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Abstract
As we approach the third decade of the 21%t century, struggling to cope with wicked
problems and the volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity (VUCA) of an increasingly
turbulent environment (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014), the ensuing leadership crisis (Ashford &
DeRue, 2012; O’Reilly et al, 2015a, 2015b) not only undermines the power of ‘leadership’; it
disempowers leaders from making a difference, because ‘leadership’ as a concept promises
to do so much and delivers, more often than not, so little. ‘Leadership’ as potentially little
more than an empty promise is not only the consequence of inconsistencies in the way
leadership is represented, enacted and embodied by a variety of actors in a variety of
contexts and in a rich tapestry of practices and circumstances (Raelin, 2016;
Scharmer, 2009). Leadership practice is in danger of becoming void of substance by not
inviting and inspiring ways of responding to the VUCA conditions.

Johansen (2012) provides a response to this call for addressing the VUCA conditions with a
‘VUCA Primer’ as a mode of leading through VUCA conditions. For Johansen in order
to respond to Volatility there is a need for Vision, Uncertainty calls for
Understanding, Complexity calls for Clarity and Ambiguity calls for Agility. And vyet,
valuable as this analysis is, there is no explication on the learning leadership that must
necessarily enable developing such VUCA leadership — leadership with vision,
understanding, clarity and agility (Antonacopoulou & Bento, 2010). Antonacopoulou
(2018b) makes the case for VUCA learning leadership as a response to this gap and
shows how supporting ways of leading that enable Volatility to be met with Vision,
demand learning to feel safe being Vulnerable. In order to respond to Uncertainty, to
form an accurate Understanding, calls for courage to remain Unnerved by the
unknown. To respond to Complexity through Clarity calls for Candour. To embrace
Ambiguity through Agility calls for Awakening. Recognising Vulnerability, Unnerved,
Candour and Awakening as integral to VUCA learning leadership can become a catalyst
for revitalizing leadership as a concept and practice.

This means that we can actively explore the power of leadership afresh by focusing
more directly on the ways leading is embedded in everyday life ‘practising’ a variety of
activities, taking initiative and making things happen through VUCA modes of leading. Such
practising then shifts our focus not only beyond the context of work and embeds
leading in the everyday life; it also removes the need for leader-follower
distinctions. It recognizes leadership as it is performed by ‘ordinary’ people, who find in
themselves, and awaken in others, the possibility of doing “extra-ordinary” things.
These extensions to our conceptualization of leadership — ontologically and
contextually embrace the dynamic, collective and relational process that leading entails
as it is situated and socially defined (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011). It also calls for fresh ways
of representing it symbolically.

We propose the idea of “sensuous leadership” and reinforce it by expanding the readers’
experience of the text though the use of examples in “Sensorial Hyperlinks” that involve and
engage the senses to go beyond a purely cognitive narrative or emotional connection.
A sensuous approach to leading goes beyé)nd the traditional emphasis on cognitive
or emotional ways of knowing to explore the powerful insights we can gain



through sensuousness (Merleau-Ponty, 1962; 1964). The latter is part of a growing body of
work that recognizes aesthetic ways of leading (Hansen et al., 2007; Adler, 2011, 2015;
Ladkin and Taylor, 2014). Sensuous leadership however, goes beyond embodiment and
involves an emplaced mode of leading that implicates the whole person, encompassing
intellect and emotion and embracing sensation, values and character (Antonacopoulou,
2018b). The potential to augment the insights from our experiences by also engaging
sensoriality, not just our cognition and emotions, will be illustrated throughout the
paper by a series of “Sensorial Hyperlinks”. Our approach of using hyperlinked
illustrations, as an unconventional way to provide direct access to vivid sensorial
stimuli and thus introduce a “sensuous” (as distinguished from “sensual”) approach to
leadership offers access to appreciate the power of leading (as opposed to the
power to lead). This approach of arresting ‘leadership in the making’ raises
methodological, epistemological and ethical issues for researching leadership and its
impact. We explore how those issues can be addressed by approaches such as seizing
critical moments, promoting more reflexivity, and seeking new expressions of leadership.
In this respect, expressions of leadership with ‘character’ and ‘virtue’ (Crossan et al.,
2017; Antonacopoulou & Bento, 2018) in practice, explicate how dimensions of
leadership reflect the courage, commitment, confidence and curiosity to persevere when
navigating the unknown that VUCA conditions demand.
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