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Abstract

Today’s business environment is best described as VUCA – Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, 
and Ambiguous. VUCA is the expression of the fact that the rate of change is outpacing our 
capability to adapt. As a result, businesses, industries, and careers are being disrupted faster 
than ever before. Within any company, association, or entity, whether public or private, the 
situations to be managed have become more complex. The obligation to decide on issues 
characterised by uncertainty and unpredictability, for which the recycling of old schemes or the 
use of traditional tools based on rational analysis are not sufficiently operational, leads to the 
weakening of managerial staff. This has a direct impact on people: staff turnover, absenteeism, 
addiction, and even an increase in burnouts. This increases the frequency of reorganisations and 
change management practices. Having to constantly deal with ambiguity can lead to anxiety 
and doubts and can decrease the level of trust in organizations. We must seriously rethink how 
we lead ourselves, others, and our organisations. An EU-financed project called ProCESS aims 
at tackling these problems. ProCESS addresses the lack of training in the field of complexity 
management in higher education. The lack of training leads to the underperformance of many 
organisations. ProCESS aims at developing new ways of training future managers, the main 
lever being the development of so-called SES (Sensorial/Emotional/Spiritual) skills on an equal 
basis with hard skills to train managers to sense and to feel, as well as to understand.

Keywords: complexity, higher education, management, VUCA

1. Introduction

Traditional management research considers organizations as machine-like mechanisms 
that can be controlled [1] and that need some hierarchical management. These kinds of 
management models functioned well in the context of physical production [2], but in today’s 
VUCA environment they do not work. There has been a change from traditional management 
theories towards the complexity theory in defining the context of organizations [3].
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The complexity theory suggests that organizations tend to self-organize themselves to a 
state where they regulate themselves. Any complex systems have emergent properties that 
cannot be reduced to the mere properties of their parts. The behaviour of these systems is 
unpredictable and uncontrollable, and it cannot be described in any complete manner. [4] The 
complexity theory posits that systems begin as collections of individual actors who organize 
themselves and new structures and behaviours emerge as the actors act and react to each 
other creating value because of individual interactions. The emergent result is often more 
than, or qualitatively different from, the sum of individual actions [5]. In sum, a complex 
system is unstable and open. It is a conjunction of order and disorder where antagonistic 
logics exist, which evolves by bifurcations, and which is the seat of multiple and diversified 
interactions [6].

Many authors [6], [7] have raised the question of the management of complexity, agreeing 
that the apprehension of complex problems presupposes not remaining within a rational 
approach, but rather benefits from other approaches such as art, religion, or philosophy, 
and hence, assumes the mobilisation of various human capacities other than exclusively 
rational thought. However, few companies take these new approaches into account. The 
solutions that have been provided by so far can almost exclusively considered as a mere 
means of support in stress reduction and in helping an individual find balance, rather than 
as a real performance factor and a response to dealing with complexity. There is thus a need 
to engineer the mobilisation of all kinds of capacities, emotional, sensorial and spiritual, so 
that they may be implemented in organisations and in management training as vital factor 
affecting performance.

ProCESS (Processing Complexity with Emotional, Sensorial and Spiritual capacities) is an 
educational project that will invent new ways of training both students and current managers 
on how to address complexity, with the main lever being the development of “SES (Sensorial 
/ Emotional / Spiritual) skills”, on an equal basis with hard skills. ProCESS project aims at 
tackling the challenge of decision making in organizations because decision making based on 
facts and rational approaches is no longer sustainable in the VUCA world. Indeed, the more 
complex decisions become, the less executives can rely on rational approaches only [8]. In 
this context it is appropriate that higher education institutions’ curricula continue to evolve 
and explore different ways to better equip students as future leaders, perhaps in radical ways.

Another challenge is the underperformance of organizations. The lack of decisiveness and 
the occurrence of delays have a cost. The correlation between the quality of work-life and 
economic performance is largely established [9]. These pitfalls have an indirect impact on 
companies’ attractiveness, leading to difficulties in recruiting young managers since the 
younger generation considers well-being at work an essential criterion when making a career 
choice. Thus, ProCESS aims at developing a methodology to deal with complex management 
cases through alternating sequences of mobilisation of Sensory, Emotional, and Spiritual 
(SES) skills, in addition to rational capacities and to test this methodology on real business 
cases. In addition, ProCESS aims at training new types of trainers such as philosophers, artists, 
architects, etc., in SES skills and develop a new niche of activity for them.
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2. Literature review

Simple problems can be solved with common analytic methods like data collection and 
analysis by defining the problems more precisely or by breaking them into smaller parts that 
can be solved in isolation by different people. Partial solutions to a bigger problem can be 
integrated into an overall solution, because there are no significant interconnections between 
the parts and all participants share the same values and targets. [10] [11].

