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This article deals with coordination in the study and prac-
tice of governance. Facing the new generation of complex 
public problems will require not only greater coordination, 
but also coordination that can only be built from a long-
term systemic and global vision, based on governments 
with effective institutional capacity. In other words, inter-
nal sufficiency and external connectivity will be two key 
factors in the new governance. The article is structured in 
six sections. After the introduction, the second one anal-
yses the concept of governance in terms of coordination. 
The third reviews the meaning of coordination as man-
agement of interdependencies. The fourth explores the in-
crease in complexity and interdependence in the current 
scenario, through the VUCA concept (English acronym 
for volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity). The 
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fifth examines some challenges of global governance and 
coordination through the COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, it 
presents some conclusions.

Keywords: governance, interdependence, coordination, 
volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity, VUCA 
world

1. Introduction

Governance in various parts of the world faces important challenges that 
stem from two interrelated aspects. On the one hand, fragmentation and 
lack of coordination within and between governments, as well as between 
them and different social actors. On the other hand, the complexity of the 
great problems that affect well-being and threaten the future of society 
in the 21st century, which are an expression of a world characterised by 
growing interdependence. In the first case, the decentralisation and priva-
tisation of public services carried out in recent decades seem to have pro-
duced numerous single-purpose organisations with specialised roles and 
functions, authorities focused on themselves, and a lack of cooperation 
and coordination affecting the functioning of the government as a whole. 
In the second case, the complexity of social problems has raised the level 
of interdependence, since these are problems that no government can 
solve by itself and which require the coordination of multiple organisa-
tions and actors at the local and national level, but also globally. 

This article is a general review of the literature on the VUCA model and its 
relationship with the field of governance and public administration based 
on growing interdependence and, consequently, coordination needs. Al-
though it is true that it is a recent and still sparsely treated relationship, we 
believe that it could not only increase academic understanding, but also 
be a preliminary step to suggest avenues for future study.

The study is exploratory in nature and data has been collected from vari-
ous documentary sources such as journals, research articles, organisation-
al reports, government reports, media reports, and articles available on 
the web that helped guide the work. The article proposes that the VUCA 
(volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity) paradigm is a useful 
lens through which to look when thinking about governance challenges in 
terms of coordination. This is equally true for macro issues, such as the 
current COVID-19 crisis, and for the task of coordination at the national 
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and local levels, because many of the complex public problems require 
coordinated solutions.

With this purpose in mind, the article is structured in six sections. After the 
introduction, the second section reviews the concept of governance in terms 
of coordination. The third section analyses the relationship between globali-
sation, coordination, and interdependence. The fourth explores the increase 
in interdependence in today’s world, through the VUCA model. The fifth 
section examines some challenges of coordinated governance through the 
COVID-19 crisis. Finally, it presents some conclusions and findings.1

2. The Importance of Coordination in Governance

Coordination and governance are intertwined aspects that continually in-
form and contribute to each other. Coordination is a major issue for the 
effectiveness of any organisation, which is required at all stages of public 
policy or activities in the organisation. Coordination also supports coherent 
acts that have become a major governance challenge across the world (Be-
gum & Momen, 2019). Whole-of-government coordination mechanisms are 
fundamental to resolve divergences between sectoral priorities and policies, 
including external and domestic policies, and to promote mutually support-
ing actions across sectors and institutions (OECD, 2019).

Coordination is one of the oldest problems facing the public sector. As soon 
as government was sufficiently differentiated to have several organisations 
providing different services, or providing the same service in different ways, 
coordination became an issue (Bouckaert, Peters & Verhoest, 2010). Al-
though, as government structures begin to differentiate across ministries 
and departments, complaints arise, in the sense that organisations are un-
aware of what others are doing and that their programmes are, too often, 
contradictory, redundant, or both, it is no less true that the nature of con-
temporary government accentuates coordination difficulties. Today, public 
work involves complex configurations and interactions within governments, 
as well as in their relationship with their environment, through a variety of 
connections that influence the development of important government pol-

1 It is important to mention that this article is complementary to the article “VUCA 
world and COVID-19 interdependence lessons” cited in the references, and published in 
November 2020. Both works have in common the reference to the COVID-19 crisis, be-
cause we believe that it is a global phenomenon that shows us interdependence and the 
need for greater coordination at all levels of government, from the local to the supranational.
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icies and programmes. The origin of these circumstances largely concerns 
decentralisation and globalisation as general determinants of the complex 
nature of contemporary government.

The convergence of both phenomena places important demands on the ca-
pacity of action of the states and governments that see their competences 
diminished, as well as the capacity to decide unilaterally and autonomously, 
both in the domestic sphere and with regard to their link with the outside. 
While the first produces a rethinking of the links between governments (cen-
tral and local) and of those with  the society, the second brings with it a pro-
gressive vulnerability to factors derived from the new world economic struc-
tures, as well as from the intervention of actors located beyond the borders.

From another angle, the increase in the need for coordination between 
governments has to do with the increase in interdependence, understood 
as the degree to which the institutions that belong to different govern-
ments must work together to achieve a common objective; that is, to face 
a problem that cannot be solved – or easily solved – by a government uni-
laterally (Agranoff & McGuire, 2003), which is reflected in an expansion 
of areas of shared interest and common decision-making.

The above is related to the type of issues that they must face today. Public 
problems have become more complex in terms of size, intensity, and con-
nectivity, affecting more people and more places. In many ways, this com-
plexity can be summed up in the idea of a cross-cutting nature of problems 
that operates in three dimensions: spatial, causal, and temporal. In the first 
case, because the problems progressively ignore and transcend territorial or 
jurisdictional limits, in the second because, being the result of multiple caus-
es or factors, they involve different sectors of public activity, and in the third, 
because many of the problems that are emerging or that have worsened, 
transcend, and cannot be solved in a single cycle of government. For Peters 
(2018), the appearance of difficult problems that cannot be easily solved 
through the actions of any individual public sector organisation is one of the 
factors that has exerted pressure for greater coordination.

