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Abstract: In the context of increasing global instability characterized by VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, and
Ambiguity) and BANI (Brittle, Anxious, Nonlinear, and Incomprehensible) conditions, higher education institutions in the
Global South are facing heightened pressures to adapt their curricula. This article explores how developing T-shaped
professionals—individuals with specialized expertise complemented by broad interdisciplinary skills—can better equip
graduates to navigate such uncertain environments. Drawing on Adaptive Leadership Theory, the paper examines
pedagogical strategies, stakeholder collaboration, internationalization efforts, and structural reforms necessary to cultivate
resilient, employable, and transformative graduates. Through a comprehensive literature review, it highlights the integration
of project-based learning, digital literacy, and emotional intelligence into curricula to address socio-economic
vulnerabilities, technological disruptions, and institutional challenges. The findings emphasize the importance of systemic
educational reform that fosters both individual adaptability and collective resilience within the Global South.
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Introduction
n today’s complex and rapidly changing global environment—characterized by volatility,
uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA)—as well as additional challenges such as

brittleness, anxiety, non-linearity, and incomprehensibility (BANI)—higher education
institutions in the Global South are increasingly tasked with redesigning curricula to develop
adaptable, innovative, and interdisciplinary graduates. The concept of the T-shaped professional—
individuals who possess in-depth expertise in a specific discipline (the vertical bar of the "T")
alongside a broad skill set for interdisciplinary collaboration (the horizontal bar)—has gained
recognition as a strategic model for preparing the modern workforce (Chhoeung, 2023). This
approach is especially pertinent in the Global South, where socio-economic disparities, limited
resources, and fragile institutional structures intensify the impacts of VUCA and BANI on education
and employment systems (Langthaler and Bazafkan, 2020).

Transitioning from traditional industrial-era educational models to more integrated, flexible, and
skills-based approaches has become essential. Conventional siloed curricula are insufficient to equip
graduates with the competencies needed to address systemic disruptions such as climate change,
pandemics, digital transformation, and socio-political instability—challenges that are particularly
acute in the Global South (Musendekwa, 2025). Developing T-shaped skills such as critical thinking,
collaboration, adaptability, and digital literacy is increasingly vital—not only for enhancing
employability but also for achieving broader development objectives (Vasilev, 2024). Consequently,
curriculum design must balance academic depth with interdisciplinary breadth, promote experiential
learning, and cultivate cognitive ability to effectively bridge the gap between knowledge and
practical action in volatile and fragile environments (Mpofu and Chasokela, 2025). This article
examines curriculum design strategies intended to foster T-shaped professionals capable of thriving
in VUCA and BANI contexts within the Global South. It analyses pedagogical frameworks,
stakeholder engagement, and policy reforms necessary to transform curricula into agile tools for
human capital development, resilience, and innovation.
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Theoretical Perspectives- Adaptive Leadership Theory

The contemporary educational and labour market environments in the Global South are increasingly
characterized by dynamic, unpredictable, and often fragile conditions. These challenges are
effectively conceptualized through frameworks such as VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity,
and Ambiguity) and BANI (Brittle, Anxious, Nonlinear, and Incomprehensible). Preparing graduates
to succeed within these contexts requires cultivating not only technical expertise but also adaptability,
collaboration, and emotional intelligence—attributes embodied by the profile of a T-shaped
professional. To address this demand, Adaptive Leadership Theory provides a valuable perspective
for designing curriculum strategies that develop such capabilities.

According to Ozen and Yavuz (2024), Adaptive Leadership Theory emphasizes equipping
individuals to confront adaptive challenges—complex problems lacking straightforward solutions
that require learning, cultural shifts, and systemic change. This approach is particularly relevant in
VUCA and BANI settings, where issues extend beyond technical fixes and necessitate critical
thinking, teamwork, and resilience—key traits of the T-shaped skill set. Unlike traditional leadership
models focused on authority and control, adaptive leadership advocates for responsiveness,
experimentation, and collective effort in addressing complex issues. In educational practice, the
integration of Adaptive Leadership Theory aligns with the development of T-shaped graduates
through three primary areas: curriculum content, pedagogical methods, and learning outcomes.