Complex problems are the opposite of simple problems that can be laborious but are always 
solvable. Complex problems involve many parties that have their own needs, values, and 
priorities. It is very hard to find a solution for complex problems because the problem changes 
every time it is tried to be solved. There are no prior solutions that could be utilized when 
solving a new problem because problems tend to be unique. It is also very hard to estimate 
how the attempt to solve the problem has succeeded. [12] When it is not possible to solve 
problems in isolation, it becomes difficult to deal with differing assumptions and values of 
people. Systemic problems get in touch with misunderstandings, assumptions, and beliefs. 
Just improving communication or trust is not enough. [11]

Organizations encounter complex problems usually in situations where they face continuous 
change or unforeseen challenges. This can happen anywhere: in strategic development, 
in product management, in design, etc. [12] [13] In complex environment, the parties lack 
common world view, common values or common ethics, and people are looking at the 
problem from different perspective and planning strategies [14].

It is possible that the reason lying behind the problems linked with learning and innovation is 
eventually the fact that complex problems connected with the improvement of operations 
have traditionally been solved using thinking, tools, techniques, and action patterns that 
were based on expertise and considered adequate at some point of time in the past. [15] 
Though the challenges met by the companies have changed, the thinking patterns, the ways 
of working or the styles of management have not necessarily evolved in the same pace [16], 
and there is still a tendency to solve complex problems with thinking patters, tools and 
methods that used to work for simple problems. [10], [12], [17].

Why then organizations tend to stick to procedures that used to work in the past? This 
phenomenon is psychological: human mind tends to perceive things that support prevailing 
conceptions, which, in turn, strengthens prior conceptions. When contradictory signals are 
omitted, organizations lean on procedures that have become outdated. [18], [19]

Usually, organizations try to solve problems using an authoritarian strategy by letting few 
people solve the problem. These experts have the power to define the problem and its solution 
[20]. This is a way to tame the problem. Instead of facing its wickedness, it is simplified to 
make it more manageable. [17] However, organizations must learn how to solve or cope with 
challenges from different perspectives that represent different stakeholders. In practice it 
is about the organizational ability to handle different paradoxical situations in daily life in a 
productive way. [21], [22], [23], [24], [25]
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The new ways of working demand self-guidance from the employees. Ability to self-
organizing is expected both from individuals and from teams. However, this is not possible 
without an even closer interaction between the employees and management. This is called 
the paradox of self-guidance. Self-guidance does not mean the quantitative diminishing of 
managerial work but, instead, its development in terms of quality. [25], [26] The paradox of 
learning means that a lot of old information must be removed before new information can 
be adopted. The paradox of organizing means that both creativity and discipline must be 
present at once. The paradox of belonging means that collaboration requires both cohesion 
and difference. [22] The paradox of innovation and effectiveness [28], [9] refers to the fact 
that organizations must be able to generate new know-how while simultaneously utilize 
the existing know-how. Understanding paradox situations and problems helps to find many 
possible solutions instead of one right solution.

Redefining organizational practices means moving away from mass production efficiencies, 
hierarchical organisation, and central control, and introducing flexible, learning organizations 
that constantly change and solve problems through interconnected, self-organizing 
processes. [3] Organizations process information in three situations: to understand their 
environment, to create new information and to take decisions. A common denominator for 
problem solving methods based on co-operation is shared understanding and sensemaking. 
It is possible that people in the organization do not agree on everything, but they share a 
common view on issues that are meaningful for the organization. [30] Shared understanding 
means that stakeholders understand each other’s position so that they can use collective 
wisdom when solving problems. It helps individuals in the network to work independently 
to achieve common targets. The empowerment of individuals helps them create innovations 
and adapt to turbulent conditions. [13]