Governments across the world are struggling to deal with “wicked policy 
problems”, such as climate change, immigration, and crime. Wicked prob-
lems – those that are complex, intractable, open-ended, unpredictable – 
seem to be proliferating (Alford & Head, 2017; Head 2019). Wicked prob-
lems pose highly complex and ambiguous policy planning and development 
challenges, and also raise implementation and service-delivery problems 
that cannot be solved within one sector or by one administrative level alone, 
but require coordination between different actors, organisations, levels, and 
governments (Christensen & Lågreid, 2018). These problems, which are 
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sometimes rather vaguely characterised as “wicked problems”, require sub-
stantially greater coordination efforts than relatively moderate problems that 
clearly fall within the domain of a single government organisation. 

Whatever the specific pressures that lead to globalisation, they generally 
increase the demands on governance. In the opinion of Klingner (2015), 
governance means a greater capacity of governments to gather resources 
and coordinate authorised responses at the national and international lev-
el. In developed countries, this typically means maintaining the capacities 
of governments to coordinate policy, collect information, provide services 
through multiple (often non-governmental) partners, replace hierarchical 
bureaucracies with more flexible mechanisms, as well as resolve perfor-
mance and accountability problems caused by interactions between sectors 
and levels of government. 

In today’s world still struggling with the long tail of the global economic cri-
sis, many policy-makers lament a situation that has become “ungovernable”, 
either because of a lack of leadership or because of a lack of adequate govern-
ance, or both. Problems have become increasingly global while governments 
have remained national. The world, in short, is in search of good govern-
ance (Dupont, 2013). At the international level, a governance approach is 
required that paves the way for better coordination mechanisms which accel-
erate mutual learning and transfer of skills. A higher level of coordination and 
collaboration between governments could unleash new investments in effec-
tive mechanisms for multinational governance (Mazzucato & Kattel, 2020).

At the global level, governance encompasses activities that transcend na-
tional boundaries at the international, transnational, and regional levels 
and is based on the rights and rules that are enforced through a combi-
nation of economic and moral incentives. Mechanisms of global govern-
ance are composed of elements and methods from both the public and 
private sectors. These elements include agreed upon standards, evolving 
norms based on shared values, and directives issued by private authorities 
and ultimately enforced by states. Methods of global governance include 
harmonisation of laws among states, international regimes, global policy 
issue networks, and hybrid institutions that combine the functions of state 
agencies and private sector organisations (Kennette, 2015).

Governance is considered essential to achieve the United Nations’ Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs), such as ending poverty in all its forms, 
ending hunger, achieving food security and improved nutrition, and pro-
moting sustainable agriculture. This is to guarantee a healthy life and pro-
mote well-being for all people. Goal 17 precisely refers to the fact that the 
SDGs can only be achieved with solid global partnerships and coopera-
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tion (United Nations, 2015). Successful implementation of a development 
agenda requires inclusive global, regional, national, and local partnerships 
on principles and values, as well as a shared vision and goals that focus first 
on people and the planet. And this implies coordination and coherence.

Recommendation of the Council on Policy Coherence for Sustainable 
Development (PCSD) of the OECD (2019), focuses primarily on the 
enablers that are essential to facilitate governments’ efforts to enhance 
PCSD. It is based on the premise that the ability to consistently develop 
and implement coherent policies in all areas is dependent on the process-
es, systems, structures, and tools used by governments to manage and co-
ordinate policy at all levels. For the purpose of this Recommendation, the 
Policy Coherence for Sustainable Development (PCSD) is an approach 
to integrate the dimensions of sustainable development throughout do-
mestic and international policy-making. Its objectives in the context of 
the 2030 Agenda are to advance the integrated implementation of the 
2030 Agenda by: (i) fostering synergies and maximising benefits across 
economic, social and environmental policy areas; (ii) balancing domestic 
policy objectives with internationally recognised sustainable development 
goals; and (iii) addressing the transboundary and long-term impacts of 
policies, including those likely to affect developing countries.

Governance refers to the process or set of actions by which the govern-
ment directs or leads the society. This entails the definition of common 
objectives, a sufficient social acceptance of them, a direct or indirect par-
ticipation of the community in the realisation of common objectives, as 
well as a coordination of the multiple actions of social actors to enable 
and ensure their realisation (Aguilar, 2011). Leading a society is achiev-
ing the coordination of a diversity of actors, and coordination cannot be 
achieved through command and subordination, nor through an invisible 
hand, but rather through deliberate interactions between governmental 
and extra-governmental actors who, in order to achieve their ends, must 
consider the ends of others and exchange information and resources. 

The government is one of the actors in governance, while the other actors 
involved in it vary according to the level of government. In rural areas, 
for example, other actors may include farmers’ associations, cooperatives, 
NGOs, research institutes, religious leaders, financial institutions, polit-
ical parties, the military, etc. The situation in urban areas is much more 
complex. At the national level, in addition to the above actors, the media, 
pressure groups, international donors, multinational corporations, etc. 
can play a role in decision-making or influence the decision-making pro-
cess (UN, 2009).
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At this point, it is convenient to refer to the principles that should guide 
“good governance” which are inherent to the rule of law, such as par-
ticipation, consensus, responsibility, transparency, responsiveness, effec-
tiveness, efficiency, equity and inclusion. What makes governance more 
effective, more legitimate and more sustainable, has to do precisely with 
the principles of the rule of law, which ensure that corruption is mini-
mised, the opinions of minorities are taken into account, and the opinions 
of minorities are heard, voices of the most vulnerable in society in deci-
sion-making (UN, 2009; WEF, 2013).

Governing in contemporary social conditions implies recognising the in-
terdependence between the different actors who have key resources to 
achieve the desired goals of life in common. In a context of growing in-
terdependence, the government loses the ability to make unilateral and 
sovereign decisions in a significant number of public interest problems, 
which forces it to dialogue and agree with extra-governmental actors. 

The recognition of governmental insufficiency for the governance of a 
society and, therefore, the need for the association and coordination of 
the government with organisations external to it, constitutes a relevant 
contribution to the concept of governance to political action and political 
explanation. Governance then takes the form of the coordination of col-
lective action rather than the subordination of independent actors. 

