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Abstract: Digital transformation and increasing volatility are presenting new challenges for manag-
ers and leaders. Traditional leadership approaches are reaching their limits in VUCA environments.
This article analyzes Buhse and Petry s VOPA+ model as a framework for transformative leadership
and examines its relevance for change management processes. Based on a systematic literature anal-
ysis of German and international publications on digital leadership and VUCA environments, the
five principles of the model are examined.: networking as the basis for digital collaboration, openness
as the key to innovation, participation to involve employees, agility for flexibility in dynamic environ-
ments, and trust as a fundamental element. The analysis shows that the five dimensions are closely
interlinked and that trust serves as a foundation without which the other principles are ineffective.
Implementation requires a comprehensive cultural change that goes beyond merely introducing dig-
ital tools. Managers must change their role from that of the sole decision-maker to that of facilitator
and enabler. The VOPA+ model offers a valuable framework for transformation processes, although
the specific design must be context-dependent, depending on the industry, size and organizational
culture. Further empirical research on the measurability of success is necessary.
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INTRODUCTION

The current working world is characterized by increasing uncertainty and volatility. A global
survey of 4,701 CEOs conducted by PricewaterhouseCoopers clearly shows that macroeconomic
fluctuations (35%), geopolitical tensions (27%) and cyber risks (24%) are perceived as key threats
for 2025 (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2025). German CEOs also see these risks as particularly rele-
vant, with the shortage of skilled workers being highlighted at 21 per cent (ibid.).
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Fig. 1. CEOs concerned about economic volatility
Source: PwC Annual Global CEO Survey 2025

Not only global CEOs, but also German CEOs are feeling a growing sense of uncertainty.
In January 2026, 84% of the German population stated that the current situation was cause for
concern (Infratest dimap 2026). This mood and these developments are reflected in companies. In
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2016, over 58% of executives surveyed in a study stated that the complexity of collaboration was
a particular challenge (Hays 2017, p. 15). Increasing digitalization and flexible working models,
generally referred to as “new work”, also pose new tasks for managers.

Current studies show that today’s working world and its environment can no longer be de-
scribed as purely linear or predictable, and this is also how those affected and involved perceive it.
The working world is characterized by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity. The VUCA
framework provides a systematic approach to understanding the challenges of modern leadership
(Lippold 2019, p. 25). These dilemmas can be exacerbated by the challenges of digital transforma-
tion. According to McKinsey, 90 per cent of companies worldwide are now implementing digital
transformation in some form (Rachytski and Runets 2025). In Germany, the DIHK Digitalization
Survey 2025 shows that many companies are actively engaged in transformation processes, with 54
per cent citing complexity and 60 per cent citing a lack of resources as key challenges (DIHK 2026).
This is where traditional management approaches, which originated in other eras such as the second
or third industrial revolution, reach their limits and fade into the background.

New leadership approaches are replacing outdated models because they appear better suited to
today’s requirements. These new leadership models, such as digital leadership, combine techno-
logical, strategic and emotional skills, as they are particularly relevant (Boschuk 2024, p. 7). The
VOPA+ model, introduced by Willms Buhse and expanded by Thomas Petry, offers a systematic
framework for modern leadership. The aim of this article is to analyze the model’s principles and
highlight their relevance to the design of change management processes.

This article will first provide a rough overview of new leadership approaches and describe the
VOPA+ model, as well as substantiate its relevance for the current challenges faced by managers.
Recommendations for action round off this work.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This article is based on a systematic analysis of literature and publications from German-speak-
ing and Anglo-Saxon countries on digital leadership, the VUCA environment, and VOPA+. The
acronym VOPA is only found in German-language literature, which is why the analysis was sup-
plemented with the term’s ambidextrous leadership and ambidexterity. The theoretical foundations
are supported by selected sources from the current scientific discussion, such as specialist journals
and online articles.

RESULTS

New leadership approaches in the context of digital transformation

The demands of digital transformation have triggered a fundamental reassessment of traditional
leadership approaches. Leadership research distinguishes between various models, each with a differ-
ent focus, and understanding these models makes it easier to classify the VOPA+ model. The trans-
actional leadership approach is based on the principle of exchange. Performance is rewarded and
deviations from this are corrected (Bass and Riggio 2006, p. 8). It is suitable for stable, clearly struc-
tured environments, but reaches its limits in dynamic transformation processes. The transformational
leadership approach goes beyond this. It aims to change employees’ values and attitudes, emphasizing
vision and inspiration. Individual development is also anchored in this leadership approach (ibid., p.
6). Situational leadership models, such as that of Hersey and Blanchard (1969), emphasize the need to
adapt the leadership style to employees’ maturity level (Lippold 2019, p. 21). Servant leadership views
the manager primarily as an enabler who puts employees’ needs first (Simsa, p. 140).

