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Do we 
need a new 
acronym?
For many years, VUCA has become a 
nearly self-evident term to describe 
economic, social, and political develop-
ments. We have become accustomed to 
dealing with complexity and decreasing 
predictability—and have even derived 
strategies from it. ARGO experts have 
participated in workshops designed 
specifically for this purpose! Now, how-
ever, it seems that this acronym—first 
introduced in the 1980s by the U.S. 
military—has outlived its usefulness. 

The term describes aspects that we 
already perceive as “normal.” 
Volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and 
ambiguity are no longer sufficient to 
capture what we experience in many 
dimensions of our reality. 

When the world changes, 
new names are needed. 

In response to the effects of climate 
change, political and social upheavals, 
and ultimately a global pandemic, 
American futurist Jamais Cascio 
introduced a new acronym in 2020: 
BANI. (Source: Facing the Age of Chaos)

Like VUCA, BANI offers a framework to 
help us better understand and classify 
the characteristics of systems — 
meaning organizations, societies, value 
chains, but also relationships, friend-
ships, and individuals.

BANI: brittle – 
anxious – 
nonlinear - 
incomprehensible
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“Something massive and 
potentially overwhelming is 
happening. All of our systems, 
from global webs of trade and 
information to the personal 
connections we have with our 
friends, families, and colleagues, 
all of these systems are 
changing, will have to change. 
Fundamentally. 
Thoroughly. Painfully, at times. 
It’s something that may need a 
new language to describe. 
It’s something that will definitely 
require a new way of thinking 
to explore.”Christian Rumpler

Partner & Consultant Jamais Cascio, 
Distinguished Fellow, 
Institute for the Future

BANI



BANI

“B” stands for “brittle”:

Unlike fragile systems—whose po-
tential breaking points are visible 
and can be treated accordingly—
brittle systems often appear strong 
and stable. Yet, without visible 
warning, they can suddenly and 
unexpectedly collapse. 
The causes lie in the absence of 
buffers and in critical 
dependencies. 
Perfectly “optimized” systems may 
be highly efficient, but they lack 
flexibility and slack. 
Critical dependencies show how 
the sudden absence of essential 
components (e.g., microchips) 
can paralyze production sites 
worldwide. 

The lack of buffers to absorb 
disruptions in globally networked 
and interdependent systems (e.g., 
energy, food, healthcare) ultimately 
means that a single small distur-
bance can bring an entire chain 
of systems to a standstill. These 
sudden and unpredictable threats 
create deep insecurity.

“A” stands for “anxious” 

Anxiety-inducing systems lead to 
a profound sense of helplessness. 
We face situations and challenges 
with the feeling that “whatever I 
do is wrong.” Whatever decision we 
make could end in disaster. 
Doing nothing might seem safer; 

but especially in leadership 
roles, passivity is not a solu-
tion. It merely turns us into 
passengers. 
Key amplifiers of anxiety-
inducing systems include 
media, fake news, and the use 
of artificial intelligence in 
that context. How do we know 
what is real—or what is right 
or wrong? What data can we 
rely on to make decisions? 

Are the available facts manipula-
ted? And if so, by whom—and to 
what end? 

Who is, actually, in control here—
the “others” or the algorithms? 
All of these questions point t
oward a loss of control, 
implying thatwe no longer have 
the abilityto influence outcomes. 

“N” stands for 
“nonlinear”:

In nonlinear systems, 
it becomes almost 
impossible to recognize 
cause and effect, as 
they are often no longer 
directly connected. 
Actions may produce no 
observable results, or 
show effects only much 
later, as we’ve seen 
during the pandemic or with 
climate change measures. 

Predictability becomes an illusi-
on, and outcomes are no longer 
calculable. Nonlinear systems are 
chaotic systems: small triggers 
can cause effects of unimaginable 
magnitude, while major efforts 
may fizzle out. 

This can render traditional strategy 
work and classic management 
methods almost absurd. 
When cause and effect no longer 
make sense together, events enter 
the realm of the inexplicable.

“I” stands for 
“incomprehensible”: 

In incomprehensible systems, 
we often find ourselves asking—
at least internally—
“What on earth just happened?” 
or, simply, “What the hell…?” 

These questions express states of 
confusion. We simply cannot make 
sense of certain things. Reflecting 
on recent years, we can all think of 
numerous events we just couldn’t 
“wrap our heads around.” 

