
CENTER for LEADERSHIP

For program details, contact the Center for Leadership
(813) 257-3782  |  cfl@ut.edu | www.ut.edu/cfl

5	 THE UNIVERSITY OF TAMPA 6	 TAMPA BAY LEADERSHIP REVIEW

www.ut .edu

SYMBOL OF EDUCATIONAL EXCELLENCE

THE University of Tampa
S y k es   C olle    g e  of   B usiness     

A Publication of the TECO ENERGY Center for Leadership
SPRING 2015

tampa bay 
leadership review

by Gena Cox, Ph.D., 
Organizational Consultant, IBM

Many of the leaders and professionals 
I meet in business situations these 
days seem nervous and a little 

apprehensive. We are all focused on “something 
out there” we do not fully understand but for 
which we need to be prepared.

The current business environment 
is uniquely challenging

When it comes to scary things … I think of earthquakes. I cannot 
imagine living in a city where scientists have pronounced earthquakes 
inevitable. Earthquakes are scary because they are unpredictable, both 
in terms of when they will occur and in terms of how dramatically they 
will disrupt life as we know it.

In business, the scary, unpredictable thing that seems to be on 
the minds of all my colleagues involves answering the question, “What 
actions should I take as a business leader to create a successful future 
for, and in, my business?”

After living several years on the planet, reading a few National 
Geographic magazines and watching innumerable “B” movies, I have 
a sense of what an earthquake is, and I know a few things I should 
do if I ever find myself in one: If indoors, stay there. Get under — 
and hold onto — a desk or table, or stand against an interior wall, 
stay clear of exterior walls. If outdoors, get into the open. That’s my 
earthquake survival plan (with thanks to the California Department of 
Conservation), but what plan should a leader adopt for the future in a 
business, social and cultural environment that is both so scary and so 
complex?

At the end of the Cold War, the U.S. military coined a great acronym 
to represent the challenge of dealing with a world in which the “rules” 
had changed — a world that looked quite different by virtue of the 
greater variability of the challenge and the new unknowns. That term, 
Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity (V.U.C.A.), came into 
more common usage after 9/11 and after the financial crisis of 2008-
2009. Today, anyone who works in a corporation knows that the “old” 
rules may no longer apply and that we have to work smarter in order to 
succeed when everything around us is changing constantly.

Merriam-Webster dictionary defines an “X factor” as “a 
circumstance, quality, or person that has a strong but unpredictable 
influence.” An X factor is a variable in a given situation that could 
have the most significant impact on the outcome. If VUCA represents 
the unknown, then the “VUCA X factor” represents the ideas and 
actions we, as business people, could put into place to influence the 
VUCA environment in ways that can help us succeed.

How business leaders are using 
the VUCA X factor to build the future

I selected the term “X factor” because it is so evocative; it seems 
to have an emotional energy of its own. I needed a term that powerful 
because the ideas needed for success must exist a little (or a lot) 
outside of the ordinary. I figure if this term makes you think about 
the energetic, competitive, exciting, unconventional TV show of the 
same name, then we would be in sync. These days, we all need to be 
energetic, competitive, exciting and a little unconventional in order to 
succeed.

My thoughts on these issues have been greatly influenced by 
my research on work by futurists, industrial psychologists, business 
consultants and business leaders. Futurists like Bob Johansen have 
helped me see that the future is somewhat predictable; but, as he 
explains, it is now easier to predict what will happen in 10 years than to 
predict what will happen in two years.

To succeed in this environment, you need to constantly innovate. Bob 
Johansen calls it “rapid prototyping.” You need new ideas and you 
need to put them into place quickly. Then, you need to just as quickly 
cast aside the ones that don’t give you an advantage and keep just 
the nuggets. And you need to do that over and over again. One local 
senior executive describes this process as “changing the wheels on 
the bus while the bus is moving.” Of course, this concept also means 
that you have to be comfortable taking risks, and you have to create 
an environment around you in which risk-taking — depending upon the 
particular corporate culture and its tolerance — is rewarded.

James McQuivey helped me to understand that, as a corporate 
employee, I must constantly look for ways to make myself more 
valuable to my employer. It’s not so much that my employers want to get 
rid of me; (at least, I hope not), it’s that the technology on which their 
world was built undergoes constant and rapid reconfiguration. Digital 

It’s 2015: Do you have the VUCA X-Factor 
needed to build the future your organization needs?
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Upcoming Developments for the Affordable Care Act

by Andrew W. McLaughlin, Esq. 
Attorney at Macfarlane Ferguson 
& McMullen

2015 should be a busy year for the Affordable 
Care Act with important implications for 
individuals, employers and, most importantly, 
questions about the continued existence of 
the act.

Supreme Court Proceedings:
On March 4, 2015, the U.S. Supreme Court heard oral arguments 

regarding whether individuals who receive insurance from exchanges 
set up by the Federal government in states which did not create their 
own exchanges are eligible for subsidies. The Supreme Court will 
examine the meaning of “Exchange established by the State under 
section 1311.” 26 U.S.C. 36B(2)(A)(i). Opponents of the Affordable 
Care Act argue that this language clearly and unambiguously limits 
subsidies only for insurance purchased through an exchange created 
and run by a state and that the regulations issued by the IRS improperly 
expanded the availability of subsidies to individuals who purchased 
insurance from a federal exchange. The proponents of the Affordable 
Care Act reject this argument as overly simplistic and narrow. The 
proponents instead argue that this provision must be read as part of 
the entire law and that the regulations issued by the IRS only clarify 
that the subsidies are available for any insurance purchased from 
an exchange regardless of whether the state or federal government 
created the exchange.

The continued existence of ACA is at risk if the Supreme Court 
invalidates the IRS regulations and disallows subsidies for insurance 
purchased through federal exchanges. If the regulations are overturned, 
over 11 million individuals would be forced to repay the subsidies they 
received in 2014 and would not receive subsidies in 2015 for insurance 
coverage. The ruling would also create ripple effects in other parts 
of the law. Large employers in states without state exchanges would 
not face penalties for failing to offer coverage to all their full time 
employees or for offering unaffordable coverage as the penalties 
under 26 U.S.C. §4980H are only triggered if at least one employee 
receives a subsidy — and without a state exchange, no employee 
could receive a subsidy.

Individuals:
Regardless of how the Supreme Court rules, individuals filing 

their 2014 tax returns will see the impact of the individual insurance 
mandate and insurance subsidies on their returns. Individuals who did 
not have coverage in 2014 must pay a penalty of the higher of $95 
per family member or 1% of their annual household income. In 2015 
this penalty increases to $325 per person or 2% of household income. 
The penalty is capped at the average cost of a bronze plan without 
subsidies. Individuals who received subsidies may see an impact on 
their tax returns. When an individual applies for insurance from an 

exchange, the exchange uses the individual’s self-reported financial 
information to determine the individual’s eligibility. The individual’s 
actual eligibility is not calculated until the individual files his/her 
tax return after the end of the year. Individuals who underreported 
their income or who had a change in financial circumstances during 
the year may have to repay the subsidies they received during the 
year and could see a large tax liability with their return. The IRS has 
created a database of insurance information called the Coverage 
Data Repository to cross-check returns in order to ensure taxpayers 
properly report any exchange subsidies they receive.

