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Key questions addressed in this chapter

What is turbulence? 
And why 

should you worry 
about it?

What are the 
typical strategic 

responses to 
turbulence?

Do we really live in
 more turbulent times, 

or is this whole 
discussion 

‘cool-sounding 
nonsense’?

Does a turbulence 
strategy replace 

the traditional 
strategy models?
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What if competitors are not your biggest nightmare?

Some weeks ago, I got a phone call from a CEO who had received some bad news; 
despite great results the year before, his contract had been terminated. Sometimes 
this happens—the job of a top executive is tough, and managers who take that job 
must accept the uncertainty that goes along with it. This call was a bit different, 
though. Appointed as the first external CEO in the 280-year history of a timber 
importer, he had inherited a family business that had struggled with profitability 
for years. But in 2021, the company achieved a record year in revenues and 
profitability—the Covid-19 crisis turned out to be a blessing for the company. One 
year later, euphoria had given way to disillusionment: the war in Ukraine exposed 
the fundamental weaknesses in the company’s business model. The ban on Russian 
timber deprived the company of half of its supply and revenues. The result was a 
big loss, so big that the family decided to sell the company to a smaller but more 
resilient competitor.

This story is quite familiar to anyone who reads contemporary management books. 
The world is changing faster and becoming more complex than in the past. Strat-
egies and business models expire faster than ever before, and change is the only 
constant. We just went through one of the most impactful global health crises in 
recent memory, while geopolitical tensions are now leading to high levels of eco-
nomic uncertainty. Technological revolutions will continue to change our lives, and 
people’s needs and demands will further evolve… The future ain’t what it used to be.1

Organizations can build sophisticated strategies to beat their competitors. But 
sometimes your competitors are not your biggest nightmare. Natural disasters, 
geopolitical events, broken supply chains, economic volatility, or the arrival of dis-
ruptors with new business models might at times have a more profound impact on 
your performance. Unfortunately, the common strategic models offer little help for 
dealing with those particular challenges. That’s why many strategy researchers 
and consultants believe the time of traditional strategic thinking is over. The new 
ideas about strategy are best summarized in Rita McGrath’s book The End of Com-

petitive Advantage: to win in volatile and uncertain environments, executives need 
to learn how to exploit short-lived opportunities with speed and decisiveness.2 
Strategy is no longer about finding a favorable position in a well-defined industry 

chapter 1 • the future isn’t what it used to be
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and exploiting a long-term competitive advantage; it’s about building dynamic ca-
pabilities to cope with changing conditions and turbulent times.3

What does all this mean in practice? How should your company strategize in a 
world full of surprises? Unlike many other management authors who propose a 
particular tactic to fight turbulence—for example, launch a new business model, 
strengthen your resilience, or embrace agility—I think this challenge deserves a 
more comprehensive strategic answer. Rather than immediately jumping to con-
clusions and implementing some appealing initiatives, I believe it’s necessary to 
first ask yourself a series of strategic questions: What are the issues that your com-
pany is facing? What strategic options do you have to tackle turbulence? What is 
the best strategic choice, given your organization’s capabilities? And how to best 
implement this turbulence strategy?

In this book, I will show you how to build such a comprehensive answer to turbu-
lence. Let’s kick off by examining what turbulence is and looking at the evolution of 
turbulence over the last few decades.
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What is turbulence?

Organizations face a lot of turbulence. There can be turbulence in your boardroom 
or in your management team. Or there’s turbulence amongst your employees 
because of some unpopular decisions that your management team has taken. Or 
there’s turbulence because you’re involved in an acquisition, especially when your 
company is the target company. But that’s not the turbulence I cover in this book. 
This book concerns  environmental turbulence—the turbulence that you encounter 
in your industry or broader business environment and that can have a significant 
impact—negative or positive—on your organization’s performance. The industry 
environment consists of your major buyers and suppliers, your competitors, 
potential new entrants in your market and your substitutes—companies from 
another industry that offer products or services with similar benefits. (The 
typical example of a substitute for an airline company is a railway company.) The 
broader business environment—also called the macro environment—consists of 
all of the external influences that affect a company’s strategy and performance.4 
Strategists generally look at 6 major macro influences: Political, Economic, Social, 
Technological, Ecological, and Legal (generally captured as the acronym PESTEL).
 

ACADEMIC FOUNDATIONS. People often refer to the VUCA acronym when  
talking about a turbulent environment, Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambig-
uous. The VUCA concept was first used in the mid-1980s by Warren Bennis and 
Burt Nanus to describe how the world had become more vulnerable after the end 
of the Cold War.5 The term gained wider recognition and popularity in the business 
and leadership domains.