Even additional information—
though infinitely available—does 
not necessarily help us understand 
more. On the contrary: phenomena 
associated with big data often 
make it even harder to distinguish 
meaningful signals from the noise.  

So what 
now?
At first glance, all of this sounds 
apocalyptic. Yet, as Jamais Cascio 
himself notes, BANI is primarily 
a framework for describing the 
world we live in. 
Like VUCA, it does not offer 
solutions in the sense of 
“if we do this or that, everything 
will be fine.” However, it does pro-
vide recommendations for 
how to better navigate chaotic  
conditions:

A
AnxiousBrittle
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What can 
we actually 
do? 
Possible answers can only be 
found within the systems we 
live and act in—as individuals, 
as leaders, in our teams, or in the 
organizations for which we are 
responsible. In many cases, 
it will be necessary to change the
frameworks of our thinking, acting,  
and feeling. Leadership and  
self-responsibility are essential. 

Let’s create resources for 
resilience. That begins with 
deep reflection on our 
personality and strengths. 
Resilience enables us to 
remain stable and 
adaptable under pressure—
individually, as teams, and
 as organizations. 

But resilience requires
 buffers! A system optimized 
for maximum efficiency 
cannot be resilient.

Slack, in an organizational 
context, comes from a 

culture of learning and 
psychological safety. 
In a chaotic world, mistakes are 
simply attempts that did not lead 
to the desired outcome. 

Mindfulness helps us recognize 
signals amid the noise, distinguish 
the important from the unimpor-
tant, and act consciously in the 
present moment. 

Empathy, a core competence of 
emotional intelligence, allows us 
to better understand and relate to 
the emotions and experiences of 
others. While we may not be able 

to change others’ 
situations, we can 
foster a climate 
of being seen and 
understood—
a small anchor of 
stability in chaos. 

Let’s embrace the courage to 
improvise. Encourage people to 
take unconventional paths and try 
new solutions. Help teams develop 
the capacity to respond quickly 
and flexibly to new insights and 
influences—and to jointly reflect 
on the effects of their actions. 
Finally, let’s build an environment 
of transparency and intuition. 
Transparency builds trust and 
creates space to share subtle, 
barely perceptible signals. 
Let’s talk about what feels “off” 
and where we sense opportuni-
ties—even when it’s just our gut 
feeling speaking. 

All of this requires a high degree 
of personal responsibility. 
Only we ourselves can shape a 
positive approach to our own fears 
and uncertainties—and we can 
support one another in doing so.

We’re delighted to welcome Irene Tropper 
as a dedicated and energetic new member of
 our team. Welcome aboard! 

Ron Thoma has presented his third book: 
“You’re Not Broken.” 
In it, he offers a deeply personal yet 
well-founded answer to a question many people 
carry with them: “What’s wrong with me?” 
Through clear models and vivid examples, he 
shows that we all possess the resources to live 
effectively, successfully, and with fulfillment.
It’s not about endlessly fixing weaknesses - 
but about recognizing, developing, and 
transforming talents into mature strengths.
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•	 Brittle systems require resilience and slack

•	 Anxiety-inducing systems require mindfulness and empathy

•	 Nonlinear systems require improvisation and flexibility

•	 Incomprehensible systems require transparency and intuition



im
pr

in
t

B
ar

ba
ra

 T
ho

m
a

A
R

G
O

 P
er

so
na

le
nt

w
ic

kl
un

g 
G

m
bH

D
re

sd
ne

r S
tr

aß
e 

43
/D

G
12

00
 V

ie
nn

a
te

l +
43

-1
-3

69
 7

7 
00

m
ai

l: 
b.

th
om

a@
ar

go
.a

t

so
ci

al

This summer, we held our Brainathon, 
ARGO’s format for learning, thinking,and 
experimenting, at the Balance Hotel Steigenberger. 
With the support of external experts, we worked 
on developing an AI strategy for ARGO
and deepened our competence and creativity in 
applying various tools. And, of course, it wouldn’t 
be the ARGOnauts if the joy of being together live, 
a rare treat in our often remote work environment, 
hadn’t been at the heart of it all!

We’ve loved our colorful, dynamic, and lively website – but after five years, 
it’s time for something new!  You can still find us at www.argo.at – 
now more mobile-friendly, streamlined, and informative. 
We look forward to your feedback! 
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Our
Brainathon:
Learning, 
Thinking, 
Experi-
menting 