These approaches form the basis for digital leadership as an integrative approach to the pres-
ent. Digital leadership is not an entirely new theoretical construct, but rather a further development
of proven leadership concepts for the digital age. It combines technological competence and stra-
tegic foresight and is thus specifically geared towards volatile, networked and rapidly changing
organizational environments (Petry 2024, p. 56). The VOPA+ model operationalizes digital leader-
ship by identifying five specific leadership dimensions that managers can use to guide their actions
in the digital transformation process.
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The principles of the VOPA+ model

The VOPA+ model is a framework developed in response to the new challenges of a world
characterized by VUCA or BANI factors. The original VOPA model was presented by Willms Bu-
hse in his 2014 book “Management by Internet: New Leadership Models for Companies in Times
of Digital Transformation”. It describes the key principles highly relevant to managers in an in-
creasingly digitalized and networked world. The acronym VOPA stands for networking, openness,
participation and agility (Buhse 2014):

Networking as the basis for digital collaboration in the context of leadership

Networking is a central component of digital transformation. It encompasses interaction
between people as well as connections between humans and machines or between machines
themselves, for example in the Internet of Things (Buhse 2014, p. 24). Comprehensive inter-
net-based networking, now a global infrastructure for information exchange, serves as the basis
for countless other technologies (Baltra et al. 2023, p. 2). Social media platforms such as Insta-
gram, LinkedIn and X build on the basic technology of the Internet and not only enable private
and professional communication, but also promote the establishment of networks, knowledge
transfer and the organization of global communities (Lippold 2019, p. 27). Cloud technology
and collaboration software, such as Confluence, are also noteworthy in a professional con-
text as tools for networking and promoting digital collaboration. This networking, accelerated
by digitalization, now enables global interaction, collaboration, and knowledge integration.
Knowledge can thus be used today regardless of location. In addition, young technologies such
as blockchain enable highly networked storage of data and information. They are increasingly
influencing both the world of work and the private sphere. This technological dimension of
networking is therefore crucial to modern leadership approaches. Nevertheless, people remain
at the heart of successful leadership. An organizational culture is predominantly shaped by
consistent interpersonal relationships (Schein and Schein 2017, p. 7), and trust between man-
agers and employees is rooted in interpersonal interaction (Mayer, Davis and Schoorman 1995,
p. 711). In the context of this article, it should be emphasized that these forms of networking
among managers must be used strategically to enable not only technological but also interper-
sonal collaboration.

Openness of leaders as the key to innovation

In this context, openness, or “opening up,” refers to transparency and a willingness to share
knowledge and embrace new ideas. In earlier times, when processes and structures were less com-
plex, it was not necessary to share knowledge to ensure a company’s long-term success. In today’s
knowledge society, which, as described above, is also characterized by factors of uncertainty and
non-linear predictability, sharing and pooling knowledge is of fundamental importance. Intellectu-
al capital is created by combining the knowledge and experience of different actors, which requires
exchange between them (Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998, p. 248). On the other hand, employees must
also be able to accept new knowledge and change, i.e. be open to it. Managers must create a cor-
porate culture in which employees can communicate openly and perceive change not as a threat
but as an opportunity (Buhse 2014, p. 25). Petry emphasizes that openness is a crucial infector to
successful digital transformations, helping reduce resistance and fostering an atmosphere condu-
cive to innovation (Petry 2024, p. 306f).

Openness is therefore a two-sided issue and manifests itself in various dimensions of leader-
ship. On the one hand, it means communicative transparency, as managers should openly share
information about strategic decisions, corporate goals and challenges with their teams. According
to Kotter, this transparency creates trust and enables employees to understand the big picture of
their work and identify more strongly with the company’s goals (Kotter 2011, p. 74f). On the other
hand, openness also includes the willingness to accept feedback and to deal with it in a construc-
tive manner, at the very least. Today’s managers should recognize that valuable ideas can come
from all levels of the organization and create appropriate channels for mutual exchange.

