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Abstract: This article addresses the notion of ‘agility’ that has recently become 
very prominent in management practice and research. While part of the 
concept’s popularity derives from the consulting discourse, agility has also 
been considered a necessary remedy for coping with increasingly complex 
environments where the traditional strategy of running hard is no longer 
sufficient. Nevertheless, definitions and practices still tend to concentrate  
on the aspects of speed and acceleration. In this research note, I trace the  
origin of the agility concept, introduce a definition that focuses more on 
decision-making, and develop a model that identifies four critical agility 
dimensions: identity, capabilities, mindset, and leadership. This model enables 
analysis of a company’s agility based on personal and organisational 
evaluations and helps to advance the desired future state of adaptability and 
flexibility responsive to fast-changing environments. Finally, I suggest how the 
model can be further developed by industry, country, and functional extensions. 
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1 Introduction 

“If you want to keep in place”, the Red Queen says to Alice, “it takes all the running you 
can do. And if you want to get anywhere else, you must run at least twice as fast as this” 
(Carroll, 1993/1871). What Lewis Carroll tells us in his book Through the Looking-Glass 
seems to be of unquestionable importance for modern management practices. Companies 
that do not innovate fast enough are missing the competitive edge. Those that fail with 
first-mover advantages are unlikely to gain high brand awareness. Yet, others that work 
on introducing product innovations may not succeed because competitors copy them 
easily and vicious circles emerge. Why is it so difficult to move away from the safeguard 
of incremental adaptation or speed? Partly, because companies like doing what they are 
good at and they may be trapped by temporal dominance over competition. This illusion 
results in companies trying to engage in similar processes like their rivals, and in turn, 
their rivals doing the same. This reciprocal system of causality has come to be known as 
the Red Queen Effect in evolutionary theory (Van Valen, 1973). As such, it is a central 
and driving force behind the evolution of success and failure. Nevertheless, this article 
argues that it is a losing proposition because it amounts to doing more of the same, 
merely at a quicker pace. 

The running harder approach may have worked under different conditions in the past 
when, for example, linear extrapolations offered promising guides to the future, managers 
tried to categorise well-known problems into boxes with strategy labels, the top of a 
firm’s agenda was steering clear of potential potholes, and there was a choice between 
clear-cut future options. These strategies no longer work today. The world has become 
different. Not only have the options that we have grown fuzzier, we often do not even 
know the options. So how shall we decide and how shall we prepare ourselves for this 
unpredictable future? Clearly, repeating what we have been doing in the past is not a 
convincing recipe. 

In today’s world, running harder is simply not sufficient. Instead, we need to act 
differently and that is addressed in the semantic shift to agility. In a management world 
long dominated by the belief that strategic planning can anticipate future developments 
and make them more predictable and manageable, agility questions the very essence of 
how we deal with complexity and uncertainty. Not surprisingly, notions like learning, 
managing knowledge, and developing dynamic capabilities score more highly on the 
agenda of CEOs and have been partially captured and extended by the notion of agility in 
organisations. 

In a survey conducted by Accenture in 2013, C-suite executives reported that 
becoming agile was a top priority (Accenture, 2015). But what do they mean by this? 
Looking up the term agile in a dictionary delivers “having the faculty of quick motion; 
being nimble, active, and ready” (Simpson and Weiner, 1989). Researchers talk about 
agility as the “ability of organizations to be quick and to have an effective response to 
unexpected variations in market demands” (Sharifi and Zhang, 2001; Brown and Bessant, 
2003). Others mention that agility resembles adaptability and flexibility (Sherehiy et al., 
2007). What all these definitions have in common is that something out there is so 
complex that firms need to break free from their daily routines and incorporate constant 
change into their operations. Customarily, it is believed that change is a good thing that 
will help firms to better manage their future. 
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2 Why ‘agility’ has become a buzzword 

Studies of management fashions have contributed to our understanding of the forces 
underlying the rise and fall in popularity of new management techniques. As organisation 
theorist Abrahamson (1996) says, a management fashion is a relatively transitory 
collective belief, disseminated by management fashion setters, that a management 
technique leads rational management progress. Over the last 20 years or so, we have seen 
wave after wave of management fashions, from business process engineering (BPR), to 
balanced scorecards, organisational learning, knowledge management, ambidextrous 
organisations, and the like. While these concepts have generated a lot of buzz in the 
business world, several of them were short-lived and some even became discredited. 
Most of them were actually cyclical phenomena triggered by both endogenous and 
exogenous forces. 