Designing a sustainable multi-stakeholder initiative to address a complex, 
sometimes global problem, requires what the World Economic Forum 
(WEF, 2013) document More Effective Design of International Initia-
tives – Coordinated Governance calls “effective coordinated governance”, 
which occurs when public and private actors from various states align 
their efforts to implement an agreed solution to a common or global 
transnational problem, and do so in accordance with the guiding princi-
ples and fundamental norms that guarantee that such governance is gen-
erally considered legitimate The concept is different from the traditional 
model of governance based on the agreement between sovereign states. 
It also addresses possible weaknesses in other approaches to address the 
shortcomings of the traditional model. In summary, the perspective of 
“coordinated governance” can provide leaders and senior officials with a 
framework to help improve existing initiatives and plan for new ones.

Despite the existence of important nuances in the interpretation and ap-
plication of the essential tasks that the state must assume, its importance 
as a subject and context of social coordination is no longer under discus-
sion; the questions right now revolve around the questions of what it can 
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and cannot do, and how it should do it. Where there seems to be no doubt 
is the fact that although nation-states have lost the capacity for unilateral 
and autonomous decision-making, they will continue to be the essential 
horizon of reference, the political arena, and the decisive institution to 
face problems of articulation, social and government, to which we have 
alluded. However, it seems that this can only be achieved in active mutual 
collaboration, both with their own localities and regions, as well as with 
entities and actors from the external environment.

In the contemporary context, a diversity of actors is involved in the de-
cision-making process or in any political action. Therefore, it is the syn-
chronised actions of the government that determine the acts of coherence 
and support the government’s political agenda (Tamtik, 2016). Thus, co-
ordination is an essential component of coherent public interventions that 
also represent a major governance challenge throughout the world.

Based on the aforementioned considerations, for the purposes of this ar-
ticle, we understand coordination in governance as a complex task of an 
essentially political nature, essential for joint government action which, 
through means of formal and informal agreement, has to do with the tun-
ing and organisation of scattered efforts, the reconciliation of interests 
and autonomies, the harmonisation of action methodologies, as well as 
the management of interdependencies in the different scenarios of gov-
ernment activity; that is, within and between units, sectors, levels of gov-
ernment, as well as in the interaction with social actors and international 
entities. Likewise, we also recognise that achieving collective action does 
not lie solely in coordination. Especially if the coordination is not based 
on the existence of public administrations with institutional intervention 
capacity. In other words, internal sufficiency and external connectivity are 
two key factors associated with effective governance.

3.  Globalization, Coordination and 
Interdependence

Interdependence exists when two or more actors are dependent on one 
another. Dependence can mean many things, of course, but in social the-
ory, it is most usually defined in terms of resources: an actor is depend-
ent on another actor if it cannot realise its aims without the resources 
of another actor. The relevant actors might be individuals, organisations, 
or even states. The goals are whatever these people or groups want to 
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achieve. The resources can include physical and financial ones, but also 
knowledge and skills, as well as moral resources including legitimacy, and 
also time and effort. So, interdependence is a relationship in which var-
ious actors all need access to each other’s resources if they are to attain 
their goals (Bevir, 2009).

The need to address common issues and therefore mutual dependence 
has been present in the government since its origins. However, obviously, 
in current times it has increased significantly. The growth of issues to be 
addressed in the intergovernmental arena, both regionally, nationally and 
even internationally, is unprecedented, and is expected to continue to 
grow, spreading to new areas of public policy. In the contemporary world, 
local and national problems increasingly have to do with the factors and 
decisions that come from faraway places. These realities are gaining pres-
ence in the world and becoming more interconnected, at different scales: 
local, regional, national, and global. One of the biggest changes in politics 
since the late 20th century is the extent to which the public policy agenda 
is not established or defined within the national borders. 

The political system also operates within what Wallerstein (2005) calls the 
“modern world-system”. As a result of the growing ties of interdepend-
ence that affect nearly everyone, the world has become a single social 
system. The term “globalisation” is widely used to refer to the growing 
interdependence of the world society. Giddens defines globalisation as 
“action at a distance”, with which he refers to the reorganisation of time 
and space in our lives. In other words, our lives are increasingly influenced 
by the activities and events taking place far from the social contexts in 
which we conduct our daily activities (Giddens, 1989). 

The process of globalisation has made the nations and peoples of the 
world increasingly interdependent in many ways. Globalisation is inex-
tricably linked with interdependence since the available resources are un-
equally distributed across the world and for that matter, no country can 
claim to be fully served with regard to all the resources it needs to be to-
tally self-sufficient. The need for countries to rely on each other for these 
resources creates a global interdependence (Paehlke, 2009; Bentil, 2016).

As Streeten (2001) pointed out, interdependence exists when one coun-
try by unilateral action can inflict harm on (or provide benefits to) other 
countries. Competitive protectionism, devaluation, deflation, or pollution 
of the air and sea beyond national boundaries are examples. Interdepend-
ence, in the words of Barber (2004), means that the borders no longer 
mean very much, and that people and countries already are dependent on 
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one another. He affirms that if nations do not start thinking that way, we 
are not going to be able to deal with such devastating challenges as AIDS, 
drugs, illegal immigration, disappearing jobs, global markets, terrorism or, 
for that matter, much of anything else. There is almost nothing in life that 
does not depend, one way or the other, on people someplace else. That 
goes for the things we like, and the things we fear. Aryeetey and Dinello 
(2007) refer to global interdependence as an incarnation of the butterfly 
effect, which may ultimately suggest how to limit globalisation’s negative 
aspects and how to ensure that it is a constructive phenomenon.

Global interconnectivity has serious implications for public policy. In-
terdependence means that each participant and each point in the social 
process are affected by the context in which they are framed (Lasswell, 
1970). Thus, the establishment of the agenda and defining the problems 
no longer occur within a purely national context. According to Parsons 
(2007), the strength of the Eastonian “black box” approach that defines 
the political system as rather limited to the national level is less consistent 
than it might have been in the past. The boundaries of the political system 
are not impervious to external pressures and influences. 

