFA and involves developing a range of strategic 

options that can be used to respond to different future scenarios. This stage includes evaluating 

the feasibility, suitability, and acceptability of different options and identifying the resources and 

capabilities required to implement them (Yawson, 2020; Yawson & Greiman, 2017). 

Organizations with a good understanding of their resources and capabilities are better equipped 

to develop effective strategic options (Collins, 2021). 

Operation is the fourth and final stage of SFA and involves implementing the chosen 

strategic options and monitoring their effectiveness (Yawson, 2020; Yawson & Greiman, 2017). 

This stage includes allocating resources, implementing plans, and monitoring progress. 
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Organizations that monitor their progress are better equipped to make adjustments as necessary 

and improve their performance (Rossi et al., 2019). 

Volatility and Complex systems 

Volatility is a measure of how much the value of an asset, such as a stock or commodity, 

tends to fluctuate over time (Gölgeci et al., 2019). It can be thought of as a measure of risk, as 

assets with higher volatility tend to be riskier investments because their value can fluctuate 

significantly over short periods of time (Gölgeci et al., 2019). Complex systems are systems that 

are made up of many interconnected parts that interact with each other in intricate ways (Torres 

et al., 2021). Complex systems can be found in a variety of contexts, including social, economic, 

and natural systems (Yawson, 2013). Because of the large number of interconnected parts and 

the intricate ways in which they interact, complex systems can be highly volatile and 

unpredictable (Coleman et al., 2019). This can make it difficult to predict how they will behave 

or respond to changes in their environment. For example, financial markets are considered 

complex systems because they comprise many interconnected factors, such as economic 

indicators, company performance, and investor sentiment. These factors can all interact with 

each other in complex ways, making it difficult to predict how the market will behave. Similarly, 

natural systems, such as ecosystems, can be highly complex, with many different species and 

factors interacting with each other in intricate ways. 

Understanding and predicting the behavior of complex systems is a major challenge in 

many fields, including economics, biology, and engineering. Researchers use a variety of tools 

and techniques, such as simulations and mathematical modeling, to try to understand and predict 

the behavior of complex systems (Manimuthu et al., 2022). 
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Organizational adaptation to a complex environment 

Organizations operating in complex environments face a dynamic landscape filled with 

interconnected factors that can change rapidly and unexpectedly. To adapt, organizations can 

focus on building a culture of continuous learning to stay current and develop new skills as 

needed. Using data analytics provides insights to better understand complex environments. 

Developing agile processes characterized by flexibility and rapid iteration also boosts 

responsiveness. Building a diverse team with varied perspectives is key to comprehending 

complexity. Additionally, collaborating with external stakeholders like suppliers, customers, and 

partners gives access to knowledge and resources while providing a buffer against uncertainty.  

With strategies centered on learning, data, agility, diversity, and collaboration, 

organizations can increase their adaptability and responsiveness when navigating complex 

environments full of evolving challenges. 

Table 1:  

Some strategies that organizations can use to adapt to complex environments.  

Key strategies Adaptation to complex environments 
Building a culture of 
continuous learning: 

Encouraging a culture of continuous learning within the organization can help it 
stay up-to-date on changes in the environment and develop new skills and 
capabilities as needed (Baran & Woznyj, 2021). This might involve investing in 
employee training and development, encouraging employees to seek out new 
learning opportunities, and promoting a learning-oriented culture. 

Using data and 
analytics 

Analyzing data and using analytics can help organizations understand and 
respond to complex environments by providing insights into trends, patterns, and 
relationships (Wamba et al., 2020). 

Developing agile 
processes 

Agile processes, which are characterized by flexibility, adaptability, and rapid 
iteration, can help organizations respond more effectively to complex 
environments (Darvishmotevali et al., 2020). This might involve using agile 
methodologies in project management or adopting agile principles. 

Building a diverse 
team 

Building a diverse team that brings together a range of perspectives and expertise 
can help an organization better understand and respond to complex environments 
(Simmons & Yawson, 2022). 

Collaborating with 
external stakeholders 

Building relationships with external stakeholders, such as suppliers, customers, 
and industry partners, can help an organization access valuable resources and 
knowledge and provide a buffer against uncertainty (Johnson-Kanda & Yawson, 
2018). 
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The strategies outlined in Table 1, can help organizations to increase their ability to adapt to 

complex environments and better respond to the many interconnected factors that can impact 

their operations. 

Organizational adaptation to an ambiguous environment 

 Organizations in ambiguous environments face uncertainty in understanding and 

responding to changes (Worley & Jules, 2020). To adapt, encouraging open communication and 

collaboration within the organization can help employees share ideas and insights and can also 

help to foster a sense of teamwork and collective problem-solving (Worley & Jules, 2020). 