Openness plays a particularly important role in change management processes and digital
transformations, as it underpins the acceptance of new technologies and ways of working.
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Participation in leadership: employees as co-creators

Participation refers to employees’ involvement in decision-making processes, as well as to
active promotion and co-creation. Modern managers recognize that it is not enough to operate
solely a top-down leadership style with rigid hierarchical structures; employees can make valuable
contributions through their expertise and perspectives. In concrete terms, this means that managers
should encourage employees to take on responsibility and give them the necessary freedom and
authority to do so (Petry 2024, p. 307).

However, the concept of participation goes beyond traditional forms of employee involve-
ment. It encompasses not only the opportunity to have a say in decisions, but also the active shap-
ing of processes, products and strategies. In concrete terms, in the digital world of work, this can
mean that employees, for example through design thinking workshops, innovation labs and agile
working methods, are directly involved in the development of new solutions, just like customers
and other stakeholders. This form of participation and collaboration not only improves the quality
of results but also strengthens commitment and identification with the company (Brandenburg and
Thielsch 2009, p. 226).

It should be noted that managers’ participation requires a changed understanding of their role.
They act less as sole decision-makers and more as facilitators who create and moderate spaces
for creativity. Against this backdrop, in particular, a change in corporate culture and in manager
training may be necessary to ensure that the wrong emphasis is not placed. Although managers
still bear a large share of the responsibility, they must relinquish power and place trust in their
employees’ competence. Recent studies show that participatory leadership in change management
processes and digital transformations is a key success factor in increasing acceptance of change
and strengthening employees’ sense of self-efficacy (Petry 2024, pp. 315-317).

Agility as a leadership skill in dynamic environments

Neither academics nor experienced practitioners agree on the meaning of agility. However,
all explanations agree that agility refers to the ability to respond quickly and flexibly to change
(Maehrlein 2020, p. 17). Greater agility is supposed to help companies navigate complex and dy-
namic markets more effectively and develop better responsiveness. Agility is described in current
literature as a key leadership skill (Maehrlein 2020, p. 51). Agile leaders create structures that en-
able quick decisions and iterative processes and promote the use of agile methods such as Scrum,
Kanban or design sprints.

Agility in leadership means more than just applying agile methods. Rather, an agile mindset
is necessary, i.e. an attitude that encourages experimentation, rapid learning from mistakes and
continuous adaptation. Agile leaders create environments in which teams can work independently
and are empowered to make decisions without being held back by complex approval processes or
strong hierarchies (Maehrlein 2020, p. 18f).

In practice, agility manifests itself in various dimensions: cross-functional teams or matrix
organizations make organizational structures more flexible. By shifting decision-making authority
to lower levels, decision-making processes can be significantly accelerated (Bushuyev et al. 2023,
p. 7). Planning processes are designed to be iterative, i.e. with short planning cycles, rapid feed-
back loops and regular adjustments based on newly gained insights. This form of agility enables
companies and organizations to respond more quickly to market changes and better meet customer
needs, thereby securing competitive advantages (Petry 2024, p. 320).

Trust as a foundation: The leadership essence of the VOPA+ model

For Petry, it was crucial that the original four elements of the VOPA model could be effectively
implemented only if complemented by a stable foundation of trust (Petry 2024, p. 305ff). Trust
is not only a prerequisite for the success of each individual element, but also the key to enabling
interaction and collaboration in a digitalized working environment.

Without trust, it is difficult to build genuine networks, as employees and managers may be
reluctant to engage in open, transparent processes. Similarly, the willingness to participate and be
agile depends on whether there is an environment in which mistakes are seen as learning opportu-
nities and new ideas can be introduced without fear of sanctions. By adding the “+” for trust, Petry
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emphasizes the essential role of this factor and makes it clear that modern leadership cannot suc-
ceed through technological or methodological approaches alone, but is based on a value-oriented,
trust-based culture (Petry 2024, p. 307).

Research shows that trust-based leadership can create psychological safety in teams. Psycho-
logical safety describes a state in which team members feel safe to take risks, exchange ideas, give
feedback and engage in help-seeking behaviors without fear of negative consequences. (O’Dono-
van and McAuliffe 2020, p. 2; Huerta et al. 2024, p. 639).

The dimensions of the model described above — networking, openness and participation —
build on this foundation and can thus unfold.

