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Abstract
Global higher education institutions are significantly impacted by a key component of chaos during challenging
times: the ability to effectively respond to ambiguity and uncertainty. Today’s COVID-19 global pandemic
created a challenge so quickly that higher education leaders had little opportunity to assess, evaluate and make
informed judgments. The dynamics of the situation presented more complexities than ever previously faced.
Global higher education institutions with the ability to manage ambiguity and uncertainty can successfully
survive. Conversely, the inability to cope with change could lead to failure.
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1. Introduction
Global higher education institutions are now confronting a very complex world driven by the COVID-19
pandemic. Additionally, global higher education is facing two significant impediments to sustainability and
survival. First, governments around the world have steadily minimized their support for public higher
education,while expenditures have increased constantly. Second, governments are increasing pressure on
universities to demonstrate the value of their degrees in short-term, quantitative and market-related measures
(Antoine & Van Langenhove, 2019). In this turbulent time when medical, social, and technology challenges
require innovative solutions and new concepts, global higher education institutions must deliver both creativity
for sustainability and resilience for accountability (Lemoine & Richardson, 2019).
COVID-19 caused the closure of university campuses around the world and migration of all learning and
teaching into digital environments. How did global universities immediately and effectively embrace the mass
adoption of online learning (Mondol & Mohiuddin, 2020)? Although technology-enhanced learning was used to
some extent at most universities, the COVID-19 pandemic required expansion of existing infrastructure and
more demanding forms of online learning (Naciri, Baba, Achbani, & Kharbach, 2020). The abruptness of the
shift meant that there were no opportunities to provide additional preparation for faculty or students before the
switch to online teaching and learning. Did COVID-19 force online learning as a stop gap measure or the next
solution for learning in global higher education (Neuwirth, Jović, & Mukherji, 2020)?
The COVID-19 pandemic forced almost all global higher education institutions to rapidly move from on-campus
instruction to online instruction whether the institution, the faculty or the students were ready for the move
(Houlden & Veletsianos, 2020). After the Chinese closed their institutions and moved to online learning the
response became almost universal as institutions in all countries followed their example (Bao, 2020). The rapid
expansion of online learning forced universities around the world to struggle with developing new policies,
identifying new goals and directions, and implementing change processes to meet the needs of students in an
online environment during this pandemic; however, the move to online did not come without risk (Williamson,
Eynon, & Potter, 2020). The pandemic has renewed attention to the importance of, and how little is known about,
learning under stress and urgency in the middle of a crisis (Karalis, 2020).
Online learning further places emphasis on interactions between and among different channels to let learners be
more engaged in the learning process (Riggs, 2020). What is currently being done with online learning is
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considered by many in the higher education community as a temporary solution to an immediate problem that
will revert to face-to-face instruction after the pandemic (Golden, 2020). For instance, in the United States alone,
about 2.3 million undergraduates, which is equivalent to 14% of the total undergraduate students in the US,
studied entirely online in the fall of 2018, according to NCES (2019). Although institutions that normally teach
face-to-face on campus will likely return to that mode of instruction, the special arrangements they put in place
during the COVID-19 crisis may leave a lasting trace (Dhawan, 2020). The expansion of online learning in
higher education will likely accelerate, and institutions will pursue the aspects of technology-based learning that
they have found most useful (Vlachopoulos, 2020).
2. Leading in Ambiguity and Uncertainty
