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VUCA CArEEr DEVEloPmEnt… for A VUCA WorlD

Employees value career development. that’s not news. Countless studies highlight ‘opportunities to learn and grow’ as 

a significant factor driving whether an employee stays with an organization or chooses the proverbial greener pasture. 

And the ‘pasture’ looks greener than ever to an increasing number of workers. As we return to a post-pandemic 

world, employees are indeed eyeing a change. Estimates vary, but surveys indicate that 25% - 40% of the 

workforce is on the hunt for a new job. fortunately, leaders have a remedy right at their fingertips for the predicted 

mass exodus. Doubling down on relevant, timely development could well stem the tide of workers who might be 

considering voting with their feet.

Post-Pandemic Employee Flight Risk

It’s clear that managers who are intentional, proactive, consistent, and inclusive with their development practices 

will not only set their employees up for career success; they’re also in the best possible position to withstand the 

‘Great resignation’.

So, read on to learn the ways in which career development practices are changing…and what leaders can do to 

stay ahead of the curve as they develop, delight, and retain employees. 
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VUCA Development for a VUCA World

toDAY ’S CArEEr DEVEloPmEnt lAnDSCAPE
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the past year has brought into clear focus 

what we’ve known for quite some time: career 

development is not keeping up with the speed 

of business.  And organizations can no longer 

let it lag. We need a nimble workplace. one 

that’s even more resilient than ever before. 

one that’s agile and able to pivot quickly 

and strategically. All of this has profound 

implications for leaders and for development.

the reality of today’s workplace is that career 

development must adjust - becoming faster, 

more flexible, and more frequent than in the 

past. traditional approaches like attending 

professional conference and formal training 

session are great (and, thanks to technology, 

more accessible than ever) but leaders can 

no longer count on event-driven activities as 

the primary sources to build a vital, capable, 

change-ready, and future-proofed workforce. 

far from it.

for many of us, the events of the past 18 

months have crystallized our understanding 

of just how VUCA the world we live in is. 

And because the world is VUCA, career 

development must be as well.

VERSATILE – Career 

success today 

demands an 

unprecedented level of 

flexibility, adaptability, 

and versatility. ‘multi-

purpose’ is the name of 

the game. Becoming 

a multi-purpose player. 

Developing multi-

purpose skills. this helps 

employees add more 

value while keeping 

pace, shifting gears, 

and responding fluidly, 

nimbly and quickly. 

Versatility supports 

career disruption, 

preparing people to 

remain in a perpetual 

state of readiness to 

perceive and pivot 

toward possibilities. 

A versatile mindset 

and approach to 

development are 

essential to sustainable 

success.

UPLIFTING – for 

career development 

to get the attention 

it deserves (and to 

break through the din 

of organizational noise 

and priorities) it has 

to mean something. 

Employees won’t put 

forth the discretionary 

effort required to 

pursue plans and goals 

if they don’t have an 

emotional connection 

to them. As a result, 

powerful development 

includes an affective 

dimension… with 

activities and elements 

that leave people 

inspired, energized, 

and uplifted.

CHOICE-FILLED – 

In the past, career 

development was 

guided by career 

paths that served as 

status maps. But what 

happens if there’s a 

roadblock, accident, 

or just the desire to take 

a more scenic route? 

Career development 

in today’s disruptive 

environment requires 

trading those maps for 

dynamic GPS systems 

that offer current 

data about changing 

conditions and options 

for moving forward. the 

best career plans are 

the ones with many 

decision points, options, 

and possible roads 

forward. these choices, 

teamed with versatility 

and adaptability, allow 

for real-time rerouting 

to take advantage of 

evolving possibilities 

as they present 

themselves.