Employers:
The large employer mandate phases in during 2015. Generally, 

applicable large employers with more than 100 full-time equivalent 
(FTE) employees must begin offering affordable coverage to all full-
time employees by the first day of their benefits plan year starting in 
2015. Employers with 50-99 FTE have until the first day of their plan 
year in 2016 to offer coverage.

As part of the large employer mandate, employers will need to select 
safe harbors to determine full-time status, determine affordability and 
comply with other parts of the law. Generally, the safe harbors must 
be selected at the beginning and cannot be retroactively applied. 
The failure to select a safe harbor can make it quite difficult, if not 
impossible, to comply with the Affordable Care Act.

For example, affordability of coverage is determined by comparing 
the employee’s cost of self-only coverage to the employees adjusted 
gross income for the year. If the employee’s cost exceeded 9.5 percent 
of the employee’s adjusted gross income, the coverage is unaffordable 
for the entire year. Under this calculation, affordability cannot be 
calculated until after the year ends leaving the employer with no 
opportunity to adjust the premium to avoid penalties. The affordability 
safe harbors provide three methods for an employer to calculate 
affordability which fixes this issue.

The next few years will prove vitally important for the Affordable 
Care Act as the final legal challenges to the law are resolved and more 
provisions become effective.

1)  �If an employer recently changed its plan year or failed to meet certain other requirements, 
the employer must provide coverage by Jan. 1, 2015.

2)  �This percentage may be adjusted based on ratio of premium growth to income growth in the 
preceding calendar year. IRS Rev. Proc. 2014-37.

Andrew W. McLaughlin
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resources are being shared and redesigned much more quickly, and I 
need to look for ways to create value/be increasingly valuable or 
risk becoming obsolete. It’s not enough to know what I know and 
do what I have always done. I need to do new things in different ways.

I learned from Frans Johansson that it is easier for me to generate 
new ideas (i.e., to become more valuable) when I spend less time 
around the familiar and more time sharing ideas with people 
who are “different” from me. For example, I recently came up with an 
idea for a new way of doing something at work that would never have 
occurred to me had I not recently spent some time talking to an Agile 
developer in my company. Her way of solving problems sparked a whole 
new way for me to do something that I have done many times before.

I spend less time on development and delivery tasks and more 
time on discovery tasks because Jeff Dyer and his colleagues helped 
me see that failing to do so would prove career suicide. In his book, The 
Innovator’s DNA, Dyer makes the case that, in this environment, I must 
think like the CEO or the chief marketing officer of my company. As a 
result, I now think and act in ways that help me project myself into the 
future. I have always displayed curiosity, but now I do so conspicuously. 
My colleagues may wonder, “Why is Gena always poking into corners 
that do not seem to be in her ‘wheelhouse’?” I know that living in a 
“wheelhouse” is not going to help me build the future. In fact, I try to 
stay away from wheelhouses. You should too!

My training in industrial psychology and my exploration into the 
newest research in the discipline taught me that I should be using 
Big Data and analytics to improve my business decisions 
whenever possible. Industrial psychologists are data scientists, but 
we have often been hampered by the difficulty of getting access to 
large data sets. Even if we had the large data set our data analysis 
methods sometimes limited what we could do with it. We have long 
been challenged to generalize what we learn from these small-ish 
research projects to the broader business world. Now, with the advent 
of democratic access to Big Data-based analytics tools, we can see 
new patterns and see patterns in new things. We are at the point where 
we can really use these large data sets to make predictions!

What does this idea have to do with the VUCA X factor? It’s simple. 
Every leader in the business world today needs this level of insight 
in order to create the future. Your competitors have probably already 
started to use Big Data in one form or another to glean insights that 
give them the competitive advantage. Those insights enable them to 
do something that I have heard CEOs describe as “seeing around the 
corner.” If you are not using Big Data insights to help you see 
around the corner, you are probably losing ground as I write this. I am 
a data analyst. You do not need to be a data analyst yourself, but you 
need to figure out how to get the insights that data analytics provide. 
You can get insight from the data you already have. You may just need 
new tools to mine it. And this applies whether you are in a business that 
is traditionally data-focused (like financial services) or one that depends 
on creativity (like marketing or retail).

The other lesson I learned from industrial psychology that often 
trumps many of the other behaviors I mentioned above is to find ways 
to create the most collaborative environment you can. If you learn 
how to bring people together, you will find that the VUCA X factor will 
become organic. You will learn and gain new insights, and the process 
will be as simple as talking to people and helping them think through 
their own challenges. Their challenges can become your insights!

It’s all about changing how you think 
and changing how you act

The current environment is tough. You need the VUCA X factor. You 
can get the VUCA X factor by practicing the six behaviors I mentioned 
in this article:

1.	� Try new things — become a rapid prototyper — You will fail 
at some. But, since you will not be wedded to just one, you will 
increase you chances for success.

2.	� Aim to constantly create value — Become more valuable or risk 
becoming obsolete.

3.	� Spend less time around the familiar — Share ideas with people 
who are “different.”

4.	� Spend more time on discovery tasks — Spend less time on 
development and delivery tasks.

5.	� Use Big Data insights — These insights will provide the clarity to 
help you see around the corner.

6.	� Continue to work on bringing people together — It’s the 
quickest and most satisfying way to really make a difference.

Good luck! I’m off to create some value for my company.

Note: The thoughts expressed in this article are my own 
and do not necessarily represent IBM’s positions, strategies or opinions.
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continued from page 1 by Jordan Schmidt and 
MacKenzie Hayden

Sheryl Sandberg’s book, Lean In, is an 
inspiring call to action and a blueprint 
for individual growth for both males and 

females. The book recounts her decisions and 
mistakes as she struggled to make the right 
choices for herself, her family and her career. 
Within its first year of publication, Lean In sold 
more than 1.5 million copies and over 12,000 “Lean In” circles have been 
created in 50 different countries. Sandberg examines why the percentage 
of women in top positions is still proportionately low despite the fact 
that for over 30 years, women have comprised 50 percent of all college 
graduates. Men still control the vast majority of leadership positions in 
both government and in the business industry. At lower levels in large 
business organizations, more than half of the employees are females, 
but as one examines the corporate structure of these organizations, 
it becomes clear that women are sparsely represented; for example, 
worldwide, only 3-4 percent of women serve as CEOs (Sherwin, 2014).

According to Fortune, even though the chancellor of Germany, the chair 
of the U.S. Federal Reserve, and the heads of General Motors, IBM, and 
Lockheed Martin are all women, the percentage of women at or near the 
top has flat-lined (Fisher, 2014). Their research shows women’s share of 
corporate board seats — 16.6 percent — has not grown since 2004. 
In addition, the percentage of female executive officers at Fortune 500 
companies is 14.3 percent and has remained static for the past three 
years. They have determined that men more often receive “high-profile 
assignments, mission-critical roles, and international experiences” all of 
which tend to lead one to the corporate suite.

Based on a review of the literature, experts consistently suggest two 
approaches to help both men and women get to the executive level. 
Below we will share our personal experiences regarding these two 
approaches and their impact on our previous work experience.