Developing a culture of experimentation within the organization can help it explore new 

ideas and approaches and respond more effectively to ambiguous situations (Santos-Vijande et 

al., 2012). This might involve encouraging employees to test new ideas, or setting up structured 

processes for experimentation (Shams et al., 2021). Building flexibility into operations through 

modular designs, contingencies, and flexible technologies also boosts responsiveness (Herhausen 

et al., 2021). External relationships with stakeholders provide valuable resources and knowledge 

while buffering against uncertainty (Haarhaus & Liening, 2020).  

Anticipating change through forecasting and scenario planning allows organizations to 

develop contingency plans and amassing responsive resources (Peterson et al., 2018). With 

strategies like openness, experimentation, flexibility, external partnerships, and proactive 

preparation, organizations can increase their adaptability in ambiguous environments full of 

uncertain challenges and opportunities. The most adaptive organizations have agile leadership, 

innovation-focused cultures, aligned strategies, risk management, and cross-departmental 

collaboration. Less adaptive organizations often lack direction, adaptive structures and processes, 

risk management, and coordination across departments. 
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Figure 2:  

Systemic approach of using strategies to adapt to ambiguous environments. 

 

 

Conceptual Framework for the Role of Strategic Flexibility Analysis in Organizational 

Adaptation to VUCA 

Based on the foregoing literature, a conceptual framework for the role of strategic 

flexibility analysis in organizational adaptation to VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, 

and ambiguity) was developed by considering the following key concepts and their relationships: 

1. VUCA environments: These are characterized by high levels of volatility, uncertainty, 

complexity, and ambiguity, making it difficult for organizations to predict and respond to 

changes in the external environment. 

2. Strategic flexibility: This refers to an organization's ability to adapt and respond to 

changes in the external environment using various strategic tools and approaches, such as 

diversification, innovation, and agility. 
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3. Organizational adaptation: This is the process by which organizations adjust and 

respond to changes in the external environment to survive and thrive. 

4. Strategic flexibility analysis: This is the process of evaluating an organization's strategic 

flexibility to identify areas of strength and weakness and develop plans for improving 

flexibility. 

5. Organizational learning is the process by which organizations acquire new knowledge 

and skills and apply them to adapt and respond to changes in the external environment. 

6. Culture: An organization's culture can play a significant role in its ability to adapt and 

respond to changes in the external environment, as it can influence the behavior and 

decision-making of employees. 

 We formulated the following propositions: 

P1: The VUCA environment poses a significant challenge for organizations in terms of survival 

and growth. 

P2: Strategic flexibility analysis is a process that organizations can use to identify potential 

threats and opportunities, evaluate their readiness to respond, and develop plans to increase 

their adaptability to the VUCA environment. The use of strategic flexibility analysis is 

positively related to the ability of an organization to adapt to the VUCA environment. 

Organizations that successfully conduct strategic flexibility analysis and use data effectively 

will be better equipped to respond to changes in the VUCA environment, leading to improved 

organizational performance. 

P3: The effectiveness of strategic flexibility analysis in organizational adaptation to VUCA 

environment may vary depending on the organization's industry, size, and structure. 
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P4: Strategic flexibility analysis can be influenced by internal factors such as organizational 

culture, leadership, and resources,  

P5: Strategic flexibility analysis can be influenced by external factors such as Economic 

conditions, Competitor activities, Technology, Legal and regulatory environment, Political 

and social environment, Natural disasters and events, Consumer behavior, Demographic 

changes, Globalization, and Supply chain disruptions. 

The conceptual framework is represented graphically as shown in figure 2. This 

framework illustrates that the VUCA environment poses a challenge for organizations and the 

use of strategic flexibility analysis can help organizations to adapt and improve their 

performance. The effectiveness of strategic flexibility analysis can be influenced by both internal 

and external factors. 

Figure 3:  

Conceptual Framework for the Role of Strategic Flexibility Analysis in adaptation to VUCA 
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Findings and Discussion 

The findings of our review and the conceptual framework suggest that strategic flexibility 

analysis plays a significant role in facilitating organizational adaptation to VUCA environments. 

A number of studies found that strategic flexibility was positively related to organizational 

adaptation in the face of environmental uncertainty. Other research has focused on the specific 

mechanisms through which strategic flexibility enables organizational adaptation, including 

increased levels of organizational learning and the ability to innovate and change business 

models in response to changing market conditions. 

Some studies also found the use of strategic flexibility analysis to be positively related to 

organizational performance in VUCA environments. In addition, a number of studies found that 

the culture of an organization played a role in its ability to adapt and respond to changes in the 

external environment, with organizations that valued adaptability and encouraged learning and 

innovation being more successful in VUCA environments. 