Social problems are more complex in terms of size, intensity, and connec-
tivity. This complexity can be summarised in the idea of a cross-cutting 
nature of problems, which operates simultaneously in three directions: 
spatial, multifactorial, and temporal, creating significant challenges for 
policy design (Covarrubias, 2014). With the notion of cross-cutting is-
sues, we seek to emphasise the fact that public issues increasingly cross 
borders, which have traditionally served as references for government ac-
tion. In the spatial sense, because more and more the problems cross 
jurisdictional and territorial limits; in the functional sense, because they 
involve different sectors of public activity; and in the temporal sense, be-
cause problems that are emerging or have worsened cannot be resolved in 
a single cycle of government.

Interdependence has to do with the degree to which institutions belong-
ing to different governments, of the same or different levels, must work 
together to achieve a common goal. The level of interdependence that 
characterises any particular problem will influence the government’s abil-
ity to solve the problem. Importantly, Peters (2005) notes that political 
requirement for coordination, as management of interdependencies, will 
mean that the most interdependent problems are likely to be more dif-
ficult to solve. Therefore, the effectiveness of the final decision-making 
process will depend on the capacity for interaction and negotiation, intra- 
and intergovernmental.
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In the different domains of public activity, the need for coordination can 
be seen within and between government organisations, between the gov-
ernment and citizens, as well as between public organisations and the 
private sector. Depending on the nature of the organisations and actors 
involved, coordination scenarios can be sectoral, intersectoral, intergov-
ernmental, and international (bilateral and multilateral). On the other 
hand, the coordination requirements are directly proportional to the level 
of interdependence, as well as to the number and type of institutions re-
sponsible for intervening in a specific public issue.

Governance, in terms of coordination and interdependence, implies rec-
ognising the existence of spaces of self-government and shared govern-
ment. The first one represents those jurisdictions where governments have 
exclusive powers to regulate and manage a part of public affairs, which is 
related to the possibilities of governments to act effectively on their own 
or unilaterally, in addressing a public issue. While the shared government 
area represents the jurisdictions in which organisations from different 
governments must work together to achieve goals of mutual benefit, it is 
an expanding form of governance whose presence is gaining recognition 
in legislation. Shared government does not replace self-government, but 
rather recognises and integrates it. As an equation, the above could be 
represented as follows: shared government = self-government + coordina-
tion (see Covarrubias, 2011). The diversity of arrangements is such that 
the synthesis of self-rule and shared rule can be achieved in different ways.

There is a defined relationship between the degree of interdependence 
and the level of self- and/or shared governance. The proportion of one or 
the other is in direct ratio to the degree in which institutions that belong 
to different governments with the same or different level must work to-
gether to achieve a common goal. This means that the relations of gov-
ernments are crucial in the implementation of policies concerning the 
treatment of problems or issues of cross-cutting nature, which cannot be 
solved other than in a coordinated manner. 

From the above, at least the three following points can be inferred: (i) 
due to their complex nature, current public problems increasingly exceed 
jurisdictions and political and administrative capacities, expanding are-
as of common decision; (ii) thus, despite the existence of formal auton-
omy between governments, the reality is that “mixed jurisdictions” and 
areas of interaction are gaining importance and therefore, the need for 
cooperation is unavoidable; and (iii) the effectiveness of governance will 
increasingly depend on the level of coordination that makes possible col-
laboration based on strengthening self-government, and simultaneously 
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on the development of co-government mechanisms at both the national 
and international levels.

As we will see in the next section, in a VUCA environment of growing 
interdependence, effective governance means that moving from self-refer-
ential policy-making to the one supported by coordinated processes is not 
an option, but an essential need for governments and their organidations.

4.  VUCA: A More Complex and Interdependent 
World

Regardless of whether we accept the concept of the VUCA environment 
or not, currently public, private, and social organisations around the 
world must operate and face unprecedented challenges in an increasing-
ly volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous global environment: the 
COVID-19 crisis is a dramatic example (Covarrubias, 2020). VUCA and 
COVID can be used synonymously for our seriously disrupted contexts. 
Don’t forget though that COVID-19 is only one of the many current ex-
amples of VUCA in our world (UGM, 2020).

Although disagreement with the concept may lie in the argument that the 
elements represented by VUCA have existed for decades (see Skapinker, 
2018), this does not cancel the essence of it. VUCA, an acronym for vol-
atility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity, was coined by the United 
States military in the early 1990s, to describe what the world would be 
like at the end of the Cold War with the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
anticipating with this the appearance of a complex, confusing, and diverse 
global landscape, instead of a simple, clear, and monolithic one. 

What makes VUCA so interesting at the present time is the simultane-
ous focus on each of the components and the interaction between them, 
especially when, over a long period, the aspects of VUCA were studied 
in isolation. Boulton and colleagues (Boulton, Lindsay, Franklin & Rue, 
1982) argued that uncertainty and the environment should be analysed 
separately. Ettlie, Bridges and O’Keefe (1984) investigated and analysed 
uncertainty in relation to the organisational environment, but did not take 
into account the effects of complexity and ambiguity; in essence, these 
latter aspects were minimised or ignored. One of the reasons for this lack 
of integration in the investigation of VUCA factors is that there has often 
been confusion about the meaning or practical interpretation of them, 
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that is, in the way in which they can be operationalised and addressed in 
terms of strategy and management.

VUCA combines four different types of challenges: volatility, uncertainty, 
complexity, and ambiguity that require four different types of responses. 
The VUCA framework well encapsulates the challenges individuals and 
governments face in these volatile and uncertain times. The framework 
also outlines the approach one should take, with due consideration of the 
amount of information available and the certainty of the situation (see 
Bennett & Lemoine, 2014; Ng et al., 2020).

• Volatility. The term refers to the quality or condition of something or 
someone, of being volatile, such as a) a tendency to change rapidly 
and unpredictably (price volatility, stock market volatility), and b) a 
tendency to break out into violence or anger (volatility of the region, 
volatility of temperament). Thus, a volatile environment or situation 
is one that can change rapidly and unpredictably, especially for the 
worse. 