Find a Sponsor — It is important to find an influential higher-up 
who can help pave your way and serve as your mentor. Neither of us 
was able to secure sponsors in the fields we worked in prior to pursuing 
our MBAs. As one of the few females in a predominately male driven 
industry, Hayden encountered setbacks. Having graduated from Stetson 
University with a degree in business finance, she was one of the few 
females in her undergraduate program. Upon graduation she accepted 
a job as a financial advisor — the only female in the office with this 
title. This fact created a great deal of responsibility and pressure: She 
felt that she had to work harder to prove herself, but her hard work 
and effort paid off. Not only did she reap monetary benefits, she also 
earned numerous awards and recognition for selling the most term life 
insurance policies in one quarter and for selling the highest premium 
disability insurance and the most policies sold in another. Hayden’s 
gender created social obstacles: It wasn’t uncommon for the guys in the 
office to go out to lunch or happy hour, or catch a game together, but 
she considered it inappropriate to have a drink one-on-one with one of 

Lean In to Leadership

Jordan Schmidt

the other male advisors. As both the only female 
and the youngest person in the office, she felt 
that different rules applied.

In her book, Sheryl Sandberg emphasizes 
that gender equality in the workplace is 
imperative. Men and women must acknowledge 
and understand how stereotypes and biases 
cloud our beliefs and bolster the status quo. 
For example, even today women must decide 
whether to work outside the home or to fulfill 

the traditional wife and mother role, but until women have a true support 
system in the form of colleagues, employers and partners who share 
family responsibilities, they don’t really have a choice. Similarly, until 
society respects men for contributing inside the home, they don’t seem 
to have a real choice either. Sheryl Sandberg says “equal opportunity 
is not equal unless everyone receives the encouragement that makes 
seizing those opportunities possible.” We must gain the power to 
change how we view certain gender roles. Once we accomplish this 
goal, both men and women can attain their full potentials.

Don’t be Afraid to Move — This statement refers to moving to 
a different company or to moving from your current career path. It is 
important to stay visible and to make your accomplishments known 
in order to gain the kind of experience necessary to reach senior 
management. It is also important to get out of your comfort zone by 
making moves and taking risks. Schmidt experienced this phenomenon 
in her previous role in spa management consulting. At the new hire level, 
involving service providers such as massage therapists or estheticians, 
over 80 percent were women. At the supervisor and manager levels 
over 60 percent were women; however, at the time of her employment, 
seven out of the nine senior level executives in the corporate office 
were men. While working for this company Schmidt experienced 
growth and promotion within, which was an opportunity available to 
many middle-level managers as new spa accounts continuously opened. 
The challenge was moving from mid-level management to the senior 
level and, eventually, to the corporate level. When she asked her senior 
vice president why there were so few women on the executive board, 
he cited family obligations — whether involving children or a spouse’s 
job — and reluctance on the part of many women to leave current 
positions in which they had become comfortable. At no time did he 
mention anything related to ability-level or intellect. Schmidt heard his 
advice, and she decided to leave her job to pursue an MBA full-time. 
In Lean In, one of Sandberg’s statements that truly resonated with 
Schmidt during this decision was “taking initiative pays off. It is hard to 
visualize someone as leader if she is always waiting to be told what to 
do.” As women, we can’t expect growth and leadership opportunities 
to just fall into our laps, we have to be hungry enough to go out there 
and get them ourselves.

Business Insider, an American business and technology news website, 
has been collecting data over the past decade from organizations 
around the world to determine what traits and qualities make a 

continued on page 4

MacKenzie Hayden

Women need to be more open to career risks — Women 
tend to think “I’m not ready to do that,” while men jump at new 
opportunities for growth. Instead of this current paradigm, both 
genders should feel comfortable thinking “I want to do that, and I’ll 
learn by doing it.”

Skip the people pleasing — Many women want everyone to like 
them, but this desire will ultimately just hold you back. Growth and 
innovation tend to develop out of conflict and negotiation. We must 
eliminate this debilitating mentality.

Visualize your career as a jungle gym, not a ladder — 
According to Sandberg, “Ladders are limiting. Jungle gyms offer 
more creative exploration. The ability to forge a unique path with 
occasional dips, detours and even dead ends provides a better chance 
for fulfillment.”

As we bring our discussion to a conclusion, we’d like to leave our 
readers with this final thought:

We must also allow ourselves to fantasize about our careers — we 
should never lose sight of that long-term dream, but we must also possess 
an 18-month immediate plan. Men and women alike should always 
continually strive toward our ultimate dream, but as MBA students we 
need to weigh the costs and benefits of achieving that dream.
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leader effective. One of the most telling categories they evaluated 
was the difference in effectiveness of leaders based on age and 
gender (Sherwin, 2014). As women and men begin their careers 
there is little perceived difference in their leadership effectiveness; 
quickly thereafter, however, men become perceived as slightly more 
effective. As men and women mature in their late 30s and early 40s, 
women begin to be perceived more positively, and this perception 
remains the trend until men and women reach their 60s, when the 
gap narrows again.

One of the reasons for this difference in perceived effectiveness 
is the idea of “practicing self-development.” This concept evaluates 
the extent to which people ask for feedback and then make changes 
based on that feedback. I think we can all agree, as graduate MBA 
students, that feedback is vital to our academic success and personal 
growth. This measure found that both men and women practice self-
development equally as they begin their careers; but, over time, as 
people gain competence and experience, they become complacent 
and view feedback as less useful and necessary. As men age, their 
self-development practice continually declines, whereas women tend 
to maintain the habit. In addition, women were ranked higher than 
men in competencies such as taking initiative, displaying integrity and 
honesty, and driving for results (Sherwin, 2014). Why, then, do we still 
see so few female leaders at the head of organizations?

Instead of viewing corporate level leadership as solely a women’s 
problem or as a problem of equality, Sandberg provides women and 
men with a roadmap to a more gender-balanced organization and with 
solutions that empower both men and women to achieve.
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resources are being shared and redesigned much more quickly, and I 
need to look for ways to create value/be increasingly valuable or 
risk becoming obsolete. It’s not enough to know what I know and 
do what I have always done. I need to do new things in different ways.

I learned from Frans Johansson that it is easier for me to generate 
new ideas (i.e., to become more valuable) when I spend less time 
around the familiar and more time sharing ideas with people 
who are “different” from me. For example, I recently came up with an 
idea for a new way of doing something at work that would never have 
occurred to me had I not recently spent some time talking to an Agile 
developer in my company. Her way of solving problems sparked a whole 
new way for me to do something that I have done many times before.

I spend less time on development and delivery tasks and more 
time on discovery tasks because Jeff Dyer and his colleagues helped 
me see that failing to do so would prove career suicide. In his book, The 
Innovator’s DNA, Dyer makes the case that, in this environment, I must 
think like the CEO or the chief marketing officer of my company. As a 
result, I now think and act in ways that help me project myself into the 
future. I have always displayed curiosity, but now I do so conspicuously. 
My colleagues may wonder, “Why is Gena always poking into corners 
that do not seem to be in her ‘wheelhouse’?” I know that living in a 
“wheelhouse” is not going to help me build the future. In fact, I try to 
stay away from wheelhouses. You should too!

My training in industrial psychology and my exploration into the 
newest research in the discipline taught me that I should be using 
Big Data and analytics to improve my business decisions 
whenever possible. Industrial psychologists are data scientists, but 
we have often been hampered by the difficulty of getting access to 
large data sets. Even if we had the large data set our data analysis 
methods sometimes limited what we could do with it. We have long 
been challenged to generalize what we learn from these small-ish 
research projects to the broader business world. Now, with the advent 
of democratic access to Big Data-based analytics tools, we can see 
new patterns and see patterns in new things. We are at the point where 
we can really use these large data sets to make predictions!

