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COPING WITH AMBIGUITY, UNCERTAINTY AND RISK 

Make decisions dealing with ambiguity, uncertainty and risk 

 

 Make decisions when the result of that decision is uncertain, when 
the information available is partial or ambiguous, or when there is a 

risk of unintended outcomes 
 Within the value-creating process, include structured ways of testing 

ideas and prototypes from the early stages, to reduce risks of failing 

 Handle fast-moving situations promptly and flexibly 

 

‘When the only thing that’s certain in life is ‘uncertainty’ then why fret about 

what we can’t control’. Narinder Bhatia 

Foundation Level 

Learners are not afraid of making mistakes while trying new things. 

Intermediate Level 

Learners can evaluate the benefits and risks of alternative options and make choices that 

reflect their preferences. 

Advanced Level 

Learners can weigh up risks and make decisions despite uncertainty and ambiguity. 

 

 

 



 

   4 

 

Coping with Ambiguity, Uncertainty and Risk - what is it all 
about? 

This competency is all about dealing with change and risk. In life and in business, change 

and risk are always just around the corner. Being able to plan for them and cope with them 

are essential skills.  

 

Ambiguity and Uncertainty 

Change is inevitable. Without it, we would all become stagnant. Although it might not 

always feel like it, no two days are the same, and human beings are always being challenged 

through unexpected (and sometimes expected) events which require us to change or adapt 

our expectations. To be successful, you must be able to adapt to change and deal with 

ambiguity. Ambiguous situations often come with a lot of question marks and unknown 

territory. It is natural to feel stress when presented with these situations. However, the 

difference between success and failure lies in your ability to deal with ambiguity. 

By definition, someone who is able to deal with ambiguity “can effectively cope with 

change, shift gears comfortably, decide and act without having the total picture, and handle 

risk and uncertainty.”  Those with a strong ability to deal with ambiguity are often described 

as adaptable, flexible, and comfortable with uncertainty. They see change as an opportunity 

rather than something to fear. 

 

Risk 

Many things in life and business carry risk. Arguably, all things! Even setting out of the house 

in the morning has an element of risk. Businesses, governments and institutions have a duty 

of care to their employees/citizens/clients regarding risk, which has to be carefully assessed 

and planned for. Teachers planning school trips are required to complete detailed risk 

assessments for all types of situations such as traffic accidents and staff illness, so that they 

can be dealt with effectively. The insurance industry is built on us safeguarding against risk 

and uncertainty.  

For this competency, understanding the risks involved in business planning and mitigating 

against them are important, as are understanding the risks involved in travelling abroad or 

volunteering and considering how to minimise them. However, equally important is realising 

that success is never achieved without an element of risk and being prepared to step out of 

your comfort zone. 
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IBM: Managerial Decision Making 

The global management company, IBM, teach their managers how to plan and make decisions using 

this chart.  
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When have you faced change or uncertainty in your life? 

Life is never static and although changes can be difficult you will already have experienced 

plenty of them in your lives. Some you will have sailed through and others you may have 

struggled with. It is totally normal to be afraid of change or stepping out of your comfort 

zone. 

 

Which of the following have you experienced? 

Changing school 

Joining a new team 

Moving house 

Bereavement 

Starting a new job 

Parents divorcing 

Changing friendship groups 

Splitting up from a boyfriend/girlfriend 

 

 

 

In the future you will face many more changes and risks. Being open and 

accepting that they will be challenging will help you to overcome your initial 

concerns and difficulties. If you can, see them as opportunities. And never be 

afraid of asking for help! 

 



 

   7 

 

We live in a VUCA World 

Where does the term VUCA come from? 

 

VUCA is an acronym used by the American Military. It stands for Volatile, Uncertain, 

Complex and Ambiguous. It was the response of the US Army War College to the collapse of 

the USSR in the early 1990s. Suddenly, Communism was no longer the only enemy, resulting 

in new ways of seeing and reacting. It has now been adopted by businesses to help plan for 

unknown futures. 
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Top tips for Dealing with Ambiguity, Uncertainty and Risk 

 

Learn to Act without Knowing All of the Details 
 
Having the ability to take action without having each and every detail is a key component in 
dealing with ambiguity. When presented with a situation or problem to solve, it is rare that 
you will be given all of the details up front. It is crucial to avoid becoming paralysed by the 
lack of detail or information. You could potentially be waiting for a piece of information that 
may never come. It is certain that somewhere along the way you will make mistakes. For 
this reason, it is important that you are able to make a confident decision without the whole 
picture. 
 
Be Confident and Take Risks 
 
Ambiguous situations often have an element of uncertainty and you must be confident in 
your ability to make a decision and move forward. When you are confident in your ability to 
make good choices, you prevent yourself from being crippled by the inability to make a 
decision at all. Somewhere along the line, you will make a mistake and it is important to 
understand that mistakes are part of learning. Although new situations and change can be 
intimidating, it is essential that you are able to push past the fear and understand that 
taking risks is necessary for growth. 
 