First, curriculum content rooted in adaptive leadership encourages beyond technical knowledge to
encompass systemic thinking, ethical decision-making, and cultural awareness (Ozen and Yavuz,
2024). These components prepare learners for the "horizontal" dimension of the T-shaped model—
broad, cross-disciplinary skills that are vital in volatile environments (McKimm, Ramani, Forrest,
Bishop, Findyartini, Mills, Hassanien, Al-Hayani, Jones, Nadarajah and Radu, 2023). For instance,
a business student in the Global South might benefit from learning not only financial modeling but
also leadership practices in socially volatile communities or sectors affected by climate change and
digital inequalities.

Second, regarding pedagogical approaches, Adaptive Leadership Theory advocates for experiential,
problem-based learning that reflects real-world uncertainty. Educators transition into roles as
facilitators or coaches, guiding students through "adaptive learning zones" where they navigate
ambiguity, make decisions with incomplete information, and interpret failure as an opportunity for
growth (Pak, Polikoff, Desimone and Saldivar Garcia, 2020). Such methods mirror the environments
many graduates encounter—whether in informal economies, public sector reform efforts, or
entrepreneurial ecosystems—characterized by fragility and nonlinear dynamics, as described by
BANI (Bushuyev, Bushuyeva, Murzabekova and Khussainova, 2023).

Third, the desired learning outcomes aligned with Adaptive Leadership Theory emphasize
competencies including emotional intelligence, cultural agility, resilience, collaboration, and the
capacity to differentiate adaptive challenges from technical problems (Sott and Bender, 2025). These
skills are especially pertinent in the Global South, where graduates may assume leadership roles
within complex development contexts—navigating community expectations, institutional limitations,
and shifting policies (Adekola, Pearl, Sergi and Muszynski 111, 2024).

Furthermore, Adaptive Leadership Theory advocates for fostering both individual and collective
resilience—crucial for managing BANI's psychological complexities such as anxiety and
incomprehensibility (Murgatrotd, 2024). According to Abukalusa and Oosthuizen, (2025), Curricula
designed around adaptive leadership principles enable students to evolve from merely competent
professionals to adaptive agents capable of influencing change amidst volatile systems. This
perspective shifts the educational goal from simply producing job-ready graduates to preparing
leaders capable of effecting transformative change.

Adaptive Leadership Theory offers a comprehensive framework for shaping curricula that cultivate
T-shaped professionals equipped to thrive in the Global South's complex socio-economic landscape.
Its emphasis on mobilizing learning, leading amid uncertainty, and adapting to intricate challenges
aligns effectively with the competencies needed to navigate VUCA and BANI environments.
Embedding this approach into educational strategies not only enhances academic outcomes but also
contributes to societal resilience and sustainable development in regions most vulnerable to global
disruptions.
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Literature Review

The global demand for agile, innovative, and interdisciplinary talent has increased significantly,
particularly within the Global South, where socio-economic vulnerabilities, environmental shocks,
political instability, and technological disruptions are more prevalent. These environments exemplify
VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, and Ambiguity) and BANI (Brittle, Anxious, Nonlinear,
and Incomprehensible) paradigms, which capture the unpredictable and destabilizing nature of
contemporary contexts (del Pilar Barrera-Ortegon, Medina-Ricaurte and Jimenez-Hernandez, 2024).
Traditional education systems—characterized by rigid disciplinary boundaries and reliance on rote
memorization—are increasingly ill-suited to prepare graduates for such complex and uncertain
realities.

The Emergence of the T-Shaped Professional

In response to these evolving challenges, the concept of the T-shaped professional has gained
prominence. T-shaped individuals possess deep technical expertise within a specific discipline (the
vertical stroke of the “T”) and broad, cross-disciplinary skills such as collaboration, empathy,
communication, and adaptability (the horizontal crossbar). These competencies are vital for
effectively addressing complex, interconnected global issues (Leiby, 2021). In the Global South,
efforts to cultivate T-shaped graduates are expanding, though progress remains uneven. Challenges
include entrenched educational systems, limited resources, and slow curriculum reform processes
(Saukkonen and Kreus, 2022). Nonetheless, there is increasing recognition of the need for future
professionals to balance specialized knowledge with versatile skills to succeed in brittle, nonlinear
environments.