Managers can build trust in different ways: by demonstrating integrity through consistency
between words and actions. Through transparent communication, they create predictability, and
by recognizing mistakes as opportunities to learn, they promote a constructive culture of error
management (Kotter 2011, p. 82; Maehrlein 2020, p. 91). Especially in digital transformation pro-
cesses, which are characterized by uncertainty and fear of change, trust is a crucial factor that can
make the difference between success and failure.

Practical application of the VOPA+ model in leadership contexts

This model can be implemented in a variety of ways in business practice. Previous chapters
have already outlined a few measures, which are supplemented below by further concrete ap-
proaches:

Organizations can use digital platforms such as Microsoft Teams, Slack, or Workspace to
promote networking and enable continuous information and knowledge exchange. Furthermore,
regular cross-functional meetings and interdisciplinary work in project teams can promote collab-
oration across departmental boundaries. By participating in industry events and conferences, co-
operating with universities and forming strategic partnerships, external networks can be profitably
integrated into the organization.

The second dimension, openness, can be strengthened by establishing an open error culture in
which regular feedback rounds take place at all hierarchical levels. Town hall meetings, in which
management provides transparent information about strategic decisions and challenges, create
trust and provide orientation. The author himself has already used this format several times in the
context of transformation processes to create transparency. Internal communication platforms that
give all employees access to relevant information can also be helpful.

Participation can be encouraged through innovation workshops and design-thinking sessions
that actively engage employees in developing new products and processes. Active idea manage-
ment also enables employees to contribute and develop their ideas and suggestions. Delegating
decision-making authority and promoting self-organized teams strengthen personal responsibility
and foster greater self-efficacy. In addition, regular retrospectives can give teams the opportunity
to continuously reflect on their working methods and performance and derive improvements.

Agility manifests itself in the implementation of agile methods such as Scrum, Kanban or
OKR. These methods can make an organization more flexible and increase its responsiveness
through rapid iterations, working in fixed cycles and continuous adaptation. Short decision-mak-
ing paths and decentralized decision-making authority also accelerate processes. Regular learning
formats, such as Lunch&Learn or hackathons, promote continuous learning and experimentation.
In addition, targeted training and further education can promote an agile mindset.

Trust, the foundation of the model, is built through consistent and coherent leadership be-
havior, in which managers not only communicate their values but also live by them. A culture of
psychological safety, in which employees can express their opinions without fear of negative con-
sequences, is essential. Regular one-to-one meetings between managers and employees can also
promote strong personal and professional relationships.

DISCUSSION
Analysis of the VOPA+ model shows that it can provide a comprehensive framework for
modern leadership amid digital transformation. The five principles — networking, openness, par-
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ticipation, agility and trust — are not isolated concepts but interact closely with one another. Trust
creates the foundation on which the other four principles can be effectively built.

It is important to note that implementing the model is no trivial task, as it first requires a
substantial cultural change in many organizations, which not only takes time and resources, but
above all requires a long-term commitment from management. Simply introducing digital tools or
agile methods is not enough. At the same time, the underlying values and attitudes must also be
changed, which this paper broadly addresses under the term ‘agile mindset’.

Another aspect open to discussion is whether this model is universally applicable or requires
adjustments by industry, size, and culture. Although the basic principles are widely accepted and
have been described by other authors and in other publications, their concrete implementation is
likely to vary widely depending on the application and context. For example, a start-up with a few
employees may experience the dimensions of networking and agility very differently from a cor-
poration in a highly regulated environment with more than 10,000 employees.

There is also the question of how to measure success. How can we determine whether imple-
menting the VOPA+ model leads to better results? Further empirical research is needed to examine
the model’s impact on various dimensions of success, such as innovative strength, employee and
customer satisfaction, and financial performance.

Nevertheless, the VOPA+ model offers a valuable framework for managers navigating an
organization through the challenges of digital transformation. This is because it focuses on the
essential dimensions of modern leadership and, with its concrete starting points, offers scope for
designing the necessary change management processes.

CONCLUSION

The VOPA+ model described here offers a clear, structured approach to transformative lead-
ership amid increasing digitalisation. The five principles of the model — networking, openness,
participation, agility and trust — form a holistic framework that can guide managers in successfully
navigating their organisation through change management processes.

The analysis has shown that the five dimensions of the model cannot be viewed in isolation,
but are closely interrelated and, in some cases, mutually dependent. Trust is the central element,
without which the other four principles cannot be effective. Only a leadership culture based on
trust will promote openness to new ideas, willingness to participate and agility in dealing with
change.

