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VUCA is a term that many project specialists and leaders will be familiar with –  volatility,
uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity.  However a new term is entering the vocabulary of
those at the sharp end of change and delivery. Now becoming increasingly the norm it is
termed BANI (Brittle, Anxious, Non-linear, Incomprehensible) – the traditional tenets of
leadership are being challenged. 

While in general executive leadership programs will often focus on C-suite development, the core
principles of purposeful leadership are profoundly relevant to project managers. As the frontline navigators
of organizational change and innovation, project managers stand to gain immense success and satisfaction
by adopting a more purposeful, resilient, and strategically agile approach.

The conventional wisdom that project management is solely about deliverables, timelines, and budgets is
insufficient in today’s dynamic landscape. True project leadership transcends; it demands a deeper
engagement with personal purpose, an ability to anticipate and shape change, and the resilience to thrive
amidst uncertainty. Drawing insights from leading executive development philosophies, project managers
can cultivate these essential skills to not only deliver projects successfully but also to elevate their roles
into true leadership positions.

The BANI Environment: A New Imperative for Project
Leadership
The BANI framework offers a powerful lens through which to view the challenges project managers face
daily:
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Brittle: Systems can fail unexpectedly, requiring robust contingency planning and adaptable
approaches.
Anxious: Uncertainty breeds anxiety among teams and stakeholders, necessitating empathetic and
clear communication.
Non-linear: Cause-and-effect relationships are often obscured, demanding flexible strategies and
iterative learning.
Incomprehensible: The sheer volume and complexity of information can be overwhelming, requiring
strong analytical and sense-making skills.

In such an environment, merely reacting is not enough. Project managers must become proactive
architects of solutions, fostering an environment where teams can not only cope but also innovate and
excel.

Elevating Project Leadership: Key Principles for Success
Inspired by the transformative journey of executive leadership programs, project managers can adopt
several key principles to lead with greater purpose and achieve enhanced success:

1. Define and Lead Your Personal Brand: The Authentic Project Leader
Just as C-suite executives cultivate their leadership brand, project managers must define their core values,
strengths, and leadership style. This isn’t about self-promotion, but about understanding your authentic
approach to leadership.

Actionable Insight: Reflect on past project successes and challenges. What unique qualities did you
bring to the table? How do you motivate your team? Identifying your core values – be it integrity,
collaboration, innovation, or a results-driven focus – provides a compass for your decision-making and
interactions. For example, a project manager who consistently prioritizes team well-being might be
known for fostering a supportive and high-trust environment, leading to reduced burnout and increased
engagement.



2. Leverage Leadership Frameworks: Beyond the PMBOK
While project management methodologies are crucial, integrating broader leadership frameworks can
significantly enhance influence and team performance. Models like the Hogan Leadership Model, for
instance, offer insights into personality traits that impact leadership effectiveness.

Actionable Insight: Explore leadership models that resonate with your style and team dynamics.
Understanding concepts like transformational leadership (inspiring and motivating teams) or servant
leadership (prioritizing team needs) can provide structured approaches to improve team cohesion and
productivity. For instance, a project manager utilizing a situational leadership model might adapt their
coaching style based on the individual team member’s skill level and motivation, leading to more
effective delegation and skill development.

3. Develop Resilience and Strategic Agility: Navigating the
Unexpected
The BANI environment demands exceptional resilience and the ability to pivot swiftly. Project managers
must learn to maintain focus under pressure and adapt strategies in the face of unforeseen challenges.

Actionable Insight: Practice techniques for stress management and maintaining calm under pressure,
such as mindfulness or structured problem-solving. Develop a “strategic agility” mindset by regularly
reassessing project plans against evolving external factors. Instead of rigidly adhering to an initial plan,
embrace iterative planning and be prepared to adjust scope or resources based on new information. A
recent study by the Project Management Institute (PMI) indicated that projects with high agility and
adaptability were 2.5 times more likely to be successful.



4. Harness AI in Leadership: The Intelligent Project Manager
Artificial intelligence is rapidly transforming every industry. Project managers must not only understand its
implications but also actively leverage AI tools to enhance team readiness, mitigate risks, and promote
well-being.

Actionable Insight: Investigate how AI-powered tools can support project planning, risk assessment,
resource allocation, and even predictive analytics for potential issues. For example, AI algorithms can
analyze vast datasets to identify potential schedule delays or budget overruns far earlier than manual
methods, allowing for proactive intervention. Furthermore, consider how AI can automate routine tasks,
freeing up your team for more strategic and creative work, thereby promoting well-being and reducing
burnout.

5. Champion Strategic Innovation and Change: Cultivating a Forward-
Thinking Project Culture
Successful project managers are not merely implementers; they are catalysts for innovation and change.
They foster a culture that embraces risk, adapts to market shifts, and drives transformation within their
projects and broader organization.

Actionable Insight: Encourage a “fail fast, learn faster” mentality within your project team. Create a
safe space for experimentation and new ideas, even if they don’t immediately pan out. Regularly
engage with stakeholders to understand emerging market trends and integrate these insights into your
project planning. For instance, dedicating a portion of project time to “innovation sprints” can
encourage creative problem-solving and uncover new solutions.



The Benefits: Beyond Project Completion
By embracing these leadership principles, project managers can achieve more than just on-time, on-
budget project delivery. They will experience:

Increased Job Satisfaction: Leading with purpose aligns your work with your personal values, leading
to a deeper sense of fulfillment.
Enhanced Career Progression: Demonstrating strong leadership skills positions you for greater
responsibilities and executive roles.
Higher-Performing Teams: Empowered and purpose-driven teams are more engaged, productive,
and resilient.
Greater Organizational Impact: Projects led with purpose contribute more significantly to strategic
organizational goals and sustainable growth.

Taking a step back, as suggested by leading executive programs, to deepen self-awareness, refine your
leadership brand, and strengthen essential skills is not a luxury, but a necessity for today’s project
managers. The investment in purposeful leadership will not only navigate the complexities of the BANI
world but also ensure greater levels of success and satisfaction in your vital role.