Similar triggers are likely to have been in place for the emergence of agility in 
management. Numerous new competitors have turned up on the global landscape, 
starting with emerging market firms that have challenged the dominant players, as well as 
the small niche market companies that have entered the market with accelerated speed. In 
addition, new industry definitions require cross-boundary knowledge, for instance, in 
optoelectronics or multimedia. The following developments further illustrate these 
changes: 

• A third of Fortune 500 companies in 1970 did not exist anymore in 1983. And many 
of them that scored among the Top10 in 2015 were not even present ten years ago 
(Fortune 500). 

• The ‘topple rate’ at which big companies lose their leadership positions has more 
than doubled, suggesting that the ‘winners’ have increasingly precarious positions 
(Huyett and Vignerie, 2005). 

• Product vitality rates, which measure the percentage of revenues coming from new 
products during a certain time – usually three years – are going up (Accenture, 
2014). 

• Black Swans: High-impact surprises that cannot be planned for because the 
organisation did not know that they needed to plan for them, e.g., the sinking of the 
Titanic or the rise of the internet (Taleb, 2010). 

Endogenous triggers may have also spurred the emergence of agility in management. 
Work priorities are changing. Companies are transforming employment contracts. 
Project-based temporary work substitutes for a life-long company affiliation. Hierarchies 
are less important than entire talent pools – both inside and outside of the company. 
Companies have to reinvent themselves more often, moving away from structures, to 
focusing on processes, communication, and cross-boundary collaboration. With these 
developments in place, companies search for recipes that will help them to react in a 
better way to uncertainty and unpredictability, even though this involves the illusion of 
controlling the uncontrollable. 

Another important reason for the hype of agility as a management fashion is partly 
created and reinforced by other players in the market. Management discourse matters! It 
shapes the diffusion of management techniques and so has attracted the attention of key 
producers of this particular discourse – the management consultants themselves. Today, 
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nearly every major consultancy firm has something to say on agility (Figure 1). And even 
though the words, the frameworks, and the colourful graphics occasionally differ, in the 
end, it boils down to one thing: Agility is important these days. 

Figure 1 Consulting firms and how they use the term ‘agility’ (see online version for colours) 

Strategic Agility

� Doz and Kosonen / INSEAD 
(2008)

� Implement Consulting Group  
(2016)

Leadership Agility

� BCG (2012): Team Agility
� Oliver Wyman (2010)

Corporate Agility

� Ernst & Young (2013)
� McKinsey (2010): 

Organizational Agility

Individual Agility

� Batton Institute (2012): 
Workforce Agility

Supply Chain Agility
� BCG (2010): Agile Supply 

ChainsMarketing Agility
� PWC (2014): Marketing at the 

Speed of Agile

IT Agility

� The Agile Manifesto / 
Beck et al. (2001)

� BCG (2012a): IT-enabled 
Business Agility

Method Agility

HR Agility

� Accenture (2013): HR drives 
the Agile Organization

� Deloitte (2015): HR Agility
� Accenture (2011): 

Transformation Agility
� Korn and Ferry (2012): 

Learning Agility

 

While some companies simply use synonyms, like corporate, organisational, or firm 
agility (Sull, 2010), others focus more on functional areas, like IT, marketing, or supply 
chain agility Dun and Bradstreet (2015). And what is at the core of their 
recommendations seems valid for most businesses today: 

• respond purposefully to short-term urgencies 

• seek out experiences to learn from 

• readily change the business models as needed 

• execute strategy more quickly than less agile rivals 

• innovate faster and in new ways 

• quickly respond to changing customer needs 

• be change-capable and anticipate change 

• initiate action. 

Does that mean that we are all trapped into believing that the business world is in need of 
agile management practices while, in reality, we should be less susceptible to the crazy 
ideas hatched by academics, gurus and consultants? Probably not. Agility has a much 
longer history than that of the last five years of consultants’ attention. Some of its 
founding fathers have described methodologies that offer a promising potential for 
management. Indeed, agile is a sound methodology, rather than just a buzzword. 
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3 What actually is agility and where does it come from? 