ACTIVE – Gone 

are the days of 

employees being 

passive consumers 

of organizationally-

driven career 

development services. 

today employees 

and leaders actively 

partner to co-create 

opportunities for 

growth. But employees 

must really own 

their development. 

they must make a 

conscious choice to 

prioritize growth and 

commit to the work 

and actions required to 

make it happen.
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An UPDAtED mInDSEt, CADEnCE, AnD APProACH

Although career development experts have predicted the death of the ‘career ladder’ for many years, the metaphor has proved stubbornly entrenched in 

our organizational and individual psyches. Career development language is still threaded with terminology that suggests an upward trajectory. Words like 

‘advancement,’ ‘path,’ and ‘promotion,’ point to a linear progression. there’s a pervasive mindset that implies, ‘If you’re not advancing to new roles and titles, 

you’re not developing in your career.’ And yet, opportunities to develop through promotions are inherently limited, which leads to frustration, disengagement, and 

the feeling that career development is not available.

Combatting this old-school thinking requires that we reimagine development—as an experience that’s not linear, but instead is overlapping, fluid and flexible. 

It’s time to consider a new mindset—one that holds career development to a different standard, ensuring that it offers the agility that encourages employees to 

grow in relevant and meaningful ways that allow them to thrive.  Imagine the power of employees and leaders collaborating to curate experiences and build 

competencies that align with the changeable, rapid pace of today’s workplace. 

Imagine the universe of possibilities when we expand our focus beyond the comfortable, predictable hierarchical climb. Imagine the engagement, growth, and 

results that come along with VUCA development.

VUCA career development is designed to help leaders keep up with ever-changing workplace requirements and employee expectations. Career development 

is no longer linear (‘Do this and you can become that’.) As a result, frequent conversations offer the flexibility required for the kind of organic growth that 

characterizes development today. Effective leaders are finding that it’s better to iterate and generate multiple possibilities and choose those activities that serve 

multiple purposes over time.
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Identify 
Multiple 
Goals

Generate 
Possible 
Actions

Synergize 
Across Goals 
and Actions

Determine 
Next Steps

Get Ready to 
Change

A VUCA Variation on Development Dialogue

there’s no rule that says that leaders and employees 

must accomplish everything required for career 

development in one big meeting or conversation. 

In fact, breaking it up into multiple, shorter 

conversations allows for deeper reflection, more 

thoughtful exchanges, and better ideas overall. 

this consistent cadence communicates to 

employees that managers aren’t checking 

a requirement box but rather are genuinely 

invested in the relationship and growth. this 

contributes powerfully to trust, rapport, and 

retention.

So, how can you engage in this kind of VUCA 

development? Consider the following five topics 

or conversations to engage in with employees. 

these short conversations can be layered over 

time to ensure ongoing growth and cement a 

development relationship. (of course, you can 

combine them when necessary or helpful.)
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Identify 
Multiple 
Goals

Generate 
Possible 
Actions

Synergize 
Across Goals 
and Actions

IDENTIFY MULTIPLE GOALS. 

the business landscape is fast-changing, creating 

opportunities as well as challenges on nearly a daily basis. As 

a result, the old-style approach of identifying one career goal 

and focusing upon it exclusively is a huge liability for today’s 

employees. VUCA career development means concurrently 

pursuing multiple paths and destinations—and being willing to 

pivot, shift, turn and adjust as the ‘road conditions’ change. 

Get this conversation started with questions like: 

• What does success look like to you?

• How would you like to contribute differently/more?

• What kind of work would you like to be doing more of/less of?

• What would you like to be able to do that you’re not capable or 

confident enough to do today?

GENERATE POSSIBLE ACTIONS. 

Similar to generating multiple goals, you and the employee will want to jointly generate 

multiple possible actions. Get creative. Don’t rely exclusively upon formal training, 

workshops and webinars. While important, these represent a drop in the ocean of 

development actions that are available in most organizations. Consider job shadowing, 

coaching, mentoring, opportunities for greater visibility, and experience-based learning via 

special projects and stretch assignments. Incorporate actions that are 

a balance of longer-horizon projects and short, quick-hit activities 

that employees can fit within and around other responsibilities.

Get this conversation started with questions like: 

• How could you make that happen?

• Who could help you make that happen?

• What activities will bring you closer to your goal?

• What experiences could offer the growth you need?

SYNERGIZE ACROSS GOALS AND ACTIONS.   