Integrating Technical and Transferable Skills in Curriculum

A key strategy in developing T-shaped competencies involves integrative learning approaches that
embed transferable, cross-functional skills within disciplinary content. Essential skills such as critical
thinking, digital literacy, problem-solving, teamwork, and creativity are increasingly valued in
economies characterized by VUCA and BANI conditions (Bushuyev, Bushuyeva, Murzabekova and
Khussainova, 2023). Billett (2022) indicated that institutions aligning curricula with workplace skills
have experienced improved graduate employability and adaptability. Combining technical expertise
with soft skills ensures graduates are not only proficient in their fields but also capable of navigating
uncertainty and rapid change.

Project-Based and Experiential Learning Strategies

Experiential learning and project-based learning (PBL) have emerged as effective curriculum
approaches for simulating real-world complexity and cultivating both vertical and horizontal T-
profile dimensions. These methods enable students to collaborate on open-ended, contextually
relevant problems, fostering adaptability, leadership, and contextual intelligence. In Latin America,
universities adopting community-engaged PBL initiatives have reported measurable gains in
problem-solving abilities, cross-sector communication, and civic participation (Gonzalez, 2024).
Similarly, Makerere University in Africa have implemented experiential learning strategies that
promote interdisciplinary collaboration and socially responsive leadership (Mandela, Ssekamatte and
Wambua, 2024).

Curricular Internationalization and Development of Global Competency

As globalization influences economic landscapes, internationalizing curricula has become a critical
strategy for cultivating T-shaped graduates with global agility. Initiatives include student exchange
programs, digital mobility, foreign language instruction, and international research collaborations.
These efforts enhance intercultural competence, broaden perspectives, and strengthen students’
capacity to operate across diverse contexts—Xkey attributes for navigating BANI-related uncertainties
and anxieties (Duffy, Stone, Townsend and Cathey, 2022). However, many regions within the Global
South face infrastructure limitations, policy constraints, and financial barriers that restrict
participation in traditional forms of internationalization. Wagar, Rashid, Anis and Muhammad (2024)
highlights the significant digital divide, especially in rural and underserved areas, which hampers
access to global learning platforms. As a result, hybrid models such as virtual exchanges and locally
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adapted global learning initiatives are increasingly being adopted to overcome these challenges
(Mulenga and Shilongo, 2025).

Engaging Stakeholders for Relevant Curriculum Development

Effective curriculum design that supports T-shaped professional development benefits from multi-
stakeholder engagement. Collaboration with employers, alumni, community leaders, and
policymakers ensures that academic content remains relevant and aligned with labour market needs
(Malhotra, Massoudi and Jindal, 2023). For example, partnerships between industry and academic
institutions in Nigeria have led to curriculum reforms that respond to current industry demands,
particularly in ICT, healthcare, and agribusiness sectors (Ennin and Pushpanadham, 2023).
Nevertheless, institutionalized stakeholder engagement remains inconsistent and disconnects
between academic objectives and employer expectations continue to pose challenges.

Faculty Capacity and Institutional Support

The effectiveness of curriculum transformation relies heavily on faculty expertise and institutional
capabilities. It is essential to provide educators with training in interdisciplinary, learner-centered,
and digitally supported pedagogies to facilitate the adoption of the T-shaped model. However,
Moshtari and Safarpour (2024) highlights that many institutions in West and Central Africa face
significant shortages of qualified staff and have limited access to ongoing professional development
opportunities. This skills gap among faculty members constrains the successful implementation of
transformative curriculum strategies. Therefore, targeted investments in staff training, pedagogical
innovation, and teaching resources are critical to achieving sustainable impact.