• Uncertainty. It refers to the quality or status of something or someone 
considered uncertain or doubtful or unreliable which generates a feel-
ing or attitude that one does not know the truth. Among the words 
related to uncertainty are: distrust, doubt, suspicion, and skepticism  
(Merriam Webster, 2020). 

• Complexity. The word complex lives up to its name, as it contains 
multiple meanings being an adjective, noun and verb. Of the various 
meanings of the term complex, we highlight for our purpose the one 
that refers to “a set composed of complicated or interrelated parts”, as 
well as that of a group of related units of which the degree and nature 
of the relationship are imperfectly known, or the sum of factors that 
characterise a certain state of affairs or a situation (Merriam Webster, 
2020). As a verb, its meaning is to unite. Complex comes from the 
Latin complecti, which means “to entwine, embrace” or “to braid”. 

For the OECD (2018), volatility is related to rapid and unpredictable 
change. Stock markets, for example, are considered volatile due to how 
quickly they change and are therefore notoriously challenging to predict. 
Uncertainty is related to the quality of the information that is available, or 
the degree to which the outcome of an event is known in advance. Com-
plexity increases when there is a greater number of variables or relevant 
interrelations; the greater the number of variables, the more complex a 
situation is. And, ambiguity occurs when an event, situation, or context 
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is unclear, either because information is missing, inconsistent, contradic-
tory, or hidden in some way. For humans, each of these components of 
VUCA creates a less predictable world.

The use of VUCA was soon adopted in the business, government, and ac-
ademic spheres as a reflection of the advent of a “new normal” character-
ised by global and untimely changes that would bring with them a series of 
new challenges and uncertainties. A good example of this was the finan-
cial crisis of 2008–2009, which made many business models obsolete, and 
through which important organisations throughout the world were abruptly 
immersed in turbulent circumstances (Lawrence, 2013). Alongside tech-
nological development, vast and abrupt changes continued to occur, social 
media detonated, the world’s population continued to grow and age simul-
taneously, and global disasters disrupted lives, economies, and businesses, 
just as is currently the case with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Friedman (2005) warns that the current exchange rate is very different 
from the past. In the current flattening process, the world shrinks “from a 
small size to a smaller size” and at the same time gets flattened. This rapid 
flattening continues to create the so-called VUCA environment which 
represents the volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity that com-
bine and generate an increasingly unstable and rapidly changing world.

For the OECD (2018), labour markets and financial systems are increas-
ingly interconnected, which means that it is increasingly difficult to iden-
tify the causes and effects of complex problems. For example, the impact 
of a transformative referendum, to say the least, as Brexit seemed un-
likely, on both the UK and Europe (and indeed the rest of the world) is 
almost impossible to predict, but certainly will be deep. The public sector 
as a whole is competing with VUCA, even if public administrations and 
their managers do not understand how, where, and why.

In this context, we should bear in mind the warning of Emmert, Crow 
and Shangraw (2006), in the sense that it should not surprise us that 
organisational and social structures and processes would become increas-
ingly complex. This complexity is driven by various forces, including a 
growing interdependence between organisations and sectors, technolog-
ical change, greater demands on organisations, and the globalisation of 
interactions: “The greater interdependence between levels of government, 
various agencies, the public and private sectors and even between na-
tion-states will add a new expansive of complexity to public organizations. 
Technical and social innovations are complicating rather than simplifying 
the character of government work.” As we are witnessing today, the in-
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cessant increase in complexity is forcing government units, national and 
local, large and small, to operate in more complex, dynamic and uncertain 
internal and external environments. This will undoubtedly be a real chal-
lenge for political and governance structures, many of them anachronistic, 
built to meet the needs of a much simpler society.

In general terms, the isolated treatment of VUCA elements has prevailed, 
but increasingly, they are conceived as factors that overlap and interact 
in various ways. Some scholars have even included other elements, such 
as chaos in the VUCCA model (Ferrari, Sparrer & Varga, 2016). From a 
UGM (2020) point of view, it is also useful to recognise that, while VUCA 
is the acronym that has stuck, it would probably be more accurately repre-
sented with C as the first letter (CUVA perhaps – though it doesn’t have 
the same ring to it!). Complexity is at the core, with volatility, uncertain-
ty and ambiguity among its key attributes. According to Borges (2019), 
volatility, uncertainty and ambiguity are sensations and reflections of the 
real. The reality is that we live in a complex world and consequently, the 
VUCA elements are a visual representation of complexity.

Although complexity is only one of the four VUCA elements, for our 
part, we also believe that it has primacy because it links or encompasses 
the other elements of the model: complexity is the cause of uncertainty 
and this, in turn, generates volatility and ambiguity. This can be explained 
from the concept of non-linearity.

From chaos theory, it has been pointed out that even when the relation-
ships between the elements of a system can be expressed in deterministic 
terms, the future behaviour of a system cannot be predicted with certainty 
or precision. This is due to the non-linear relationships of the elements 
of the system. Thus, while linear relationships make certain and precise 
predictions possible, non-linear relationships do not. Non-linearity is the 
main source of uncertainty and makes the trajectory of the future behav-
iour of a system unpredictable (Morçöl, 2012). 

In this order of ideas, it should be added that the increasing degree of 
complexity of the VUCA environment is the product of the synthesis be-
tween non-linearity and connectivity. From this perspective, complexity 
(non-linearity) and connectivity are the most appropriate words to refer to 
the new situation behind the VUCA world, precisely because both refer 
to the causes and not to the symptoms.

In short, the elements represented in VUCA denote that we are entering 
an era of more dramatic change in several centuries. This change is irre-
sistible and infectious. It will spread to every corner of our lives, to our 
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businesses, our bank accounts, our hopes, and our health (Ramo, 2009). 
It means that we will continue to face an avalanche of incessant and dis-
locating change. 