Continuous turbulence fueled by the COVID-19 pandemic has led global higher education institutions in a
frantic search for means to maintain competitive advantages and relevance in this challenging environment
(Robson & Wihlborg, 2019). The phenomenon of COVID-19 has been characterized by abrupt changes and
turbulence, forcing global higher education centers of learning to scramble to develop survival strategies
(Melnyk, Pypenko, & Maslov, 2020). Agility is a strategy that when implemented effectively promises
institutions not only survival but a way to thrive in a fast-changing situation. Organizational agility is the
competitive feature that is needed by institutions to survive turbulent environments by providing the possibility
to swiftly and aptly respond (Mukerjee, 2014). One of the primary components of agility is the ability of
institutions to respond to uncertainty; such is the case during COVID-19. To acquire organizational agility, the
institution must be capable of dealing with unexpected changes and turbulence (Worley & Jules, 2020).
Ambiguity is the vagueness of reality, mixed meaning, and/or cause and effect confusion while uncertainty is the
lack of predictability and possibilities for surprise and/or shock (Waller, Lemoine, Garretson, & Richardson,
2020b). Such is the world of COVID-19 experienced by global higher education leaders. Ambiguity and
uncertainty often cause crises, setbacks, struggles, and obstacles which leaders see as adversity--a threat rather
than an opportunity. This can prevent leaders from adapting to adversity and consequently, they are unable to
maintain a stable and balanced leadership platform (Kouzes & Posner, 2019). Adversity requires leaders to have
extraordinary courage, showing resilience and skill with determination. However, leaders need to be open and
transparent about what is going on and how the situation impacts the institution and members of the institution
(Stewart, Khare, & Schatz, 2016). To defeat adversity leaders, need to develop the ability to evaluate a situation,
develop an action plan that addresses the right issues and exhibit the willingness to commit to their goals
(Fernandez & Shaw, 2020).
Planning and preparing for the unexpected and unknown while dealing with ambiguity and uncertainty are
inherent parts of the leadership dynamics in complex organizations (Woods, 2020). Leading a global higher
education institution is a complex and daunting challenge in the best of times but the global pandemic created an
increasingly unstable and rapidly changing world (Marshall, Roache, & Moody-Marshall, 2020). To survive,
global higher education leaders need to understand that ambiguity and uncertainty produce setbacks, stress, and
crises, yet may also produce valuable opportunities (Yan, 2020). Further, in this environment global higher
education institutions are turbulent and volatile (Bruckmann, & Carvalho, 2018). Turbulence is characterized by
complexity as well as rapidity of change in the institution because turbulence accelerates the rate and complexity
of interactive effects on the organization (Sae-Lim, 2019). This implies that skills to predict and control
outcomes are obsolete and need to be replaced by the ability to recognize patterns and adapt quickly (Ulrich &
Yeung, 2019).
Effective leadership during times of crisis requires a dual focus on responding to immediate needs while also
making strategic decisions that serve the long-term interests of the institution (Vecchiato, 2015). Higher
education is not typically recognized for agility and speed, yet the immediate, and what some have characterized
as heroic, response by global higher education institutions is most impressive; in reality there were really very
few choices. Meanwhile, institutions of global higher education are working to redefine themselves during a time
when the only certainty is uncertainty (Waller, Lemoine, Mense, & Richardson, 2019).
Given the likelihood of continued COVID-19 complications, global higher education will likely operate in a
continually fluid and uncertain environment characterized by ambiguity and uncertainty in addition to turbulence
(Gilson & Davis, 2019). Higher education leaders are caught in a quandary. The rapid infusion of technology has
created increased demands that drive this new world. Technology has a long and interesting history in higher
education, but never have the requirements for implementation and utilization been so great (Lemoine, Waller,
Garretson, & Richardson, 2020b).