In line with the view that management tends to repeat rather than innovate, some current 
definitions of agility would position agility as something to do with speed (Box 1) and so 
very compatible with running hard. However, companies engage in different strategies to 
become agile compared with one that only focuses on increasing their running speed. 
Historically, different disciplines have already gone far beyond the notion of speed, and 
this article traces these broader approaches. 

Definitions of agility 
Corporate agility: The capacity to react quickly to rapidly changing circumstances requires a 
focus on clear system output goals and the capacity to match human resources to the demands of 
changing circumstances [Brown and Agnew, (1982), p.29]. 
The term agility refers to a firm’s ability to accelerate the activities on critical paths and is, 
therefore, a direct indicator of a firm’s time-based competitiveness [Kumar and Motwani, 
(1995), p.36]. 
Agile enterprises react quickly and effectively to changing markets, driven by customised 
products and services [Bottani, (2009), p.340]. 
Agility is a dynamic organisational design capability that can sense the need for change from 
both internal and external sources, carry out those changes routinely, and sustain an above 
average performance [Worley and Lawler, (2010), p.194] 

A look into the past illustrates that there are, at least, four major origins of agility: 
sociology, education, manufacturing, and information technology/software development, 
together with broader notions of agility that incorporate reflection, learning, and choice. 

3.1 Agility in sociology 

In 1950, sociologist Parsons (1970) introduced a scheme which is a systematic depiction 
of certain societal functions every society must meet in order to maintain a stable social 
life. He called this scheme AGIL, certainly without having in mind the major 
ramifications of the term at later times. However, what is striking is that his AGIL 
paradigm, as part of his larger action theory, represents the four basic functions that all 
social systems must perform if they are to persist. 

• adaptation: the problem of acquiring sufficient resources 

• goal attainment: the problem of setting and implementing goals 

• integration: the problem of how to maintain solidarity or coordination among the 
subunits of the system 

• latency: the problem of creating, preserving, and transmitting the system’s distinctive 
culture and values. 

For Parsons (1970), society was a complex system whose parts worked together to 
promote solidarity and stability (they strived for equilibrium), and hence, he defined 
social structure as any relatively stable pattern of social behaviour. An analysis of the 
social system is thus, a consideration of ordered processes of change in the interactive 
patterns of actors within a structure (the norms behind the goals and the means). 
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3.2 Agility in educational theory 

Agility is fundamentally about learning, people, and change, the three things that many 
companies struggle with and handle poorly at the present time. It reverts back to the 
research on education and self-organised learning that started in the late 1960s (Rogers 
and Freiberg, 2013; Illich, 1973), where agility characterised a learner’s mindset, their 
behaviour, and their reflection processes. Researchers like Vygotsky (1978) suggested a 
change from teacher to learner-centric and interactive knowledge development. Under the 
label of ‘agile pedagogy’, a development started that has focused more on interactive 
content development, collaborative learning, and both social and personal issues, instead 
of functional learning. Some universities have even incorporated the learning of agile 
project management into their curriculum, where small project steps are used in order to 
acquire knowledge and then to be directly applied to practical problems. 

3.3 Agility in manufacturing 

In 1991, agility became a popular concept in manufacturing, introduced by a group of 
scholars from the Iacocca Institute of Lehigh University, Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, who 
popularised the adoption of agile manufacturing strategies as a way to ensure the 
competitiveness of American firms in the emerging digital and global economy. The aim 
of agile manufacturing in the USA was to outperform overseas competition and to help 
the country regain the pre-eminence it had enjoyed prior to the emergence of Asian high-
growth economies. In their so-called Lehigh-report from 1991 (Iacocca Institute, 1991), 
researchers recommended a simultaneous improvement of quality, time, and costs, the 
enhancement of customer relationships, flat hierarchies, as well as a stronger focus on 
human resources and an innovative personnel policy. In sum, an agile system with 
extraordinary capabilities could emerge. A system that shifts quickly (speed) among 
product models is attuned to marketplace desires (responsive), or between products 
(flexibility) is ideally a real-time reaction to customer demands. 