What does this idea have to do with the VUCA X factor? It’s simple. 
Every leader in the business world today needs this level of insight 
in order to create the future. Your competitors have probably already 
started to use Big Data in one form or another to glean insights that 
give them the competitive advantage. Those insights enable them to 
do something that I have heard CEOs describe as “seeing around the 
corner.” If you are not using Big Data insights to help you see 
around the corner, you are probably losing ground as I write this. I am 
a data analyst. You do not need to be a data analyst yourself, but you 
need to figure out how to get the insights that data analytics provide. 
You can get insight from the data you already have. You may just need 
new tools to mine it. And this applies whether you are in a business that 
is traditionally data-focused (like financial services) or one that depends 
on creativity (like marketing or retail).

The other lesson I learned from industrial psychology that often 
trumps many of the other behaviors I mentioned above is to find ways 
to create the most collaborative environment you can. If you learn 
how to bring people together, you will find that the VUCA X factor will 
become organic. You will learn and gain new insights, and the process 
will be as simple as talking to people and helping them think through 
their own challenges. Their challenges can become your insights!

It’s all about changing how you think 
and changing how you act

The current environment is tough. You need the VUCA X factor. You 
can get the VUCA X factor by practicing the six behaviors I mentioned 
in this article:

1.	� Try new things — become a rapid prototyper — You will fail 
at some. But, since you will not be wedded to just one, you will 
increase you chances for success.

2.	� Aim to constantly create value — Become more valuable or risk 
becoming obsolete.

3.	� Spend less time around the familiar — Share ideas with people 
who are “different.”

4.	� Spend more time on discovery tasks — Spend less time on 
development and delivery tasks.

5.	� Use Big Data insights — These insights will provide the clarity to 
help you see around the corner.

6.	� Continue to work on bringing people together — It’s the 
quickest and most satisfying way to really make a difference.

Good luck! I’m off to create some value for my company.

Note: The thoughts expressed in this article are my own 
and do not necessarily represent IBM’s positions, strategies or opinions.
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It’s 2015: Do you have the VUCA X factor needed 
to build the future your organization needs?

continued from page 1 by Jordan Schmidt and 
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Sheryl Sandberg’s book, Lean In, is an 
inspiring call to action and a blueprint 
for individual growth for both males and 

females. The book recounts her decisions and 
mistakes as she struggled to make the right 
choices for herself, her family and her career. 
Within its first year of publication, Lean In sold 
more than 1.5 million copies and over 12,000 “Lean In” circles have been 
created in 50 different countries. Sandberg examines why the percentage 
of women in top positions is still proportionately low despite the fact 
that for over 30 years, women have comprised 50 percent of all college 
graduates. Men still control the vast majority of leadership positions in 
both government and in the business industry. At lower levels in large 
business organizations, more than half of the employees are females, 
but as one examines the corporate structure of these organizations, 
it becomes clear that women are sparsely represented; for example, 
worldwide, only 3-4 percent of women serve as CEOs (Sherwin, 2014).

According to Fortune, even though the chancellor of Germany, the chair 
of the U.S. Federal Reserve, and the heads of General Motors, IBM, and 
Lockheed Martin are all women, the percentage of women at or near the 
top has flat-lined (Fisher, 2014). Their research shows women’s share of 
corporate board seats — 16.6 percent — has not grown since 2004. 
In addition, the percentage of female executive officers at Fortune 500 
companies is 14.3 percent and has remained static for the past three 
years. They have determined that men more often receive “high-profile 
assignments, mission-critical roles, and international experiences” all of 
which tend to lead one to the corporate suite.

Based on a review of the literature, experts consistently suggest two 
approaches to help both men and women get to the executive level. 
Below we will share our personal experiences regarding these two 
approaches and their impact on our previous work experience.

Find a Sponsor — It is important to find an influential higher-up 
who can help pave your way and serve as your mentor. Neither of us 
was able to secure sponsors in the fields we worked in prior to pursuing 
our MBAs. As one of the few females in a predominately male driven 
industry, Hayden encountered setbacks. Having graduated from Stetson 
University with a degree in business finance, she was one of the few 
females in her undergraduate program. Upon graduation she accepted 
a job as a financial advisor — the only female in the office with this 
title. This fact created a great deal of responsibility and pressure: She 
felt that she had to work harder to prove herself, but her hard work 
and effort paid off. Not only did she reap monetary benefits, she also 
earned numerous awards and recognition for selling the most term life 
insurance policies in one quarter and for selling the highest premium 
disability insurance and the most policies sold in another. Hayden’s 
gender created social obstacles: It wasn’t uncommon for the guys in the 
office to go out to lunch or happy hour, or catch a game together, but 
she considered it inappropriate to have a drink one-on-one with one of 
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the other male advisors. As both the only female 
and the youngest person in the office, she felt 
that different rules applied.

In her book, Sheryl Sandberg emphasizes 
that gender equality in the workplace is 
imperative. Men and women must acknowledge 
and understand how stereotypes and biases 
cloud our beliefs and bolster the status quo. 
For example, even today women must decide 
whether to work outside the home or to fulfill 

the traditional wife and mother role, but until women have a true support 
system in the form of colleagues, employers and partners who share 
family responsibilities, they don’t really have a choice. Similarly, until 
society respects men for contributing inside the home, they don’t seem 
to have a real choice either. Sheryl Sandberg says “equal opportunity 
is not equal unless everyone receives the encouragement that makes 
seizing those opportunities possible.” We must gain the power to 
change how we view certain gender roles. Once we accomplish this 
goal, both men and women can attain their full potentials.

Don’t be Afraid to Move — This statement refers to moving to 
a different company or to moving from your current career path. It is 
important to stay visible and to make your accomplishments known 
in order to gain the kind of experience necessary to reach senior 
management. It is also important to get out of your comfort zone by 
making moves and taking risks. Schmidt experienced this phenomenon 
in her previous role in spa management consulting. At the new hire level, 
involving service providers such as massage therapists or estheticians, 
over 80 percent were women. At the supervisor and manager levels 
over 60 percent were women; however, at the time of her employment, 
seven out of the nine senior level executives in the corporate office 
were men. While working for this company Schmidt experienced 
growth and promotion within, which was an opportunity available to 
many middle-level managers as new spa accounts continuously opened. 
The challenge was moving from mid-level management to the senior 
level and, eventually, to the corporate level. When she asked her senior 
vice president why there were so few women on the executive board, 
he cited family obligations — whether involving children or a spouse’s 
job — and reluctance on the part of many women to leave current 
positions in which they had become comfortable. At no time did he 
mention anything related to ability-level or intellect. Schmidt heard his 
advice, and she decided to leave her job to pursue an MBA full-time. 
In Lean In, one of Sandberg’s statements that truly resonated with 
Schmidt during this decision was “taking initiative pays off. It is hard to 
visualize someone as leader if she is always waiting to be told what to 
do.” As women, we can’t expect growth and leadership opportunities 
to just fall into our laps, we have to be hungry enough to go out there 
and get them ourselves.