11

http://journal.julypress.com/index.php/jed

Vol. 5, No. 1; April, 2021

3. The Need for Agility and Adaptability
Global higher education institutions are beginning to embrace agility as a means to cope with complexity,
uncertainty and fast changes in the global marketplace. Therefore, one of the skills that global higher education
institutions need in the turbulent environment of COVID-19 is agility (Menon & Suresh, 2020). Agility provides
the institution with the possibility of quick response and allows the institution to improve its efficiency. Agile, by
the face meaning of this word, is the ability to create and respond to change (Holbeche, 2018). It is a way of
dealing with, and ultimately succeeding in, an uncertain and turbulent environment. Three core imperatives are
essential for global higher education institutions during ambiguity and uncertainty: responding to student needs,
agility, and the ability to change (Lemoine, Waller, Garretson, & Richardson, 2020a).
Agility is the ability to respond to unpredictable change by reacting quickly and effectively to changing
environments. Agility is the capability to make timely, effective, and sustained changes. Agility necessitates
speed and flexibility as the primary attributes of an agile institution. Agility is often described as proactive
responses to change (Moon, 2020).
As a result, agility implies the ability of the institution to survive with flexibility in an unpredictable environment.
The agility concept encompasses both flexibility and adaptability (Prejean, Kilcoyne, Liao, & Parker, 2019). The
commitment to agility goes far beyond proposing new policies and procedure; it requires leaders to rethink
organizational structures, functions and conventional management methods such as planning and measurement
systems which are rooted in the status quo (Teece, Peteraf, & Leih, 2016).
COVID-19 was a test of organizational agility (Wu & Lin, 2020), with many initially focused on transitioning
content to an online environment, and not necessarily on online pedagogy (Blumenstyk, 2020). Organizational
agility, or the ability to continuously adjust and adapt strategically, is increasingly considered a vital higher
education success factor. The ability to change continuously and effectively is key to survival and future
prosperity (Stefan & Nazarov, 2020). The ability of the institution to use agility to respond to COVID-19 will
likely cause many university presidents to lose their job and others to be labeled heroes due to their ability to
have their institution, particularly faculty, able to respond to COVID-19 with agility and purpose (Rey, Pitta,
Ramonas, & Sotok, 2019). Agility is said to be an organization-wide capability meant to handle situations arising
in an unanticipated fashion in the environment through rapid response. Was there resistance from some faculty?
Obviously. However, they accepted the challenge and persevered largely in response to the needs of their
students (Rapanta, Botturi, Goodyear, Guàrdia, & Koole, 2020). Adaptable behavior emphasizes professional
flexibility, which includes accepting many responsibilities and changing roles easily in different tasks or teams.
Doerfel and Prezelj (2017) assert another dimension of the workforce agility behaviors includes resilience.
Resilience manifests in positive attitudes to novel ideas, technologies and other adjustments such as process
changes and tolerance of unpredicted situations, differing opinions and coping with stressful situations, just as
found in response to COVID-19 by going totally online in a few days, not a few years (Watermeyer, Crick,
Knight, & Goodall, 2020).
One capability that higher education institutions need in today’s turbulent environment is adaptability (Sutin,
2016). Adaptability underlies the fit of organizational operations to their environment while flexibility
emphasizes the readiness of organizational resources and the ease of resource mobilization. The institution must
adapt to unpredictable changes quickly and efficiently. The issue is whether adaptation is aligned with the
changes necessary in the environment (Ansell, 2017).
COVID-19 has caused the closure of university campuses around the world and migration of all learning and
teaching into digital environments. How did global universities immediately and effectively embrace the mass
adoption of online learning? Although technology-enhanced learning was used to some extent at most
universities, the COVID-19 pandemic required expansion of existing infrastructure and more demanding forms
of technology-enhanced learning (Zimmerman, 2020). The abruptness of the shift meant that there were no
opportunities to provide additional preparation for faculty before the transference to online teaching and learning.
Did COVID-19 force online learning as a stop gap measure or the next solution for learning in global higher
education (Rahim, Burrell, & Duncan, 2020)?
Adapt or get left behind. Global higher education institutions with the ability to adapt to the changes in their
respective ecosystems will successfully survive. Conversely, the inability to cope with the changes will lead to
failure (Kawamorita, Salamzadeh, Demiryurek, & Ghajarzadeh, 2020). Global higher education institutions that
are transformative organizations continually adapt, adopt, and renew, as and when required due to the need to
adapt or perish in the face of unprecedented change. The global higher education environment demands
continual changes (Izumi, Sukhwani, Surian, & Shaw, 2020). Thus, it is imperative for global higher education
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institutions to adapt to the changes that pose threats to them so that they can survive because the institution may
not succeed without making appropriate changes, particularly in light of the changes initiated as a result of
COVID-19 (Evans, 2020).
4. Recommendations
1.

Universities undergoing a rapid change period need to be conscious of their ability to continuously monitor
the quality of the learning design.

2.

Global higher education institutions must pivot from crisis management to long-range planning.

5. Conclusions
1.

Change is a continuous process of adaptation that aligns institutional competence with the environment.

2.

COVID-19 has made it evident that everything cannot be formalized into predictable, mechanistic patterns
that are easy to understand.

3.

Adaptive challenges like COVID-19 do not have easy solutions.

4.

The intensity of COVID-19 compels change that is exceptional and innovative.

5.

What is problematic is to expect a clear answer to a complex challenge when the real and immediate task is
to figure out what the issues are and develop a strategy on how to respond.

6.

The key to leadership is to understand a problem from different perspectives and plan accordingly when
there are no predictable answers or outcomes.

7.

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity (VUCA) across
global higher education and technological ecosystems.
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