3.4 Agility in software development 

The fourth set of ideas about agile and agility methods dates back to 2001 when several 
developers thought about new ways of software engineering (Schwaber and Sutherland, 
2013; Beck et al., 2001). ‘Agile’ was seen as a set of values and principles, guided by 
self-directed, low-risk, and adaptable step-by-step-development for the delivery of IT 
projects. Instead of suffering from time-consuming, inflexible, highly complex and 
inefficient procedures, agile methods (such as SCRUM or extreme programming) 
provided more flexibility to adapt to changes over time. An agile approach is different 
from traditional processes, such as the ‘waterfall approach’, which follows a step-wise 
linear planning sequence. The Agile Manifesto of 2001 suggested the following four 
principles: 

• individuals and interactions over processes and tools 

• working software over comprehensive documentation 

• customer collaboration over contract negotiations 
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• responding to change over following a plan. 

Sticking strictly to the Agile Manifesto, it is also quite simple to identify what agile is 
and what it is not. Any organisation or project that wishes to be agile must value the 
characteristics named first in each of the four values (e.g., ‘customer collaboration’), 
more than the characteristics named second (e.g., ‘contract negotiations’). Then, agility is 
one position in a universe of 16 possible positions. If you consider each pair of values, 
you have the choice of valuing the first value over the second, or not. This is the simplest 
and clearest way to think about agility, which avoids the problem of trying to distinguish 
between the degrees of the concept. If the organisation possesses the values, and applies 
those values to the way it operates, then it is agile. If it does not, then it is not agile 
(Police, 2007). 

In sum, today’s discussion on agility can be traced back to several historical roots, 
while most of them have not been explicitly mentioned. Current management research 
focuses mainly on definitions and concepts related to flexibility, speed, and dynamism – 
an understanding in need of modification. To advance with an enhanced understanding of 
agility, some requirements can be formulated. 

4 Towards a conceptual clarification of agility in management 

Some basic building blocks can be formulated upfront. These relate to the level of 
analysis, agile as a method versus agile as content, the input versus the output 
relationship of agile principles, and the performance dimensions of agility. 

• Individual vs. organisational agility: Surprisingly, very little has been said about 
how individual agility can be achieved and how it translates into agility at the 
organisational level – a topic that has been at the core of organisational theory for 
years (Rousseau, 1985). Despite focusing on HR and leadership related issues, most 
studies do not consider the individual’s level of agility. The Batten Institute at the 
University of Virginia is one of the few exceptions that explicitly talks about 
workforce agility. It suggests that it requires motivated, cooperative employees, 
together with leaders who can motivate and train the workforce in order to master 
timely knowledge and skills. In addition, business leaders are required who are 
comfortable with chaos, ambiguity, and unexpected change (Batten Institute, 2012). 

• Method versus content: Some consulting firms focus on methodology, rather than on 
content, by suggesting change and assessment tools. For instance, Korn/Ferry’s new 
self-assessment provides scores on change agility, people agility, mental agility, and 
results agility (Swisher, 2012). As agility is predominantly a process concept like 
learning or knowledge, it is open for different contents (e.g., industries, type of 
companies, and functional areas). Both process and content dimensions need to be 
specified for the application of an agility model. 

• Input vs. output: While there are an abundance of ‘fit all’ recipes, little concrete 
navigational support is given of how companies can turn into agile organisations. 
Most consulting firms revert back to the above elements of agility, but they lack 
guidelines based on a thorough as-is analysis, the required efforts to change the 
organisation, and the expected output. Especially the latter is a major flaw, as it is 
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unclear whether agility aims at higher flexibility and adaptability, or as others have 
suggested (Boston Consulting Group, 2012b), the yields of a higher financial 
performance or a sustained competitive advantage. In short, the input-output 
relationship of agility remains fuzzy and a link to corporate values is missing. 

• Stability vs. change: Several definitions and interpretations of ‘agile’ focus on speed. 
While an important element of agility consists of an accelerated action in order to 
benefit from first-mover advantages and to stay ahead of the competition, the 
concept is much broader. Agility requires companies to identify and to reflect on the 
degree of the desired and appropriate change. This involves a high resilience, with 
companies maintaining a stable identity, sustaining a reliable leadership, and also 
honouring continuity in the types of products and services that they offer. As a 
consequence, a company’s low score of speed or change can result in a high score of 
agility. 