Overall, strategic flexibility analysis plays a critical role in helping organizations adapt 

to VUCA environments by providing a systemic approach for evaluating an organization's 

ability to respond to changes in the external environment and for identifying areas for 

improvement. By regularly conducting strategic flexibility analysis, organizations can stay 

attuned to the external environment and develop the necessary skills and resources to adapt and 

thrive in dynamic and uncertain conditions. 

Organizational adaptation to uncertain environments is the process of making changes to 

an organization's structure, processes, and strategies in order to better align with the changing 

external environment. In a VUCA environment, organizations must be able to quickly and 

effectively adapt in order to maintain their competitiveness and survive. One key aspect of 
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organizational adaptation is the ability to anticipate and respond to changes in the environment. 

This can involve monitoring external changes and identifying potential future scenarios, as well 

as developing a range of strategic options that can be used to respond to different scenarios. 

Organizations that are able to anticipate and respond to changes in the environment are better 

equipped to maintain their competitiveness and survive. 

Another key aspect of organizational adaptation is the ability to accumulate and utilize 

relevant resources and capabilities. This can involve identifying and assessing internal resources 

and capabilities, such as organizational structure, culture, and knowledge, as well as external 

resources, such as partnerships and alliances. Organizations that are able to effectively utilize 

their resources and capabilities are better equipped to respond to changes in the environment. 

Human Resource Development and VUCA - Implications for Research, Theory and 

Practice 

Some implications of VUCA environments for HRD research, theory, and practice include: 

The need for continuous learning and development: VUCA environments require 

organizations to continuously adapt and evolve to stay competitive. Human resource 

development (HRD) functions like training programs and professional development 

opportunities are critical for building the skills and knowledge necessary to respond to changing 

circumstances. HRD should focus on developing content that provides employees with exposure 

to new ideas and ways of thinking, while also teaching practical skills that can be applied on the 

job. Training content may need to be updated frequently to address emerging needs. HRD can 

also promote a culture of learning through formulating theory to practice frameworks for 

organizations to develop initiatives like tuition assistance, internal mentorships, and incentives 
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for acquiring new skills. The goal is to ingrain continuous improvement and lifelong learning as 

core organizational values. 

The importance of agility and adaptability: Nimbleness and flexibility are essential for 

organizations operating in turbulent VUCA settings. HRD plays a key role in cultivating these 

traits through approaches like agile training methodologies which emphasize versatility and 

responsiveness. HRD can train employees on design thinking, improvisation techniques, and 

other frameworks to enhance organizational adaptability. Leadership training should focus on 

fostering the mindsets and behaviors that underpin organizational agility, like managing 

ambiguity, collaboration, and calculated risk-taking. HRD should also leverage tools like 

scenario planning, simulations, and war-gaming to sharpen strategic and crisis response 

capabilities. The overarching aim is to develop an agile and adaptive workforce at all levels. 

The role of leadership development: Strong leadership is integral for organizations 

navigating uncertainty and complexity. HRD has a vital role in developing leaders who can steer 

organizations through turbulence. Leadership training should equip leaders to effectively manage 

ambiguity, think strategically, foster collaboration, empower others, and serve as role models for 

organizational values. HRD can provide coaching and mentoring to support the continual 

development of leaders. Programs should combine conceptual knowledge with experiential 

learning like simulations of crisis scenarios. Leadership development should focus on cultivating 

the resilience, emotional intelligence, and strategic and critical thinking required to make sound 

decisions amid volatility. The goal is to produce leaders who can successfully guide 

organizations through disorder. 

The need for flexibility in HRD practices: VUCA environments demand that HRD 

practices themselves be flexible and adaptive to effectively meet changing organizational needs. 
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HRD should utilize varied learning approaches including on-the-job training, e-learning 

modules, and hands-on experiential learning. Programs should incorporate real-time feedback 

and continuously evolve content and delivery methods based on that input. HRD should identify 

skills gaps rapidly by leveraging workforce analytics and design targeted interventions. Efforts 

should focus on instilling a growth mindset and culture of learning across the organization. By 

remaining nimble and responsive, HRD can fulfill emerging development needs and drive 

organizational adaptation. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the literature suggests that strategic flexibility analysis plays a critical role in 

facilitating organizational adaptation to VUCA environments. Organizations need continuous 

learning, agility, adaptive leadership, and flexible HRD practices to thrive in turbulent VUCA 

environments. HRD can better empower organizational success by providing a systematic 

approach for evaluating an organization's ability to respond to changes in the external 

environment and for identifying areas for improvement. Strategic flexibility framework enables 

organizations to stay attuned to the external environment and develop the necessary skills and 

resources to adapt and thrive in dynamic and uncertain conditions. The use of strategic flexibility 

analysis may be associated with increased levels of organizational learning and innovation, 

which can further enhance an organization's adaptability. Finally, organizations that cultivate a 

culture that supports adaptability may be better able to adapt and respond to changes in the 

external environment. 
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