Plan for the Future, but Remain in The Present 
 
Dealing with ambiguity involves being aware of your internal self, and also being aware of 
what is going on around you. If you are in a state of panic about what the future of a 
situation may hold, you are incapable of being truly present. While it is beneficial to have 
guidelines for the future, it is crucial that you are flexible enough to adapt if you are thrown 
a curveball. 
 
Communicate 
 
Communication is a fundamental part of effectively dealing with ambiguity. Have you ever 
heard of an employee being penalized for asking too many questions? Most likely, the 
answer is no.  If your boss or co-worker hands you a task without providing all of the details 
or expectations, never be afraid to ask questions. If you have concerns about what is 
expected from you, communicate this with your boss. 
On the other hand, if you are a boss giving an employee a task, try and provide as much 
detail as possible. Even if you do not have all of the details, do your best to provide clarity 
about what you are expecting from your employee. A simple conversation can be extremely 
beneficial in dealing with an ambiguous task or situation. 
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Embrace Change 
 
In our increasingly fast-paced environment, you must have the ability to embrace change. 
Change is another element that can often bring stress to the workplace for many people. 
Change comes with unanswered questions and, often, unknown expectations. However, 
studies show that change can have a positive impact on an organization and its employees. 
Change encourages innovation, opens new doors, helps your business stay current, and can 
even boost employee morale. In order to advance and succeed you have to become 
comfortable with the discomfort of change. 
Having a strong understanding of how to deal with ambiguity truly is the new business 
imperative and it’s time that we all hop on board. 
 
This article is from: Osborn, C. ‘The Essential Skill for Career Development – Dealing with Ambiguity’ 

(2018) https://thetrainingassociates.com/blog/career-development-skill-ambiguity/ 

 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://thetrainingassociates.com/blog/career-development-skill-ambiguity/
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Change is difficult 
 

 
 
It is crucial to understand and accept that change is difficult and causes 

anxiety. Change can be perceived as both good and bad. All humans adapt to it 

differently, but they will all go through the emotions of the Kubler-Ross curve, 

to a greater or lesser extent. 

Even Olympic medal winners can experience difficulty after they have achieved 

their dream – they may struggle for motivation after reaching the pinnacle of 

success. The key to adapting to change is accepting that you will experience a 

whole range of emotions and they are all normal. Trying to see change as an 

opportunity rather than a challenge is a positive way of dealing with it. 
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Prior to Covid-19, what did businesses identify as the top 10 

global risks? (January 2020)  

1. Cyber incidents 
2. Business interruption 
3. Changes in legislation and regulation 
4. Natural catastrophes 
5. Market developments 
6. Fire, explosion 
7. Climate change 
8. Loss of reputation or brand value 
9. New Technologies 
10. Macroeconomic developments 
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Coping with Ambiguity, Uncertainty and Risk, Case study 1: 

Disaster Management 
 

Case study: Floods in Cumbria (UK)  

In 2009 and 2015 Cumbria suffered from severe flooding. These were events that had not been 

anticipated, but some businesses recovered quicker than others. 

The overall impacts: 

• 2009 flood: £275 million, £124 million to commercial property and businesses 

• 2015 flood (Storm Desmond): £520-662 million, average loss per flooded business: £84,455 

 

Direct Impact 

The floods had a significant impact on infrastructure: mainly the transport network. There were bridge 

and road closures for several months. This obviously affected local people who could not get around 

as normal. Some towns were cut off for several weeks. 

For businesses 

 The floods affected the retail and tourism sectors particularly badly 

 About 41% of businesses were directly affected (2015 event) through flooded premises 

 65% experienced some type of negative impact 

 

 

Indirect impacts – business interruption 

 Indirect losses from business interruption and loss of trade were up to 4 times higher than 

direct losses 

 The duration of business interruption was a crucial factor leading to loss of trade and loss of 

customers 

 The damage to the transport network caused major disruptions for several months, with 

difficulties in the supply chain and inability of customers to access the area 
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Further indirect impacts 

• Positive impacts for construction and building sector 

• Image/ reputational impact: miscommunication in media led to decrease in visitors to 

region for several months 

• Insurance procedures contributed to long business interruption times 

Conclusions 

• Findings emphasize the benefits of a strong community and local network in providing 

support to affected businesses 

• Businesses with previous flood experience and resilience measures implemented 

were able to better cope with the flood impacts 

• Obstacles in implementing resilience measures like insurance or property level 

resilience: lack of financial resources, lack of risk awareness 

• Need for improved strategies for business recovery and resilience 
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Coping with Ambiguity, Uncertainty and Risk, Case Study 2 – 

Covid-19 

One of the best examples of everyone’s lives being changed beyond recognition and 

demonstrating how society copes with ambiguity, uncertainty and risk is the global response 

to Covid-19. Countries have introduced lockdown measures which have deprived people of 

their liberty in a way unimaginable at the beginning of 2020: schools and businesses closed, 

social distancing, shielding the vulnerable and in some countries, being forbidden from 

leaving the house at all. Humans are very adaptable and we are mainly accepting the 

measures because we want to limit the cost in human lives. However, times are very 

uncertain and at this point we are unsure of how to retreat from the loss of liberty without 

incurring a second wave of the disease. Some countries have been better prepared than 

others and some reacted quicker than others. It will be very interesting to learn from each 

other as to the best ways to prepare for and act in future global pandemics. 