But strategists talked about turbulence long before the VUCA concept was born. 
Frederick Emery and Eric Trist had already introduced the concept of environ-
mental turbulence in 1965 in a study that defined 4 types of organizational envi-
ronments, of which the ‘turbulent field’ was the most challenging.6 Over the years, 
strategy scholars have come up with different operationalizations and measure-
ments of environmental turbulence. In academia, researchers define a turbulent 
environment as one that is dynamic, complex, and unpredictable.7 Dynamism  
describes the frequency and intensity of change in the environmental compo-

chapter 1 • the future isn’t what it used to be
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nents—such as the change in inflation or interest rates (economic component) or 
the rate of technological change (technological component).8 An environment can 
be static/stable versus dynamic/unstable. Complexity means that there are many 
issues and factors that cause the change. The relationships between these issues 
and factors are difficult to understand and it’s not clear which factors are most im-
portant in the decision-making process. Predictability represents the uncertainty 
and ambiguity regarding the cause-and-effect of the change.9

I define turbulence slightly differently as a huge shock or a fundamental shift in the 
industry or broader business environment, with a potentially significant impact on 
a company’s performance, or even its survival. Turbulence doesn’t have to persist 
long for it to have far-reaching implications on your firm’s performance.
 

MANY SHAPES OF TURBULENCE. Turbulence can take many shapes and you 
can classify turbulence in different ways. Figure 1 highlights 4 different ways to 
look at turbulence.

Figure 1 • Classifications of turbulence

TURBULENCE 
DEFINED

• Natural disasters
• Accidents
• Intentional actions
• Disruptors’ moves
• Global crises

SOURCES OF 
TURBULENCE

• Demand side
• Supply side

EFFECT OF 
TURBULENCE

• Shift: Detection (long) 
before the impact

• Shock: Realization 
at the instant of 
occurrence

DETECTABILITY

• Temporary 
turbulence

• Structural  
turbulence

DURATION
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First you can look at the sources of turbulence. MIT Professor Yossi Sheffi distin-
guishes between natural disasters, accidents (mostly caused by safety violations or 
noncompliance), intentional actions (sometimes called ‘issues’—examples include 
strikes and boycotts by stakeholders, and terrorist attacks), disruptors’ moves, and 
global crises (like the 2008 financial crisis or the Covid-19 pandemic).

A second classification considers whether the economic effects of turbulence are 
mainly situated on the demand or on the supply side. Demand-side turbulence 
leads to a significant loss of revenues—for example, due to reputational damage or 
a sudden drop in demand (as with the pandemic). Supply-side turbulence can lead 
to a loss in revenues (because you cannot meet demand) or to a significant cost 
increase. Whatever side is affected, the turbulence can lead to serious financial 
problems and threaten your firm’s survival, as the introductory case demonstrated. 
Of course, turbulence can create more than just economic harm—think, for exam-
ple, about your employees’ health and safety. It’s obvious that the wellbeing of your 
employees should be your primary concern.

A third classification introduces the concept of detection lead time, defined as the 
time between knowing that a turbulent event will take place and the first impact.10 
Detectability adds a time dimension to the turbulence discussion and helps to dis-
tinguish between turbulence as a shock or as a shift. If you can detect a disruptive 
event before the first impact, then the detectability is positive. The detection lead time 
can be lengthy—then we speak about long-term shifts or trends, like climate change. 
New disruptors arriving with new business models also fit in this category. When the 
detection lead time is small, disruptions arise after some short warning (hurricanes, 
for example). If the detection lead time is zero, then you realize the impact of the tur-
bulence at the moment of occurrence. Turbulence strikes without warning and you 
experience a shock—for example, an earthquake in the middle of the night.11

The final classification considers the duration of the turbulence. Some turbulence 
is temporary: the anticipated duration is short (in practice, researchers consider 
‘short’ to be less than one year). For example, one researcher considered the 
Covid-19 pandemic a temporary turbulence because 85% of the participants 
of his research project expected the impact to last one year or less.12 Structural 
turbulence, on the other hand, lasts much longer—and sometimes you never go 
back to the original state.

chapter 1 • the future isn’t what it used to be
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DISRUPTION VERSUS DISTURBANCE. Turbulence can take many shapes and 
forms and this will influence your strategic response. I find it useful to distinguish 
between 2 forms of turbulence: ‘disruption’ and ‘disturbance’. Turbulence through 
disruption means that your competitive landscape changes: new players enter 
your market and change the rules of the game with a fundamentally different value 
proposition and a different value chain. Academics and consultants often recom-
mend doing business model innovation, a strategic move that implies setting up a 
new business with a fundamentally new value proposition. This is considered to be 
one of the toughest management challenges for incumbent firms and many really 
struggle with it.

But not all turbulence is caused by disruption. Some firms face a shock in demand 
or in supply because of a natural disaster or a severe accident. I call this distur-
bance. Here, the competitive landscape remains unchanged. Disturbance can have 
an equally significant impact on your performance. Just consider the financial 
crisis or the pandemic; these crises have seriously impacted the performance of 
many firms. The performance effect is different though. Firms suffer not because 
they haven’t found an appropriate answer to the disruptors but because they lack 
the resilience and agility needed to deal with sudden shocks or longer-term shifts. 
It’s important to add—and this is also one of the main messages of this book—that 
turbulence brings opportunities. Some firms thrive in turbulent times.

Developing a turbulence strategy without reflecting on the nature of the turbu-
lence that you are facing is dangerous. Disturbance and disruption are very differ-
ent phenomena which require different strategic responses. Table 1 presents the 
major differences between the 2 kinds of turbulence.
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