In practice, implementing the VOPA+ model means understanding it as a holistic transfor-
mation process, and that introducing individual components, such as digital collaboration tools
for networking or agile methods to increase agility, will not achieve the desired effect. Rather, it
requires a comprehensive and lengthy cultural change that must not only be exemplified by top
management and Leaders, but also promoted and demanded. This must also be deeply embedded
at all levels of the organisation.

However, the challenges of the VUCA world — volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambi-
guity — require a new understanding of leadership, because managers can no longer rely solely on
their role as sole decision-makers. They must also act as facilitators, coaches and enablers, creat-
ing conditions in which employees can act independently, think innovatively, respond flexibly to
change and develop resilience.

The model described should not be understood as a rigid scheme, but rather as a framework for
orientation that must be adapted to the specific contexts and needs of an organisation. The specific
characteristics depend on the industry, the size of the company, its stage of development and its
corporate culture, and vary considerably.

In summary, the VOPA+ model has made a valuable contribution to the discussion of new,
modern leadership approaches, as it integrates technological, methodological, and cultural aspects
into a holistic framework and offers practical starting points for designing transformation process-
es. Managers who internalise the principles described and align their leadership actions according-
ly can lead an organisation more effectively and successfully into the digital future.
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MOJIEJBT VOPA+ KATO PBKOBOJICTBO
3A TPAHC®OPMAIIMOHHO JIMAEPCTBO

Peszrome: L{ugpposama mpancgopmayus u napacmeawama HeCmaduIHoCm NOCMAesam HO8U NPeou38UKa-
mencmea nped menuddxcvpume. TpaouyuonHume nooxoou KoM IUOEPCMEOmMo 00CMueam ceoume pauu-
yu v VUCA-xapaxmepusupanume cpeou. Taszu cmamusa ananuzupa mooena VOPA+ na Buhse u Petry
Kamo pamxa 3a mpanc@hopmayuoHHo 1U0epcmeo U U3cieosa He2o8ama peleeanmHocm 3a npoyecume Ha
ynpasnenue Ha npomaHama. Bv3 ocnosa na cucmemamuuen ananus Ha IUMeEpamypama om 2epMaHcKu
u mexcoyHapoonu nyonuxayuu 3a yugposo audepcmeo u VUCA-cpedu ce usciedsam nemme npunyuna
Ha MOOeNa: Mpexico8o 63auMOo0elcmaue Kamo 0CHO8A 34 YUPPOoBo CompyoOHULeCcmeo, OMEOPEHOCH KAmo
KII0Y KbM UHOBAYUUMeE, YYACMUEe 34 AH2AXHCUPAHe HA CAYICUmenume, b8KA6OC 3a A0anmugHOCm 6 Ou-
HamMuuHu cpeou, KaKkmo u dogepue Kamo GyHoameHmanen eremenm. AHanusvm nokasea, ye nemme usme-
PeHUsi ca MACHO C8bP3AHU NOMENCOY CU U 008EPUEMO CIIYIHCU KAMO OCHOBA, 6e3 Kosimo Opyaume npuHyunu
He ca egpexkmusnu. [Ipunazanemo u3UCK8a YALO0CMHA NPOMANA 8 KVIMYPAMA, KOSIMO HAOX8bP/A NPOCMOMO
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8veedicoane Ha yugpposu uncmpymenmu. Pvrkosodumenume mpsbsa 0a npomensm poisima cu Om eOum-
CcmeeHu 83emawyu pewenust 1uya KoM gacurumamopu u yiecuasawu auya. Mooenvm VOPA+ npeonaca
YEHHA OPUEHMAYUOHHA PAMKA 3a MPAHCHOPMAYUOHHU NPOYeCU, Kamo KOHKpemHama gopma mpsoea oa
ce onpeoens 8 3a8UCUMOCIT O KOHMEKCMA, OMPAchid, pazmepa U opeanusayuornama xyamypa. Heobxo-
OuUMU ca OONBAHUMETHU eEMIUPUHHU UCTCO8AHUSL 30 USMEPUMOCIMA HA YCHexd.

Knrouoseu oymu: VOPA+; VUCA, yughposo rudepcmeo,; mpaunchopmayus,; ynpasieHue Ha npomMmeHume
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