Structural and Policy Barriers

Although there is widespread recognition of the need for educational reform, structural challenges
continue to hinder curriculum development in the Global South. These challenges include
bureaucratic inertia, inconsistent funding, inadequate infrastructure, and misalignment of policies
between educational and labour sectors. Public institutions are often constrained by outdated
curriculum review procedures, politicized governance structures, and limited institutional autonomy
(Leask, 2020). Consequently, even well-conceived curriculum strategies frequently face
implementation obstacles, resulting in an underdeveloped pipeline for producing globally competent,
interdisciplinary professionals.

Methods

This study utilized an integrative literature review to examine curriculum strategies for developing
T-shaped professionals amidst VUCA and BANI. The integrative review methodology, as described
by Whittemore and Knafl (2005), allows for a comprehensive evaluation of existing evidence,
increasing the rigor of the analysis across various primary studies employing different research
approaches. Our search criteria focused on curriculum strategies for developing T-shaped
professionals amidst VUCA and BANI. Data collection involved multiple research databases,
including Scopus, Emerald, Wiley Online Library, and ABl/Inform, to identify relevant studies.
Additionally, we accessed several freely available online resources such as ScienceDirect, SABINET,
Bing, and Google Scholar to supplement our findings. Both primary and secondary data sources—
such as journal articles, reports, biographies, and supplementary materials—were included, using
search terms related to on curriculum strategies for developing T-shaped professionals amidst VUCA
and BANI, as well as relevant best practice recommendations.

Discussion
Navigating Complexity in the Global South

Higher education institutions in the Global South are increasingly challenged to prepare graduates
capable of functioning effectively in volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA)
environments, as well as in systems characterized by fragility, anxiety, non-linearity, and a lack of
clarity (BANI). Traditional academic models that focus on rote memorization and disciplinary
specialization are often insufficient in equipping students for a world shaped by rapid technological
advances, socio-economic fluctuations, and global interconnectedness (Tangwe and Benyin, 2025).
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In this context, the concept of T-shaped professionals—individuals who combine deep disciplinary
expertise (vertical dimension) with a broad set of soft skills and cross-disciplinary competencies
(horizontal dimension)—has emerged as an effective framework for graduate preparedness.

Adaptive Leadership and the Development of T-Shaped Professionals

The Adaptive Leadership Theory is central to understanding how graduates can be prepared to
address adaptive challenges—complex problems that cannot be solved through technical solutions
alone. Unlike technical challenges, adaptive challenges require shifts in values, beliefs, and
behaviours. Integrating this theory into higher education fosters the development of leadership
qualities such as resilience, emotional intelligence, systemic thinking, and innovation—core
elements of the horizontal skill set of T-shaped professionals (John, 2022).

Graduates operating in increasingly unpredictable contexts—marked by political unrest, public
health crises, and climate change (Bozkurt, Jung, Xiao, Vladimirschi, Schuwer, Egorov, Lambert,
Al-Freih, Pete, Olcott Jr and Rodes, 2020)—benefit from adaptive leadership skills. These
competencies enable them to navigate uncertainty, interpret complex systems, and mobilize others
to address root causes rather than just symptoms (Hofste, 2024). Such an orientation aligns with the
broader goal of higher education to cultivate change agents committed to societal improvement rather
than solely producing job seekers.

Vertical Expertise: Upholding Disciplinary Rigor

While broad soft skills are essential, maintaining strong disciplinary knowledge remains crucial—
particularly in technical, scientific, and health-related fields. As de Weerd, Khadir and Peters (2024)
emphasized, foundational expertise serves as the anchor of the T-shaped professional, providing
credibility and a cognitive base from which broader competencies can be deployed. Mastery of core
content in areas like engineering, medicine, and data science is indispensable for solving complex
technical problems. However, an overemphasis on disciplinary silos can limit graduates’ ability to
transfer knowledge across different contexts and adapt to evolving workplace demands. Therefore,
fostering interdisciplinary fluency is vital to bridge deep expertise with practical, real-world
application (Tariq, 2024).