In the 21st century, the interdependence and disruptive forces that con-
verge in VUCA cannot be better represented than by the crisis caused by 
a tiny agent, about 0.000125 millimetres, located perhaps in a market in 
Wuhan, a populous city in the Hubei province, China. The SARS-Cov-2 
virus, which causes the COVID-19 disease, has put the entire planet in 
check. In less than three months, this microscopic pathogen slowed down 
trade, travel and industry, placing the global economy in its most critical 
moment since the 2008 financial crisis. 

The interdependence and fragility of our modern society with its under-
lying socioeconomic systems increase the risks of the global pandemic. 
According to the Copenhagen Institute for Futures Studies (CIFS, 2020, 
p. 4), the first businesses to be affected outside of the original epicenter 
in Wuhan were those with global supply chains when products stopped 
flowing. When people stopped travelling, airlines, airports and hotels fol-
lowed. When our social habits became too rigid for voluntary adjustments, 
bars, cafes, restaurants also had to close. Since then, it has been a domino 
effect with companies affected and jobs lost and at risk.

Based on Scharmer (2020), we can say that COVID-19 has become one 
of the most effective and impactful teachers of our VUCA time. It gives 
us an advanced lesson on systems thinking and interdependence with the 
7.8 billion citizens of the planet as students. Some of us have already 
learned these lessons intellectually, but now we are seeing it in a dramatic 
way. We are part of the same global network of social, economic, cultural, 
and environmental connections. Let us hope, then, that human beings 
come out of this crisis more aware of the problems of sustainability (Basu, 
Basu & Tapia, 2020).

On the iconic cover of The New Yorker magazine from 23 March 2020, 
Christoph Niemann addresses the spread of the new coronavirus, evoking 
a world in which the health of an individual and the health of the world 
appear to be increasingly interdependent. Its image reflects both isolation 
and interconnection (Mouly, 2020). Niemann alludes to the chain reac-
tion of COVID-19, using the metaphor of the sneeze effect on a world full 
of dominoes that fall in a non-linear sequence.

Without a doubt, COVID-19 has reminded us of our fundamental condi-
tion of fragility of biological beings vulnerable to the same types of disease 
pathogens that infected and killed our ancient ancestors. From cholera to 
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COVID-19, these pathogens now have a global reach, due to our more 
interconnected and interdependent way of life, which makes contagious 
diseases increasingly common and widespread. In just a few months, 
COVID-19 went from a discrete localised outbreak to a raging global 
pandemic (CIFS, 2020). The speed and scale of the spread, the severity 
of the cases, and the social and economic disruptions have been dramatic, 
as will be its effects in the short and long term.

Volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity are now the norm, not 
just risks. The world seems to operate by a new set of rules that are diffi-
cult to observe directly. This requires a new mindset that acknowledges 
uncertainty as part of everyday decision-making. It also calls for the un-
derstanding that there is path dependency in all of our public sector in-
stitutions and policy interventions which may not serve us well, or worse, 
lead to predictable outcomes (OECD, 2017). The interconnection and 
interdependence that characterises the VUCA environment are global in 
scope, broad in spectrum and, in many ways, involving nature, since just 
as we depend on others in practically all areas of human activity, our own 
actions affect others like never before.

5.  COVID-19: A Call for Coordinated Governance

Based on the previous sections we can affirm that one of the main lessons 
of the COVID-19 pandemic is the reiteration that, like other issues such 
as environmental degradation, organised crime, human trafficking, ter-
rorism, irregular migration and refugees, social marginalisation, greater 
occurrence of natural disasters and endemic diseases, to name a few, are 
part of a series of emerging problems that are increasingly overwhelming 
the capacity of governments and that demand fundamental changes in 
the paradigms that have guided the study and practice of governance. 

These types of problems are transboundary in their impacts, and the 
solutions require participants and resources from multiple countries. 
However, traditional governance structures are based on the system of 
nation-states, each with its own territorially delimited powers. The na-
tion-state system requires states to act by consensus if they wish to effec-
tively address a shared problem that transcends their individual borders 
(WEF, 2013).

A common element of all these issues is that, although policy responses 
are legislated within national jurisdictions, they must be developed and 
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implemented in concert with other national governments and consider-
ing other contexts and policy arenas to be effective (Andrews & Whyte, 
2018). These types of issues require governance capable of bringing to-
gether a variety of actors from business, civil society, and government 
agencies across geographic, cultural, and other boundaries. 

This poses a serious challenge to traditional governance arrangements in 
many states. Changing the dynamics of a well-established and complicat-
ed public sector is not easy. A new and necessarily complex process of 
seeing, understanding, and deciding fundamentally challenges our insti-
tutions; these are the makings – the foundational conditions – of a gov-
ernance crisis. Our 19th century institutions are outmoded by 21st century 
problems stemming from interconnectivity and interdependence. Tradi-
tionally, public policy makers have dealt with social problems through dis-
crete interventions that are layered on top of one another (OECD, 2017). 
However, these may shift consequences from one part of the system to 
another, or continually address symptoms while ignoring causes.

Epidemics are a reality test for public governance and leadership, not only 
at country level, but also at regional and continental levels, as well as in 
connection with the wider network of multilateral actors and partners (Mo 
Ibrahim Foundation, 2020). What started as a one-dimensional health 
crisis quickly turned into a socio-economic, humanitarian, and political 
crisis around the world. The crisis is no longer one-dimensional or unique 
to health. While the cure for COVID-19 on an individual level is a vac-
cine, the solution to the impacts of the crisis and the problems generated 
is related to governance in different dimensions (Acuña, 2020). Although 
the virus affects all societies regardless of the levels of human develop-
ment or political preference, its consequences are harsher for the most 
vulnerable. The economic fallout is not entirely a direct outcome of the 
COVID-19 pandemic but a result of how we have responded to it – what 
measures governments took and how ordinary people, workers, and firms 
reacted to the crisis (Basu, Basu & Tapia, 2020). Thus, for most societies, 
it is no longer about reactivation or recovery, but about rebuilding. The 
world has changed and, therefore, the governance responses to the crisis 
must be different if the expectation is to build a “new normal better”.