Business Insider, an American business and technology news website, 
has been collecting data over the past decade from organizations 
around the world to determine what traits and qualities make a 
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Women need to be more open to career risks — Women 
tend to think “I’m not ready to do that,” while men jump at new 
opportunities for growth. Instead of this current paradigm, both 
genders should feel comfortable thinking “I want to do that, and I’ll 
learn by doing it.”

Skip the people pleasing — Many women want everyone to like 
them, but this desire will ultimately just hold you back. Growth and 
innovation tend to develop out of conflict and negotiation. We must 
eliminate this debilitating mentality.

Visualize your career as a jungle gym, not a ladder — 
According to Sandberg, “Ladders are limiting. Jungle gyms offer 
more creative exploration. The ability to forge a unique path with 
occasional dips, detours and even dead ends provides a better chance 
for fulfillment.”

As we bring our discussion to a conclusion, we’d like to leave our 
readers with this final thought:

We must also allow ourselves to fantasize about our careers — we 
should never lose sight of that long-term dream, but we must also possess 
an 18-month immediate plan. Men and women alike should always 
continually strive toward our ultimate dream, but as MBA students we 
need to weigh the costs and benefits of achieving that dream.
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leader effective. One of the most telling categories they evaluated 
was the difference in effectiveness of leaders based on age and 
gender (Sherwin, 2014). As women and men begin their careers 
there is little perceived difference in their leadership effectiveness; 
quickly thereafter, however, men become perceived as slightly more 
effective. As men and women mature in their late 30s and early 40s, 
women begin to be perceived more positively, and this perception 
remains the trend until men and women reach their 60s, when the 
gap narrows again.

One of the reasons for this difference in perceived effectiveness 
is the idea of “practicing self-development.” This concept evaluates 
the extent to which people ask for feedback and then make changes 
based on that feedback. I think we can all agree, as graduate MBA 
students, that feedback is vital to our academic success and personal 
growth. This measure found that both men and women practice self-
development equally as they begin their careers; but, over time, as 
people gain competence and experience, they become complacent 
and view feedback as less useful and necessary. As men age, their 
self-development practice continually declines, whereas women tend 
to maintain the habit. In addition, women were ranked higher than 
men in competencies such as taking initiative, displaying integrity and 
honesty, and driving for results (Sherwin, 2014). Why, then, do we still 
see so few female leaders at the head of organizations?

Instead of viewing corporate level leadership as solely a women’s 
problem or as a problem of equality, Sandberg provides women and 
men with a roadmap to a more gender-balanced organization and with 
solutions that empower both men and women to achieve.
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resources are being shared and redesigned much more quickly, and I 
need to look for ways to create value/be increasingly valuable or 
risk becoming obsolete. It’s not enough to know what I know and 
do what I have always done. I need to do new things in different ways.

I learned from Frans Johansson that it is easier for me to generate 
new ideas (i.e., to become more valuable) when I spend less time 
around the familiar and more time sharing ideas with people 
who are “different” from me. For example, I recently came up with an 
idea for a new way of doing something at work that would never have 
occurred to me had I not recently spent some time talking to an Agile 
developer in my company. Her way of solving problems sparked a whole 
new way for me to do something that I have done many times before.

I spend less time on development and delivery tasks and more 
time on discovery tasks because Jeff Dyer and his colleagues helped 
me see that failing to do so would prove career suicide. In his book, The 
Innovator’s DNA, Dyer makes the case that, in this environment, I must 
think like the CEO or the chief marketing officer of my company. As a 
result, I now think and act in ways that help me project myself into the 
future. I have always displayed curiosity, but now I do so conspicuously. 
My colleagues may wonder, “Why is Gena always poking into corners 
that do not seem to be in her ‘wheelhouse’?” I know that living in a 
“wheelhouse” is not going to help me build the future. In fact, I try to 
stay away from wheelhouses. You should too!

My training in industrial psychology and my exploration into the 
newest research in the discipline taught me that I should be using 
Big Data and analytics to improve my business decisions 
whenever possible. Industrial psychologists are data scientists, but 
we have often been hampered by the difficulty of getting access to 
large data sets. Even if we had the large data set our data analysis 
methods sometimes limited what we could do with it. We have long 
been challenged to generalize what we learn from these small-ish 
research projects to the broader business world. Now, with the advent 
of democratic access to Big Data-based analytics tools, we can see 
new patterns and see patterns in new things. We are at the point where 
we can really use these large data sets to make predictions!

What does this idea have to do with the VUCA X factor? It’s simple. 
Every leader in the business world today needs this level of insight 
in order to create the future. Your competitors have probably already 
started to use Big Data in one form or another to glean insights that 
give them the competitive advantage. Those insights enable them to 
do something that I have heard CEOs describe as “seeing around the 
corner.” If you are not using Big Data insights to help you see 
around the corner, you are probably losing ground as I write this. I am 
a data analyst. You do not need to be a data analyst yourself, but you 
need to figure out how to get the insights that data analytics provide. 
You can get insight from the data you already have. You may just need 
new tools to mine it. And this applies whether you are in a business that 
is traditionally data-focused (like financial services) or one that depends 
on creativity (like marketing or retail).

The other lesson I learned from industrial psychology that often 
trumps many of the other behaviors I mentioned above is to find ways 
to create the most collaborative environment you can. If you learn 
how to bring people together, you will find that the VUCA X factor will 
become organic. You will learn and gain new insights, and the process 
will be as simple as talking to people and helping them think through 
their own challenges. Their challenges can become your insights!

It’s all about changing how you think 
and changing how you act

The current environment is tough. You need the VUCA X factor. You 
can get the VUCA X factor by practicing the six behaviors I mentioned 
in this article:

1.	� Try new things — become a rapid prototyper — You will fail 
at some. But, since you will not be wedded to just one, you will 
increase you chances for success.

2.	� Aim to constantly create value — Become more valuable or risk 
becoming obsolete.

3.	� Spend less time around the familiar — Share ideas with people 
who are “different.”

4.	� Spend more time on discovery tasks — Spend less time on 
development and delivery tasks.

5.	� Use Big Data insights — These insights will provide the clarity to 
help you see around the corner.

6.	� Continue to work on bringing people together — It’s the 
quickest and most satisfying way to really make a difference.

Good luck! I’m off to create some value for my company.

Note: The thoughts expressed in this article are my own 
and do not necessarily represent IBM’s positions, strategies or opinions.
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Sheryl Sandberg’s book, Lean In, is an 
inspiring call to action and a blueprint 
for individual growth for both males and 

females. The book recounts her decisions and 
mistakes as she struggled to make the right 
choices for herself, her family and her career. 
Within its first year of publication, Lean In sold 
more than 1.5 million copies and over 12,000 “Lean In” circles have been 
created in 50 different countries. Sandberg examines why the percentage 
of women in top positions is still proportionately low despite the fact 
that for over 30 years, women have comprised 50 percent of all college 
graduates. Men still control the vast majority of leadership positions in 
both government and in the business industry. At lower levels in large 
business organizations, more than half of the employees are females, 
but as one examines the corporate structure of these organizations, 
it becomes clear that women are sparsely represented; for example, 
worldwide, only 3-4 percent of women serve as CEOs (Sherwin, 2014).