Taken collectively, the four gaps that have been identified above (individual vs. 
organisation; input vs. output; content vs. process; change vs. stability) reflect the 
historical developments of the concept. In the early beginnings, especially in 
manufacturing, the focus was more on process improvements, speed, and adaptability. 
Agility was considered as more is better. In recent years, with the integration of 
leadership and the soft scale organisational change issues that have been propelled into 
strategising, the increasing insights of complexity requires different tools and 
methodologies from those that were used in the past. A new understanding of agility has 
emerged. Rather than running after competitors, striving to always be the first, adjusting 
to the hectic requirements of daily business life, companies have now discovered what I 
call Agility 2.0 (or even Agility.X to account for developments yet unknown). This takes 
the option of less is better into account. For instance, a company may decide to preserve 
some of its traditional values, as well as to change some others. It may decide to preserve 
its products, but to change its processes. If such decisions are based on robust strategic 
thinking, they can reflect a high degree of agility. It can be a timely, effective, and 
sustainable response that is not necessarily based on speed and a radical transformation. 
In line with this understanding, recent research has suggested a more decision-oriented 
definition of agility: “Agility is not just the ability to change. It is a cultivated capability 
that enables an organization to respond in a timely, effective, and sustainable way, while 
at the same time, changing circumstances when required” (Williams et al., 2013). As 
such agility as depicted here primarily relates to processes that specify how agile 
decision-making can be promoted. 

5 A model of agility 

On the basis of the requirements that have been formulated above and drawing from 
established research, the following model distinguishes two levels of agility – an 
organisational level and an individual one – and it separates perception from action. As a 
result, four dimensions of agility emerge: identity, capabilities, mindset, and leadership 
(Figure 2). 
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Figure 2 The agility model with three orbits1 (see online version for colours) 

 

Note: 1The graphic for the agility management model was developed by Corinna Ismaier. 
Source: Luckmann et al. (2015) and Prange (2016) 

Each dimension, with its defining elements, spans across three orbits. These three orbits 
reflect different levels of environmental complexity as identified by Snowden and Boone 
(2007) in their Cynefin framework. The resilient orbit matches a simple environment 
with stable, reliable, predictable, and fairly safe developments. The versatile orbit fits to a 
complicated environment, where agility is mainly characterised as adaptability and 
viability and the capacity of choosing between higher or lower degrees of 
transformational behaviour. Finally, within the transformational orbit, we find individual 
and organisational values and behaviours that are characterised by a curiosity for change, 
playfulness, and ease that match a complex environment lacking linear cause-effect 
relationships. It is important to note that there is no hierarchical order or value judgment 
associated with the three orbits. Instead, each position could be an ideal state for a 
company facing different environments. 
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a Mindset: Mindset describes what people essentially focus on. The basic question 
relates to whether someone wants to primarily be appreciated by a peer group that is 
driven by individual values and opinions, or rather by searches for contradiction and 
evolution. The following stages are distinguished (Kegan, 1994): 
• Dependent: At this level, we are shaped by the expectations of those around us. 

What we think and say is strongly influenced by what we think others want to 
hear. 

• Independent: We have developed our own ideology or internal compass to guide 
us. Our sense of self is aligned with our own belief system, personal code, and 
values. We can take stands and set limits on behalf of our own internal ‘voice’. 

• Inter-independent: We have our own ideology, but can now step back from that 
ideology and see it as limited or partial. We can hold more contradiction and 
oppositeness in our thinking and no longer feel the need to gravitate towards 
polarised thinking. 

b Leadership: The leadership dimension describes our leadership preferences that are 
related to how we prefer to be led by ourselves and how we want to lead others. 
Leadership comes in a variety of forms. Sometimes it is driven by the leader’s 
personality, sometimes it is defined by the relationship between the leaders and the 
team members, and sometimes it is located at a more systemic level. As a result, 
leadership implies responsibility and affects groups of different sizes and different 
values. Specific leadership behaviour can be relevant for varying levels of agility 
(Joiner and Josephs, 2008). While the following theoretical approaches represent 
distinct leadership schools, the essence of each approach fits to an environment as 
characterised by the three orbits: 
• Authentic: Leadership principles are based on self-awareness and honesty. They 

are clearly recognisable, such that teams can orient themselves easily and 
reliably (Gardner et al., 2011). 