Thus, one of the new manifestations of the ineffectiveness of govern-
ments has to do with the disarticulation and incoherence of their actions, 
with the lack of coordination between policies to face a series of complex 
problems, whose pernicious effects increasingly affect the well-being and 
future of the society as a whole. To face the new generation of social 
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problems, greater coordination within and between governments will be 
necessary, but not just any type of coordination, rather a coordination 
that can only come from a systemic and global vision with a vision of the 
future.

In the face of COVID, as Mazzucato, Cherif and Hasanov (2020) point 
out, a comprehensive systems-level perspective is required, particularly 
when it comes to “wicked issues” such as public health crises and cli-
mate change, which involve a wide range of complex socio-economic and 
technological issues. To be truly effective, any such programme must be 
designed to build systemic resilience and public value.

When there is the will to act, globalisation becomes a political imperative, 
precisely because of the complex interdependencies involved between the 
local, national and international levels (Andrews & Whyte, 2018). COV-
ID-19 is a problem that cannot be addressed only at the nation-state level; 
it requires a global response, that is, the achievement of increased polit-
ical convergence at the supranational level. The imperative to generate 
supranational responses to shared global problems has given rise to the 
concept and practice of “global governance” which, as Evans (2009, p. 
256) points out, is part of the assumption that certain public policy prob-
lems cannot be addressed only at the level of the nation-state, but require 
a global response. Global governance, therefore, refers to the process of 
political interaction aimed at solving problems that most affect a state or 
region. As a global problem, the COVID pandemic requires governments 
to work in coordination. However, countries are fighting their own indi-
vidual battles against the coronavirus, and in their own way from their 
national silos.

The United Nations (2020) points out that no country alone can over-
come the pandemic caused by COVID-19. Responding to the significant 
economic and human effects of this disease, and promoting concrete solu-
tions for the development emergency, require international cooperation 
and external financing. Solidarity worldwide is not only a moral impera-
tive, but also a matter of interest to all. Most developing countries do not 
have sufficient national resources and fiscal space to finance a response to 
COVID-19 and adequate recovery measures.

With regard to this problem of the lack of coordination and cooperation 
between countries, the Director-General of the World Health Organi-
zation, Tedros Adhanom, called for international unity to fight the pan-
demic. With tears in his eyes, Tedros said the true enemy was not the 
virus itself but “the lack of leadership and solidarity at the global level and 
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national levels”. “How difficult is it for humans to unite to fight a common 
enemy that’s killing people indiscriminately?” he asked at a briefing in 
Geneva. “Can’t we understand that the divisions or the cracks between us 
actually are to the advantage of the virus?” “The best way forward and the 
only way forward is together”, Tedros said (WHO, 2020).

Of course, each country has its own health systems, as well as its medi-
cal and technological resources, and the disease is at a different stage in 
each. But why is there still no internationally coordinated medical project 
equivalent to the “Manhattan Project” in wartime to mobilise all available 
global resources to discover a vaccine against the coronavirus and accel-
erate the cure.

There is a truly unprecedented race to develop a vaccine against SARS-
CoV-2, with at least 44 vaccines in early development. However, as the 
epidemiologist Berkley (2020), Head of Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance spon-
sored by the World Health Organization, UNICEF and the World Bank, 
warns, if we want to maximise the chances of success and have enough 
doses to end the pandemic of COVID-19, current partial efforts will not 
be enough. If ever there was a case for a coordinated worldwide vaccine 
development effort using a great global scientific approach, it is right now. 
Ideally, this effort would be led by a team with the highest quality scientif-
ic advice mechanism that could operate under the auspices of the World 
Health Organization. But none of this will be possible without political 
will and the global commitment of the leaders of countries and multilat-
eral organisations, and without collaboration on an unprecedented scale. 
A pandemic of this magnitude, affecting so many lives, livelihoods and 
economies, demands it.

Several vaccines may be on the cusp of approval, but it will be a year at 
least until they are widely available in much of the world. High-income 
countries have already reserved the first nine billion or so doses of the 
leading vaccine candidates through direct bilateral deals with pharma-
ceutical companies. Rich countries have not just pushed to the front of 
the line to secure preferential access for their populations.  Developing a 
vaccine is just the first step in a long journey toward ending the pandem-
ic, however. Even more daunting tasks await policy makers and health 
workers after pharmaceutical companies ship the first doses out the door. 
Given that only an estimated ten percent of the world’s population has 
had COVID-19 to date, that leaves an extraordinarily high target for glob-
al vaccination efforts (Michaud & Kates, 2020). Achieving this will take 
an astonishing feat of global cooperation, one that may prove more dif-
ficult and take much longer than most people realise. However, national 
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leaders still seem unable to apply or even absorb the harsh lessons that 
crises teach us, from the SARS epidemic and the Ebola epidemic to the 
financial crisis: that global problems need global responses, not just local 
and national.

As Morillas (2020) argued, the nation-state is re-emerging between the 
global and individual levels as the main guarantor of people’s health and 
the entity coordinating crisis management. At the international political 
level, the relationship between the global and the national also swings 
like a pendulum. In the 21st century thus far, new powers have been re-
turning national interests to the heart of their foreign policies. It is in this 
context that the coronavirus seems to have swung the pendulum towards 
the national, and the EU is no exception. In the absence of joint direc-
tives, restricting mobility and confinement remain national competences. 
The measures taken in healthcare and the response to the pandemic di-
verge between EU states and sometimes within them, between central 
and regional governments. So while the nation-state is not being wholly 
strengthened by the coronavirus crisis, neither are we facing the definitive 
withdrawal of the global and supranational.

Thus, the nation-state has once again become the basic unit, and the pan-
demic has enhanced the role of the states showing how, despite everything, 
there are times when this instance of government becomes indispensable. 
However, the state has, like everything, many versions, some of them with 
an institutional capacity undermined by certain parties and certain ideas. 
Decades of privatisation, outsourcing, and budget cuts in the name of “ef-
ficiency” have significantly hampered the responses of many governments 
to the COVID-19 crisis. Effective governance cannot be conjured at will, 
as it requires investment in core public sector capabilities that make a 
difference in times of emergency (Mazzucato & Quaggiotto, 2020).