According to Fortune, even though the chancellor of Germany, the chair 
of the U.S. Federal Reserve, and the heads of General Motors, IBM, and 
Lockheed Martin are all women, the percentage of women at or near the 
top has flat-lined (Fisher, 2014). Their research shows women’s share of 
corporate board seats — 16.6 percent — has not grown since 2004. 
In addition, the percentage of female executive officers at Fortune 500 
companies is 14.3 percent and has remained static for the past three 
years. They have determined that men more often receive “high-profile 
assignments, mission-critical roles, and international experiences” all of 
which tend to lead one to the corporate suite.

Based on a review of the literature, experts consistently suggest two 
approaches to help both men and women get to the executive level. 
Below we will share our personal experiences regarding these two 
approaches and their impact on our previous work experience.

Find a Sponsor — It is important to find an influential higher-up 
who can help pave your way and serve as your mentor. Neither of us 
was able to secure sponsors in the fields we worked in prior to pursuing 
our MBAs. As one of the few females in a predominately male driven 
industry, Hayden encountered setbacks. Having graduated from Stetson 
University with a degree in business finance, she was one of the few 
females in her undergraduate program. Upon graduation she accepted 
a job as a financial advisor — the only female in the office with this 
title. This fact created a great deal of responsibility and pressure: She 
felt that she had to work harder to prove herself, but her hard work 
and effort paid off. Not only did she reap monetary benefits, she also 
earned numerous awards and recognition for selling the most term life 
insurance policies in one quarter and for selling the highest premium 
disability insurance and the most policies sold in another. Hayden’s 
gender created social obstacles: It wasn’t uncommon for the guys in the 
office to go out to lunch or happy hour, or catch a game together, but 
she considered it inappropriate to have a drink one-on-one with one of 
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the other male advisors. As both the only female 
and the youngest person in the office, she felt 
that different rules applied.

In her book, Sheryl Sandberg emphasizes 
that gender equality in the workplace is 
imperative. Men and women must acknowledge 
and understand how stereotypes and biases 
cloud our beliefs and bolster the status quo. 
For example, even today women must decide 
whether to work outside the home or to fulfill 

the traditional wife and mother role, but until women have a true support 
system in the form of colleagues, employers and partners who share 
family responsibilities, they don’t really have a choice. Similarly, until 
society respects men for contributing inside the home, they don’t seem 
to have a real choice either. Sheryl Sandberg says “equal opportunity 
is not equal unless everyone receives the encouragement that makes 
seizing those opportunities possible.” We must gain the power to 
change how we view certain gender roles. Once we accomplish this 
goal, both men and women can attain their full potentials.

Don’t be Afraid to Move — This statement refers to moving to 
a different company or to moving from your current career path. It is 
important to stay visible and to make your accomplishments known 
in order to gain the kind of experience necessary to reach senior 
management. It is also important to get out of your comfort zone by 
making moves and taking risks. Schmidt experienced this phenomenon 
in her previous role in spa management consulting. At the new hire level, 
involving service providers such as massage therapists or estheticians, 
over 80 percent were women. At the supervisor and manager levels 
over 60 percent were women; however, at the time of her employment, 
seven out of the nine senior level executives in the corporate office 
were men. While working for this company Schmidt experienced 
growth and promotion within, which was an opportunity available to 
many middle-level managers as new spa accounts continuously opened. 
The challenge was moving from mid-level management to the senior 
level and, eventually, to the corporate level. When she asked her senior 
vice president why there were so few women on the executive board, 
he cited family obligations — whether involving children or a spouse’s 
job — and reluctance on the part of many women to leave current 
positions in which they had become comfortable. At no time did he 
mention anything related to ability-level or intellect. Schmidt heard his 
advice, and she decided to leave her job to pursue an MBA full-time. 
In Lean In, one of Sandberg’s statements that truly resonated with 
Schmidt during this decision was “taking initiative pays off. It is hard to 
visualize someone as leader if she is always waiting to be told what to 
do.” As women, we can’t expect growth and leadership opportunities 
to just fall into our laps, we have to be hungry enough to go out there 
and get them ourselves.

Business Insider, an American business and technology news website, 
has been collecting data over the past decade from organizations 
around the world to determine what traits and qualities make a 
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Women need to be more open to career risks — Women 
tend to think “I’m not ready to do that,” while men jump at new 
opportunities for growth. Instead of this current paradigm, both 
genders should feel comfortable thinking “I want to do that, and I’ll 
learn by doing it.”

Skip the people pleasing — Many women want everyone to like 
them, but this desire will ultimately just hold you back. Growth and 
innovation tend to develop out of conflict and negotiation. We must 
eliminate this debilitating mentality.

Visualize your career as a jungle gym, not a ladder — 
According to Sandberg, “Ladders are limiting. Jungle gyms offer 
more creative exploration. The ability to forge a unique path with 
occasional dips, detours and even dead ends provides a better chance 
for fulfillment.”

As we bring our discussion to a conclusion, we’d like to leave our 
readers with this final thought:

We must also allow ourselves to fantasize about our careers — we 
should never lose sight of that long-term dream, but we must also possess 
an 18-month immediate plan. Men and women alike should always 
continually strive toward our ultimate dream, but as MBA students we 
need to weigh the costs and benefits of achieving that dream.
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leader effective. One of the most telling categories they evaluated 
was the difference in effectiveness of leaders based on age and 
gender (Sherwin, 2014). As women and men begin their careers 
there is little perceived difference in their leadership effectiveness; 
quickly thereafter, however, men become perceived as slightly more 
effective. As men and women mature in their late 30s and early 40s, 
women begin to be perceived more positively, and this perception 
remains the trend until men and women reach their 60s, when the 
gap narrows again.

One of the reasons for this difference in perceived effectiveness 
is the idea of “practicing self-development.” This concept evaluates 
the extent to which people ask for feedback and then make changes 
based on that feedback. I think we can all agree, as graduate MBA 
students, that feedback is vital to our academic success and personal 
growth. This measure found that both men and women practice self-
development equally as they begin their careers; but, over time, as 
people gain competence and experience, they become complacent 
and view feedback as less useful and necessary. As men age, their 
self-development practice continually declines, whereas women tend 
to maintain the habit. In addition, women were ranked higher than 
men in competencies such as taking initiative, displaying integrity and 
honesty, and driving for results (Sherwin, 2014). Why, then, do we still 
see so few female leaders at the head of organizations?

Instead of viewing corporate level leadership as solely a women’s 
problem or as a problem of equality, Sandberg provides women and 
men with a roadmap to a more gender-balanced organization and with 
solutions that empower both men and women to achieve.
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Many of the leaders and professionals 
I meet in business situations these 
days seem nervous and a little 

apprehensive. We are all focused on “something 
out there” we do not fully understand but for 
which we need to be prepared.

The current business environment 
is uniquely challenging

When it comes to scary things … I think of earthquakes. I cannot 
imagine living in a city where scientists have pronounced earthquakes 
inevitable. Earthquakes are scary because they are unpredictable, both 
in terms of when they will occur and in terms of how dramatically they 
will disrupt life as we know it.

In business, the scary, unpredictable thing that seems to be on 
the minds of all my colleagues involves answering the question, “What 
actions should I take as a business leader to create a successful future 
for, and in, my business?”

After living several years on the planet, reading a few National 
Geographic magazines and watching innumerable “B” movies, I have 
a sense of what an earthquake is, and I know a few things I should 
do if I ever find myself in one: If indoors, stay there. Get under — 
and hold onto — a desk or table, or stand against an interior wall, 
stay clear of exterior walls. If outdoors, get into the open. That’s my 
earthquake survival plan (with thanks to the California Department of 
Conservation), but what plan should a leader adopt for the future in a 
business, social and cultural environment that is both so scary and so 
complex?