It is impossible to find an optimal solution for a complex problem, but it is possible for 
organizations to learn to handle them. Simple techniques are the best. Involving stakeholders, 
documenting opinions, and communicating helps organizations to handle complex problems 
by using social planning processes instead of systematic ones. Emphasizing action and 
experiment and adopting proactive orientation is important even though results are 
uncertain. [12]

As the complexity of context increases, organizations must increase their own complexity 
to correspond the complexity level of their environment, because it takes complexity to 
defeat complexity [2]. Organizations in complex environments have consciously given up 
pursuing order and control and this is reflected in the ways of working and managing. They 
are operating at the “edge of chaos”, which is the balance necessary for adaptation and self-
organization to occur. There are a many positive features, such as flexibility, autonomy and 
robustness, that traditional mechanistic organizations lack. The positive qualities are aspects 
of the process of self-organization, where order is created out of disorder. These kinds of 
systems organize themselves to the state where they want to be and where they regulate 
themselves as to better cope with internal and external conflicts and this allows them to 
adapt to a constantly changing environment. [4]
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In a complex environment, the employees must try to collaborate. Thus, flatter hierarchies, 
decentralization of decision-making, self-organization, emergence, the empowerment of 
employees and the creation of new order are key characteristics of complex systems [3], 
[31] In complex environment there is a need for other kinds of ways of working and ways of 
managing. The probe, sense and respond model becomes useful for the management [32].

3. Data and method

There are four higher education institution partners and four company partners in the project. 
One partner in the project is a soft-skills evaluation company whose task is to develop new 
assessment tools for SES Skills. The higher education partners’ goals are to ensure the 
employability of graduates and make the graduates more efficient in a complex working 
environment by helping them to become creative and innovative individuals.

Thus, ProCESS intends to enhance individual potential and equip graduates with the 
knowledge and core competences they need to succeed in high-skill occupations.

ProCESS will involve 192 students from France, Romania, Finland, and Latvia, who will be 
coached by academic and company coaches from four universities and four companies, and 
by a varying number of SES skills trainers. Exploitability and replicability of ProCESS will be 
verified in private and public sectors such as health, public service, media, and consulting. The 
development of ProCESS’ training modules is planned in cooperation with companies and 
thus, the project outcomes will improve the quality and efficiency of education by matching 
learned skills with the requirements of working life.

The companies in the project are Sanofi, which has explored the fields of emotional 
intelligence, positive psychology and mindfulness (400 employees took part in Sanofi’s 
“Positive Leadership Program”), DE Klausen, the owner of which believes that new skills, 
particularly emotional and spiritual, are required for managers to succeed in the current 
constantly changing business environment, Keskisuomalainen, which is a media company in a 
very disruptive organizational environment where digitalization is challenging its traditional 
business model, and Latvia’s National Post that is seeking levers to expand its modern high 
standard customer service through new management practices and innovative experiences.

ProCESS will deliver a methodology (Figure 1) to respond to changing needs in the wider 
economy and shape the careers of tomorrow; prepare individuals for today’s varied and 
unpredictable career paths, training them in skills such as the ability to think critically, 
take initiative, solve problems, and work collaboratively. It is necessary to improve the 
correspondence between the training of managers and the reality of managing within 
complexity.
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FIGURE 1. Global architecture of the project

ProCESS has four operational objectives: 1) Develop an original and innovative method 
of dealing with complex problems by mobilising the SES skills, and four training modules 
targeting the development of SES Skills. 2) Test the method in real situations with students 
under the supervision of both academics and practicing managers to ensure its operability 
and to assess its efficiency. 3) Deploy the four developed training modules both in higher 
education institutions and in professional education programmes. 4) Set up a pool of trainers 
in SES skills, “SESS trainers”, and integrate them into a global network of change makers.