It is clear that greater coordination is not only needed for effective global 
governance in an increasingly interdependent world. Today there is grow-
ing agreement that we need better and more responsible institutions, as 
well as a more equitable way of sharing the benefits of technological pro-
gress and globalisation (Acemoglu, 2020). Especially now that the world 
is beset by a pandemic, there is a growing awareness that our systems are 
too fragile and vulnerable for the challenges of the 21st century. Even if 
many countries are far from reaching a consensus on what a better future 
would look like, acknowledging the problem is always the first step to 
building something better.

Despite the differences in the policies introduced in different countries 
and sometimes within the same country, the response to COVID-19 has 
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involved actions by all levels of government and other public bodies and 
agencies, especially those responsible for health, civil protection, education, 
and social issues. It has also rested on the frontline role of local authorities 
as those who are the closest to citizens and their needs (Council of Europe, 
2020). The effectiveness of the response to the COVID-19 emergency 
greatly depends on the level of coordination and cooperation between the 
different actors involved. In this context, coordinated governance implies 
coordination within each nation-state, as well as with other countries.

It is also clear that it would be much more effective and save many more 
lives to mount joint operations not only at the country level, but also at 
the supranational level. However, in the face of global challenges, as 
COVID-19 shows us, local responses predominate. Clearly, an ideology 
of “each for himself” will not work when the health of each of us inevitably 
depends on the health of all others.

6.  Findings and Conclusions

From the discussion, it can be said that coordination is the synchronisation 
of efforts to improve effective governance. Coordination and governance 
are intertwined aspects that continually inform and contribute to each 
other. Therefore, an effective coordination structure should be placed as 
a basic component for the implementation of policies and programmes 
aimed at tackling social problems. Coordination and governance are in-
tertwined aspects that continually inform and contribute to each other. 
Coordination also supports coherent actions that have become a major 
governance challenge in a world in which public problems are increasingly 
complex and interdependent. 

Governments across the world are struggling to deal with policy problems 
that cannot be solved within one sector or by one administrative level 
alone, but require coordination between different actors, organisations, 
levels and governments. However, following a review of various literature, 
it can be concluded that, despite its enormous importance, there is a defi-
cit of coordination in governance, both locally and globally. COVID-19 
is a reality test for public governance and leadership, not only at country 
level, but also at regional and continental levels, as well as in connection 
with the wider network of multilateral actors and partners.

As we have suggested, addressing the new generation of complex public 
issues, such as COVID-19, will require not only greater coordination, but 
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a type of coordination that can only be built from a comprehensive and 
global vision based on governments with sufficient institutional capacity. 
In the current VUCA context, internal sufficiency and external connec-
tivity of governments will be two key factors of the new governance. In 
other words, coordination is not a panacea. Indeed, effective governance 
will require increasing coordination, but in combination with solvent gov-
ernments to produce positive synergy.

We have also seen that the use of the VUCA model in public adminis-
tration is incipient, but is beginning to increase due to the global crisis 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. So, regardless of whether we accept 
the concept of the VUCA environment or not, currently public, private, 
and social organisations around the world must operate and face unprece-
dented challenges in an increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, and am-
biguous global environment: the COVID-19 crisis is a dramatic example. 
Volatility, uncertainty, and ambiguity are reflections of the real, and the 
reality is that we live in a complex world, consequently, VUCA is a visual 
representation of complexity. 

Finally, the VUCA paradigm is a useful lens through which to look when 
thinking about governance challenges in terms of coordination. This is 
equally true for macro issues, such as the current COVID-19 crisis, and 
for the task of coordination at the national and local levels because many 
of the complex public problems require coordinated solutions.
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COORDINATED GOVERNANCE IN THE VUCA SCENARIO

Summary

This article is a general review of the literature on the VUCA model and its rela-
tionship with the field of governance and public administration based on grow-
ing interdependence and, consequently, coordination needs. Although it is true 
that it is a recent and still little treated relationship, we believe that it could not 
only increase academic understanding, but also be a preliminary step to suggest 
avenues for future study. The study is exploratory in nature and data has been 
collected from various documentary sources such as journals, research articles, 
organisational reports, government reports, media reports, and articles available 
on the web that helped guide the work. The article proposes that the VUCA 
(Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and Abiguity) paradigm is a useful lens 
through which to look when thinking about governance challenges in terms of co-
ordination. This is equally true for macro issues, such as the current COVID-19 
crisis, and for the task of coordination at the national and local levels because 
many of the complex public problems require coordinated solutions.

Keywords: governance, interdependence, coordination, volatility, uncertainty, 
complexity and ambiguity, VUCA world
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KOORDINIRANO UPRAVLJANJE U PNSN SCENARIJU

Sažetak

Članak je opći pregled literature o PNSN modelu i njegovoj vezi sa znanstvenim 
područjem upravljanja i javne uprave, utemeljenoj na rastućoj međuovisnosti i, 
posljedično, na potrebi za koordinacijom. Iako je točno da je ta veza recentna 
i još uvijek slabo obrađena, vjerujemo da bi rad mogao ne samo povećati aka-
demsko razumijevanje nego biti i preliminarni iskorak u buduća istraživanja. 
Priroda je studije eksploratorna i podaci su prikupljeni iz različitih pisanih 
izvora – časopisa, istraživanja, organizacijskih, političkih i medijskih izvještaja 
kao i internetskih izvora. Rad sugerira da je PNSN (promjenjivost, neizvjesnost, 
složenost, neodređenost) paradigma korisna optika za promišljanje upravljač-
kih izazova u smislu koordinacije. Navedeno je jednako točno za velike izazove 
poput trenutačne COVID-19 krize, ali i za koordinaciju nacionalnih i lokal-
nih razina jer mnogi složeni javni problemi zahtijevaju usklađena rješenja.

Ključne riječi: upravljanje, međuovisnost, koordinacija, promjenjivost, neizvje-
snost, složenost, neodređenost, PNSN svijet