At the end of the Cold War, the U.S. military coined a great acronym 
to represent the challenge of dealing with a world in which the “rules” 
had changed — a world that looked quite different by virtue of the 
greater variability of the challenge and the new unknowns. That term, 
Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity (V.U.C.A.), came into 
more common usage after 9/11 and after the financial crisis of 2008-
2009. Today, anyone who works in a corporation knows that the “old” 
rules may no longer apply and that we have to work smarter in order to 
succeed when everything around us is changing constantly.

Merriam-Webster dictionary defines an “X factor” as “a 
circumstance, quality, or person that has a strong but unpredictable 
influence.” An X factor is a variable in a given situation that could 
have the most significant impact on the outcome. If VUCA represents 
the unknown, then the “VUCA X factor” represents the ideas and 
actions we, as business people, could put into place to influence the 
VUCA environment in ways that can help us succeed.

How business leaders are using 
the VUCA X factor to build the future

I selected the term “X factor” because it is so evocative; it seems 
to have an emotional energy of its own. I needed a term that powerful 
because the ideas needed for success must exist a little (or a lot) 
outside of the ordinary. I figure if this term makes you think about 
the energetic, competitive, exciting, unconventional TV show of the 
same name, then we would be in sync. These days, we all need to be 
energetic, competitive, exciting and a little unconventional in order to 
succeed.

My thoughts on these issues have been greatly influenced by 
my research on work by futurists, industrial psychologists, business 
consultants and business leaders. Futurists like Bob Johansen have 
helped me see that the future is somewhat predictable; but, as he 
explains, it is now easier to predict what will happen in 10 years than to 
predict what will happen in two years.

To succeed in this environment, you need to constantly innovate. Bob 
Johansen calls it “rapid prototyping.” You need new ideas and you 
need to put them into place quickly. Then, you need to just as quickly 
cast aside the ones that don’t give you an advantage and keep just 
the nuggets. And you need to do that over and over again. One local 
senior executive describes this process as “changing the wheels on 
the bus while the bus is moving.” Of course, this concept also means 
that you have to be comfortable taking risks, and you have to create 
an environment around you in which risk-taking — depending upon the 
particular corporate culture and its tolerance — is rewarded.

James McQuivey helped me to understand that, as a corporate 
employee, I must constantly look for ways to make myself more 
valuable to my employer. It’s not so much that my employers want to get 
rid of me; (at least, I hope not), it’s that the technology on which their 
world was built undergoes constant and rapid reconfiguration. Digital 

It’s 2015: Do you have the VUCA X-Factor 
needed to build the future your organization needs?
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Upcoming Developments for the Affordable Care Act

by Andrew W. McLaughlin, Esq. 
Attorney at Macfarlane Ferguson 
& McMullen

2015 should be a busy year for the Affordable 
Care Act with important implications for 
individuals, employers and, most importantly, 
questions about the continued existence of 
the act.

Supreme Court Proceedings:
On March 4, 2015, the U.S. Supreme Court heard oral arguments 

regarding whether individuals who receive insurance from exchanges 
set up by the Federal government in states which did not create their 
own exchanges are eligible for subsidies. The Supreme Court will 
examine the meaning of “Exchange established by the State under 
section 1311.” 26 U.S.C. 36B(2)(A)(i). Opponents of the Affordable 
Care Act argue that this language clearly and unambiguously limits 
subsidies only for insurance purchased through an exchange created 
and run by a state and that the regulations issued by the IRS improperly 
expanded the availability of subsidies to individuals who purchased 
insurance from a federal exchange. The proponents of the Affordable 
Care Act reject this argument as overly simplistic and narrow. The 
proponents instead argue that this provision must be read as part of 
the entire law and that the regulations issued by the IRS only clarify 
that the subsidies are available for any insurance purchased from 
an exchange regardless of whether the state or federal government 
created the exchange.

The continued existence of ACA is at risk if the Supreme Court 
invalidates the IRS regulations and disallows subsidies for insurance 
purchased through federal exchanges. If the regulations are overturned, 
over 11 million individuals would be forced to repay the subsidies they 
received in 2014 and would not receive subsidies in 2015 for insurance 
coverage. The ruling would also create ripple effects in other parts 
of the law. Large employers in states without state exchanges would 
not face penalties for failing to offer coverage to all their full time 
employees or for offering unaffordable coverage as the penalties 
under 26 U.S.C. §4980H are only triggered if at least one employee 
receives a subsidy — and without a state exchange, no employee 
could receive a subsidy.

Individuals:
Regardless of how the Supreme Court rules, individuals filing 

their 2014 tax returns will see the impact of the individual insurance 
mandate and insurance subsidies on their returns. Individuals who did 
not have coverage in 2014 must pay a penalty of the higher of $95 
per family member or 1% of their annual household income. In 2015 
this penalty increases to $325 per person or 2% of household income. 
The penalty is capped at the average cost of a bronze plan without 
subsidies. Individuals who received subsidies may see an impact on 
their tax returns. When an individual applies for insurance from an 

exchange, the exchange uses the individual’s self-reported financial 
information to determine the individual’s eligibility. The individual’s 
actual eligibility is not calculated until the individual files his/her 
tax return after the end of the year. Individuals who underreported 
their income or who had a change in financial circumstances during 
the year may have to repay the subsidies they received during the 
year and could see a large tax liability with their return. The IRS has 
created a database of insurance information called the Coverage 
Data Repository to cross-check returns in order to ensure taxpayers 
properly report any exchange subsidies they receive.

Employers:
The large employer mandate phases in during 2015. Generally, 

applicable large employers with more than 100 full-time equivalent 
(FTE) employees must begin offering affordable coverage to all full-
time employees by the first day of their benefits plan year starting in 
2015. Employers with 50-99 FTE have until the first day of their plan 
year in 2016 to offer coverage.

As part of the large employer mandate, employers will need to select 
safe harbors to determine full-time status, determine affordability and 
comply with other parts of the law. Generally, the safe harbors must 
be selected at the beginning and cannot be retroactively applied. 
The failure to select a safe harbor can make it quite difficult, if not 
impossible, to comply with the Affordable Care Act.

For example, affordability of coverage is determined by comparing 
the employee’s cost of self-only coverage to the employees adjusted 
gross income for the year. If the employee’s cost exceeded 9.5 percent 
of the employee’s adjusted gross income, the coverage is unaffordable 
for the entire year. Under this calculation, affordability cannot be 
calculated until after the year ends leaving the employer with no 
opportunity to adjust the premium to avoid penalties. The affordability 
safe harbors provide three methods for an employer to calculate 
affordability which fixes this issue.

The next few years will prove vitally important for the Affordable 
Care Act as the final legal challenges to the law are resolved and more 
provisions become effective.

1)  �If an employer recently changed its plan year or failed to meet certain other requirements, 
the employer must provide coverage by Jan. 1, 2015.

2)  �This percentage may be adjusted based on ratio of premium growth to income growth in the 
preceding calendar year. IRS Rev. Proc. 2014-37.