Cultivating Horizontal Competencies: 21st-Century Skills

Asefer and Abidin (2021) highlights that employers increasingly prioritize skills such as critical
thinking, effective communication, teamwork, and cultural agility. These competencies form the
horizontal component of the T-shaped professional and are fundamental in today's globalized labour
market. Graduates equipped with the ability to collaborate across diverse teams, communicate clearly
with various stakeholders, and manage ambiguity are better positioned to succeed in corporate
environments and social innovation initiatives. These skills are also closely linked to entrepreneurial
thinking, which plays a significant role in job creation and self-employment, especially in economies
where formal employment opportunities are limited (Beknazarov, Niyazbekova, Amirseitov,
Kokenova, Daurbayeva and Aitkazina, 2020).

Curriculum Reform: Addressing Structural Challenges

Despite the recognition of the importance of cultivating T-shaped graduates, implementing
curriculum reforms remains a significant challenge in many parts of the Global South. Factors such
as bureaucratic inertia, outdated governance structures, and limited institutional autonomy—
particularly within public institutions—often impede the adoption of flexible and adaptive curricula
(Sharp and Harrison, 2021).

Faculty members, who are central to pedagogical transformation, frequently lack training in
interdisciplinary teaching, digital tools, and experiential learning methodologies (Sanz, Urias,
Salgado, Benitez and Martinez, 2023). Consequently, reform efforts can be superficial or constrained
by systemic rigidity. It is essential for institutional leadership to prioritize faculty development and
create incentives for curriculum innovation to facilitate meaningful pedagogical change (Lester,
Rosenberg, Nelson and Shin, 2025).
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Promoting Experiential Learning through Project-Based Approaches

Project-Based Learning (PBL) offers a promising pathway to developing T-shaped competencies by
engaging students in real-world problems that require collaboration, creativity, and practical
application of knowledge. In regions like Africa and Latin America, community-based PBL
initiatives have successfully enhanced social awareness, problem-solving abilities, and civic
engagement (Osman, 2020). Such approaches enable students to experience and navigate the
unpredictability inherent in BANI/VUCA environments within academic settings, fostering adaptive
behaviours in a controlled context. Additionally, experiential learning enhances metacognitive skills
and self-efficacy—both critical for lifelong learning and resilience in professional careers (Brass,
Kennedy, Gabriel, Neill, Devis and Leonard, 2023).

Digital Mobility and Global Learning

Internationalization, traditionally associated with student and staff mobility, is increasingly being
shaped by digital platforms. Digital mobility, virtual exchanges, and collaborative online
international learning (COIL) programs offer alternative avenues for developing global competence,
particularly in resource-limited settings (Dyment, 2024). However, access to these programs remains
uneven across the Global South due to digital disparities and infrastructural challenges. Educational
institutions should consider implementing hybrid and localized models of global learning that utilize
existing technologies and regional partnerships to reduce barriers and foster inclusivity (Bhatia,
2024).

Stakeholder Engagement and Industry-Academic Collaboration

An important component in cultivating well-rounded, T-shaped professionals is ongoing engagement
with external stakeholders. Employers, alumni, community leaders, and policymakers provide
valuable insights that can inform curriculum development and ensure alignment with labour market
needs (Bunch, 2024). Successful examples from countries such as Kenya and Ghana illustrate that
institutionalized industry-academic partnerships significantly enhance graduate employability.

Nevertheless, many partnerships are still informal or short-term, which restricts their broader impact.
Establishing institutional frameworks for continuous collaboration, feedback, and co-creation of
curricula is vital to maintaining relevance and responsiveness in academic programs (Bovill, 2020).

Conclusion

In response to the complex challenges associated with VUCA and BANI conditions, implementing
curriculum strategies that develop T-shaped professionals presents a valuable approach for advancing
higher education in the Global South. These strategies involve not only integrating technical and
interdisciplinary skills but also incorporating Adaptive Leadership Theory into pedagogical design.
To effectively support experiential learning, stakeholder engagement, and curricular
internationalization, necessary reforms should include policy adjustments, infrastructure
development, and faculty capacity building. While barriers such as resource limitations and
institutional rigidity persist, transitioning toward T-shaped graduate outcomes is crucial for preparing
a workforce capable of adapting to and leading within an increasingly interconnected and
unpredictable global environment.
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