Higher education institutions will lead ProCESS’s innovative HEI-company model, involving 
students, current managers, and SESS trainers (Figure 2). In practice HEIs will contribute 
to the organisation and co-coaching of 12 transnational groups of students including: 1) 
The provision of an adequate academic framework mobilizing 1 academic coach per HEI. 2) 
The organisation of 3 winter schools. 3) The setting up of a new model for management 
training that will be tested, evaluated, improved, and disseminated. 4) The modelling 
of ProCESS methodology by the release of articles and publications. 5) The setting up of 
quality assurance criteria and evaluation criteria that are common to all partners. 6) The 
harmonisation of a grading system providing 5 ECTS credits to each participating student. 7) 
Common arrangements for mobilities.
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Enterprises are the centrepiece of ProCESS. They will provide complex situations in which 
ProCESS methodology can be experimented and ProCESS training modules can be tested. 
Each enterprise will contribute to the: 1) Definition of 3 complex management cases (1 
per year) and their presentation to students. 2) Co-coaching of 12 transnational groups of 
students mobilising 1 coach per enterprise. 3) Leading of the winter school jury which will 
evaluate the quality of the action plans proposed by the students. 4) Testing of the four SESS 
training modules to provide valuable feedback for their improvement. 5) Reviewing of all 
tools and materials developed by the HEIs.

Figure 2 Details of testing ProCESS
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To evaluate ProCESS results and impacts one of the challenges is to develop a new tool 
to assess SES skills. The objectives related to the development of assessment method are 
1) The fostering of a personal transformation of the students related to SES skills and the 
enhancement of these skills in complex problem resolution 2) The Impact of ProCESS’s 
methodology on the case resolution and 3) The ability to be a SES trainer. This means that the 
assessment must measure soft skills to improve self-awareness of students and to develop a 
questionnaire to assess the potential transformation of students’ SES skills.

4. Expected findings

The expected results and achievements following the implementation of the project are: 
1) A validated methodology for the treatment of complex management cases. 2) Training 
modules included in the curricula of HEIs and offered as HR development tools in companies. 
3) Trainers who are trained to develop SES Skills. 4) Current and future managers capable of 
further mobilizing their SES Skills.

By bringing together various disciplines and by verifying the applicability of ProCESS method, 
ProCESS intends to increase the global performance of current and future managers while 
improving their well-being, as well as that of their collaborators. It is this deficit which 
ProCESS aims to treat by granting “sensing” and “feeling” the importance they deserve, 
developing a method of training these skills in different contexts and in relation to different 
business issues, and equipping the managers of today and tomorrow to understand and deal 
with complexity.

The innovative nature of ProCESS reveals itself through systematically combining non 
rational and rational skills, fostering a holistic approach, giving a real place to SES skills in 
management training and in businesses, convening standardized workshops which summon, 
in turn, the sensory, the emotional and the spiritual, to address real complex cases and filling 
a void in management training which entails a lack of trainers (SESS trainers).

The aim of ProCESS is to teach current and future managers to break out of traditional thought 
patterns, complement traditional methods of analysis, upset their established intellectual 
order, broaden their perspectives, and aid them in the ability to de-centre themselves. 
ProCESS offers an openness that national or regional approaches would not allow in such a 
complex area. Indeed, ProCESS has multicultural inputs, approaches and heterogeneity that 
lead to the analysis of situations from different points of view and sensitivities, and therefore 
a proliferation of ideas and the restitution of a broad range of solutions which will infuse 
companies from various sectors.
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5. Conclusions

The project challenges sixteen international student teams every year to solve complex 
management cases. This will spur innovation and the discovery of novel solutions and tests 
the ProCESS methodology on a European scale. ProCESS’ new training approach will improve 
agility in decision making of current and future managers for more performance, give rise to 
new teaching profiles and fields, and lead to sustainable changes in management habits and 
improved well-being at work.

Benefits for higher education institutions in short term are the development of the SES Skills 
of the students, the readiness to use SESS training modules to be exploited in bachelor and 
master programmes, the ability to gather a SESS trainer workforce, the readiness to offer 
expertise in dealing with complex cases, and the ability to provide standard cases that are re-
usable in academic contexts. Long term benefits include the attraction of new students, the 
reinforcement of links with companies, the mobility of SESS trainers between partner higher 
education institutions, and the provision of general and/or tailored training for companies.

Benefits for enterprises in the short term are action plans for 12 cases (4 companies x 3 
cases), testing the ProCESS methodology and assessing whether they want to import it to 
their HR development, challenging their managers with new training methods, gaining new 
management skills, identifying potential new employees (future leaders) among participating 
students, valuable new contacts and impulses for further cooperation, and getting exposure 
through the re-utilisation of their cases by the academic world. Long term benefits include 
contribution to the social responsibility of enterprises, well-being at work and better relations 
between managers and staff, less staff turnover, attractiveness for millennials, and visibility 
through ProCESS outputs.
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