Andrew W. McLaughlin
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days seem nervous and a little 

apprehensive. We are all focused on “something 
out there” we do not fully understand but for 
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The current business environment 
is uniquely challenging
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in terms of when they will occur and in terms of how dramatically they 
will disrupt life as we know it.
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for, and in, my business?”
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Geographic magazines and watching innumerable “B” movies, I have 
a sense of what an earthquake is, and I know a few things I should 
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and hold onto — a desk or table, or stand against an interior wall, 
stay clear of exterior walls. If outdoors, get into the open. That’s my 
earthquake survival plan (with thanks to the California Department of 
Conservation), but what plan should a leader adopt for the future in a 
business, social and cultural environment that is both so scary and so 
complex?

At the end of the Cold War, the U.S. military coined a great acronym 
to represent the challenge of dealing with a world in which the “rules” 
had changed — a world that looked quite different by virtue of the 
greater variability of the challenge and the new unknowns. That term, 
Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity (V.U.C.A.), came into 
more common usage after 9/11 and after the financial crisis of 2008-
2009. Today, anyone who works in a corporation knows that the “old” 
rules may no longer apply and that we have to work smarter in order to 
succeed when everything around us is changing constantly.

Merriam-Webster dictionary defines an “X factor” as “a 
circumstance, quality, or person that has a strong but unpredictable 
influence.” An X factor is a variable in a given situation that could 
have the most significant impact on the outcome. If VUCA represents 
the unknown, then the “VUCA X factor” represents the ideas and 
actions we, as business people, could put into place to influence the 
VUCA environment in ways that can help us succeed.

How business leaders are using 
the VUCA X factor to build the future

I selected the term “X factor” because it is so evocative; it seems 
to have an emotional energy of its own. I needed a term that powerful 
because the ideas needed for success must exist a little (or a lot) 
outside of the ordinary. I figure if this term makes you think about 
the energetic, competitive, exciting, unconventional TV show of the 
same name, then we would be in sync. These days, we all need to be 
energetic, competitive, exciting and a little unconventional in order to 
succeed.

My thoughts on these issues have been greatly influenced by 
my research on work by futurists, industrial psychologists, business 
consultants and business leaders. Futurists like Bob Johansen have 
helped me see that the future is somewhat predictable; but, as he 
explains, it is now easier to predict what will happen in 10 years than to 
predict what will happen in two years.

To succeed in this environment, you need to constantly innovate. Bob 
Johansen calls it “rapid prototyping.” You need new ideas and you 
need to put them into place quickly. Then, you need to just as quickly 
cast aside the ones that don’t give you an advantage and keep just 
the nuggets. And you need to do that over and over again. One local 
senior executive describes this process as “changing the wheels on 
the bus while the bus is moving.” Of course, this concept also means 
that you have to be comfortable taking risks, and you have to create 
an environment around you in which risk-taking — depending upon the 
particular corporate culture and its tolerance — is rewarded.

James McQuivey helped me to understand that, as a corporate 
employee, I must constantly look for ways to make myself more 
valuable to my employer. It’s not so much that my employers want to get 
rid of me; (at least, I hope not), it’s that the technology on which their 
world was built undergoes constant and rapid reconfiguration. Digital 
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2015 should be a busy year for the Affordable 
Care Act with important implications for 
individuals, employers and, most importantly, 
questions about the continued existence of 
the act.

Supreme Court Proceedings:
On March 4, 2015, the U.S. Supreme Court heard oral arguments 

regarding whether individuals who receive insurance from exchanges 
set up by the Federal government in states which did not create their 
own exchanges are eligible for subsidies. The Supreme Court will 
examine the meaning of “Exchange established by the State under 
section 1311.” 26 U.S.C. 36B(2)(A)(i). Opponents of the Affordable 
Care Act argue that this language clearly and unambiguously limits 
subsidies only for insurance purchased through an exchange created 
and run by a state and that the regulations issued by the IRS improperly 
expanded the availability of subsidies to individuals who purchased 
insurance from a federal exchange. The proponents of the Affordable 
Care Act reject this argument as overly simplistic and narrow. The 
proponents instead argue that this provision must be read as part of 
the entire law and that the regulations issued by the IRS only clarify 
that the subsidies are available for any insurance purchased from 
an exchange regardless of whether the state or federal government 
created the exchange.

The continued existence of ACA is at risk if the Supreme Court 
invalidates the IRS regulations and disallows subsidies for insurance 
purchased through federal exchanges. If the regulations are overturned, 
over 11 million individuals would be forced to repay the subsidies they 
received in 2014 and would not receive subsidies in 2015 for insurance 
coverage. The ruling would also create ripple effects in other parts 
of the law. Large employers in states without state exchanges would 
not face penalties for failing to offer coverage to all their full time 
employees or for offering unaffordable coverage as the penalties 
under 26 U.S.C. §4980H are only triggered if at least one employee 
receives a subsidy — and without a state exchange, no employee 
could receive a subsidy.

Individuals:
Regardless of how the Supreme Court rules, individuals filing 

their 2014 tax returns will see the impact of the individual insurance 
mandate and insurance subsidies on their returns. Individuals who did 
not have coverage in 2014 must pay a penalty of the higher of $95 
per family member or 1% of their annual household income. In 2015 
this penalty increases to $325 per person or 2% of household income. 
The penalty is capped at the average cost of a bronze plan without 
subsidies. Individuals who received subsidies may see an impact on 
their tax returns. When an individual applies for insurance from an 

exchange, the exchange uses the individual’s self-reported financial 
information to determine the individual’s eligibility. The individual’s 
actual eligibility is not calculated until the individual files his/her 
tax return after the end of the year. Individuals who underreported 
their income or who had a change in financial circumstances during 
the year may have to repay the subsidies they received during the 
year and could see a large tax liability with their return. The IRS has 
created a database of insurance information called the Coverage 
Data Repository to cross-check returns in order to ensure taxpayers 
properly report any exchange subsidies they receive.

Employers:
The large employer mandate phases in during 2015. Generally, 

applicable large employers with more than 100 full-time equivalent 
(FTE) employees must begin offering affordable coverage to all full-
time employees by the first day of their benefits plan year starting in 
2015. Employers with 50-99 FTE have until the first day of their plan 
year in 2016 to offer coverage.

As part of the large employer mandate, employers will need to select 
safe harbors to determine full-time status, determine affordability and 
comply with other parts of the law. Generally, the safe harbors must 
be selected at the beginning and cannot be retroactively applied. 
The failure to select a safe harbor can make it quite difficult, if not 
impossible, to comply with the Affordable Care Act.

For example, affordability of coverage is determined by comparing 
the employee’s cost of self-only coverage to the employees adjusted 
gross income for the year. If the employee’s cost exceeded 9.5 percent 
of the employee’s adjusted gross income, the coverage is unaffordable 
for the entire year. Under this calculation, affordability cannot be 
calculated until after the year ends leaving the employer with no 
opportunity to adjust the premium to avoid penalties. The affordability 
safe harbors provide three methods for an employer to calculate 
affordability which fixes this issue.

The next few years will prove vitally important for the Affordable 
Care Act as the final legal challenges to the law are resolved and more 
provisions become effective.

1)  �If an employer recently changed its plan year or failed to meet certain other requirements, 
the employer must provide coverage by Jan. 1, 2015.

2)  �This percentage may be adjusted based on ratio of premium growth to income growth in the 
preceding calendar year. IRS Rev. Proc. 2014-37.
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