 

 

 

Just as with any change, we will have all gone through the stages of the Kubler-Ross change 

curve as we have come to terms with the very different lives we are now leading compared 

to the lives we had before the virus took hold. Some of us have suffered bereavement. We 

will have all felt shock, anxiety, fear, denial, frustration and ultimately acceptance and maybe 

positivity. They are all normal human reactions. 

As with all challenges, the sooner we are able to turn them into positive opportunities, the 

better. 

Although many businesses have had to shut, some that have prospered during the crisis have 

been: supermarkets, electrical, bed linen, sports equipment, PPE suppliers, Netflix, Amazon. 
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Potential Interview Questions linked to this competency: 

 

 How do you cope with stress? 

 Tell me about a time when you had to cope with an unexpected event 

 What is your reaction when things go wrong? 

 Tell me about a time you have planned for risk 

 Tell me about a time when you took a risk 

 When have you experienced a big change in your life? 

 Tell me about a time you demonstrated problem solving skills 

 What sort of challenges might businesses face in 2020?  

 Do you think that insurance is necessary? 

    

How can I prove competence in ‘Coping with ambiguity, uncertainty and 

risk’? 

Demonstrate coping with ambiguity, uncertainty and risk in any of the following: 

 Overseas experience e.g. World Challenge/cultural exchange/volunteer programme – 

planning and risk assessing 

 Volunteer work after unusual events 

 Mentoring younger students 

 Volunteering in care homes 

 Charity work/fundraising – risk assessment 

 Doing a first aid course 

 Planning your future: choosing universities/apprenticeships/management schemes 

 Enterprise/Business competition requiring entrepreneurship or share investments 

 Taking part in sports teams/competitions 

 Planning a big event/event management 

 Studying Business and Management/Economics at A-Level 
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Key Reflections on ‘Coping with ambiguity, uncertainty and risk’ 

 

What have been the biggest changes in my life so far? 

What strategies did I use to cope with them? 

What changes will I face in my future? 

Do I view change as an opportunity or a challenge? 

How do I view risk? 
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Want to find out more? 

Ideas for further research 

Books 

Fuchs, M., Messner, J. et al, Leadership in a Vuca World Ghost Book Writing (2020) 

Gilman, D. Outsmarting VUCA: Achieving Success in a Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, & Ambiguous 

World, Advantage Media Group (2017) 

Peters, S. ‘The Chimp Paradox: The Acclaimed Mind Management Programme to Help You Achieve 

Success, Confidence and Happiness’ Ebury Press (2012) 

Online Articles 

Ballard, O. ‘How can you plan for what’s coming around the corner?’ (2020) 

https://www.businessleader.co.uk/how-can-you-plan-for-whats-coming-around-the-corner/82973/ 

Osborn, C. ‘The Essential Skill for Career Development – Dealing with Ambiguity’ (2018) 

https://thetrainingassociates.com/blog/career-development-skill-ambiguity/ 

Hurt, K ‘7 Ways to Help Your Team Deal with Ambiguity’ (2014) 

https://letsgrowleaders.com/2014/09/17/7-ways-to-help-your-team-deal-with-ambiguity/ 

 

Video clips 

Entrepreneurship is about coping with uncertainty, ambiguity and risk 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JHMMwMC42M8 

How you can be more resilient in a VUCA world https://boxofcrayons.com/2016/10/how-you-can-

be-more-resilient/ 

 

Websites and links 

https://www.internetgeography.net/topics/uk-floods-case-study-november-2019/ 

file:///U:/Erasmus/EntreComp%20Certificate/Impact%20of%20floods%20on%20Cumbria.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.businessleader.co.uk/how-can-you-plan-for-whats-coming-around-the-corner/82973/
https://thetrainingassociates.com/blog/career-development-skill-ambiguity/
https://letsgrowleaders.com/2014/09/17/7-ways-to-help-your-team-deal-with-ambiguity/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JHMMwMC42M8
https://boxofcrayons.com/2016/10/how-you-can-be-more-resilient/
https://boxofcrayons.com/2016/10/how-you-can-be-more-resilient/
https://www.internetgeography.net/topics/uk-floods-case-study-november-2019/
file:///U:/Erasmus/EntreComp%20Certificate/Impact%20of%20floods%20on%20Cumbria.pdf
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Quiz 

Now do this Quiz: 

 

 

 

 