Given how many of us find ourselves working in a ‘time desert,’ 

the most promising and productive career development activities 

advance more than one goal simultaneously. (this is multitasking at 

its finest.) look for synergies among activities. See how many birds 

you can feed with one crumb. this is an excellent time to leverage 

the ‘C’ in VUCA—giving employees choice in how they implement 

their development activities—and having multiple choices on the 

table.

Get this conversation started with questions like:

• Which goals and actions are most 

interesting to you right now?

• Where do you see common 

threads across your goals?

• Which possible actions could 

help you achieve multiple 

goals?

• Which actions could have the 

greatest impact?
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GET READY TO 

CHANGE.

these kinds of 

development 

conversations and 

iterative plans are 

the antithesis of a ‘one 

and done’ event. they 

represent an ongoing 

process of reflection and 

refinement that leaders and 

employees jointly engage 

in over time. As a result, don’t 

get too invested in the plan (and 

encourage employees to do the same) 

because we all know that plans change 

frequently in a VUCA world.

this means routinely revisiting with employees, checking in on how they’re doing, 

refining assumptions and action steps based upon changing conditions, interests, and 

opportunities. this type of mindset and cadence transform career development into 

the agile endeavor required for long-term success.

Get this conversation started with questions like:

• How are you tracking toward implementing your steps and achieving your goal?

• What have you learned?

• What’s changed – either with the business or you – that might require adjusting your 

plan?

• What needs to change to ensure that your development efforts remain on track?

DETERMINE NEXT STEPS.

Even this more iterative and agile 

approach to development requires 

a concrete understanding of what 

steps are required to generate 

progress and move toward goals. 

While it's not generally necessary to 

create complex documentation or 

detailed project plans, a few minutes to 

think through the specific actions and timelines 

will enhance accountability (which must always rest with the 

employee) as well as results.

Get this conversation started with questions like:    

• How can you move this/these action(s) forward?

• What steps will you take and by when?

• What obstacles might you encounter and how will you address 

them?

• What or whose support will be required?

Get Ready 
to Change

Determine 
Next Steps
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StArt SmAll,  BUt StArt SomEWHErE

A fInAl WorD

there’s little doubt that career development has been forever 

altered by the rapid pace of change in the workplace. leaders who 

adopt a new mindset and follow a VUCA-style playbook will help their 

employees enjoy better, nimbler, and more effective development. 

Coupled with frequent, fluid conversations, leaders can keep career 

growth front-and-center with their team. And they’ll send the message 

that career success is an ongoing, iterative process, owned by the 

employee and supported by the leader.
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ABoUt tHE AUtHor

ArE YoU looKInG to GEt BEttEr rESUltS from YoUr CArEEr 
DEVEloPmEnt EffortS? JUlIE IS AVAIlABlE to HElP. 

Engaging keynote presentations (live and virtual), consultation with human resources and talent development professionals, and leadership training are available to ensure 

that career development delivers the engagement, satisfaction and retention you’re looking for. Contact Julie for more information.

You can keep up with Julie through her blog, LinkedIn and Twitter.

www.JulieWinkleGiulioni.com • Julie@JulieWinkleGiulioni.com

Julie Winkle Giulioni
Julie Winkle Giulioni is a champion for workplace growth and development and works with executives and 

leaders to optimize the potential within their organizations. one of Inc. magazine’s top 100 speakers, she’s 

also the co-author of the international bestseller, Help Them Grow or Watch Them Go: Career Conversations 

Organizations Need and Employees Want, translated into seven languages.

Julie is a regular columnist for training Industry magazine and SmartBrief contributing articles on leadership, 

career development, and workplace trends to numerous publications including the Economist. Julie’s next 

book, Promotions Are SO Yesterday: Redefine Career Development. Help Employees Thrive, will be released 

by AtD Press in march 2022.

https://www.juliewinklegiulioni.com/speaking/
https://www.juliewinklegiulioni.com/training/
https://www.juliewinklegiulioni.com/more-information/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/juliewinklegiulioni/
https://www.juliewinklegiulioni.com/blog/