• Relational: Leadership is based on the relationship between the leaders and the 
followers. The quality of that relationship is influenced by specific leadership 
qualities, such as control, coaching, support, delegation, and others (Uhl-Bien, 
2003). 

• Adaptive: Leaders recognise the bigger picture. They are able to propose  
a broad spectrum of leadership options to their teams and initiate and drive 
organisational changes (DeRue, 2011). 

c Identity: The identity of an organisation relates to its central and distinctive 
components. An external view of the organisation’s identity is represented  
in its image. If image and identity differ, problems may arise. The company’s 
organisational identity can be actively constructed and re-constructed on a  
permanent basis. The following stages are distinguished (Albert and Whetten, 1985): 
• Central (who are we?): Centrality deals with what members define as those 

issues that deeply matter the most. Such central values and beliefs provide a hub 
of shared understanding around which identity emerges. 
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• Continuing (matching identity with image): Continuity describes an identity that 
varies in its interpretations and meanings, while retaining its ‘core’ beliefs and 
values that extend over time and context. The trigger for this re-interpretation 
process is a mismatch between identity and image. 

• Construing (active construction and re-construction): A construable identity 
implies that while the core remains, other components may significantly change, 
to the degree that little of the historical identity remains stable. Construing a new 
identity is an ongoing activity of organisational members. 

d Capabilities: Dynamic capabilities are the potentiality of an organisation to  
change, to develop, and to better seize opportunities. Capabilities help to anticipate 
environmental trends and to achieve competitive advantages (Teece, 2007). The 
following stages are distinguished: 
• Sensing (and shaping) new opportunities very much results from the scanning, 

creation, learning, and interpretive activity. 
• Seizing opportunities is an ability related to the process of managerial decision 

making. This involves maintaining and improving technological competences 
and complementary assets, together with heavily investing in order to achieve 
marketplace acceptance. 

• Reconfiguring involves continuous renewal and modifications aimed at 
maintaining competitiveness. It involves achieving asset orchestration and 
corporate renewal, including the redesign of routines. 

Taken collectively, the three orbits and four dimensions provide an opportunity for 
companies to diagnose their existing state of agility and their desired future position. As 
compared to other models of agility, it is necessary to first identify the environmental 
state a company is operating in (simple, complicated, or complex) and secondly to 
diagnose positions in the model that are not aligned with it. This gap-analysis helps to 
locate action perspectives in the area of personnel or corporate development, or to 
combine both spheres. While quantitative scores for the model remain to be developed, 
the relevant literature provides insights on how to qualitatively assess an organisation 
along each dimension. This would take place in interactive discussions with the 
respective firms to understand their perception of the environment and associated actions 
for agility. Due to its two levels (individual and organisational), several tools and 
methods from both organisational and personnel development can be combined. 

In addition, the model can be fine-tuned for different contents (e.g., company 
functions like branding, production, or finance) or for specific contexts, i.e., industry 
environments (stable, volatile, service-based, and manufacturing, etc.), or national 
cultures (e.g., uncertainty avoidance, collectivist issues, and long-term-oriented cultures). 

6 From agile processes to contents, contexts, and methods 

In addition to providing a general diagnosis of agility, an analysis of agility can be 
focused on specific content areas. For example, and as shown above, several consulting 
companies have used their previous specific functional expertise to provide an add-on  
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with ‘agility consulting’. The challenge is not trivial, because certain corporate functions 
are likely to gain in importance or even dominate future business. For instance, branding 
and entrepreneurship are two areas with a high potential for influencing a company’s 
success if managed properly, or if by being more agile. Even more so, the influence of 
digitisation as a megatrend will increase. Some leaders are redesigning their capabilities 
and operating models to take full advantage of digital technologies and to keep in step 
with their ‘connected’ consumers, and hence, attract ‘agile’ talent. Others are creating 
qualitatively new business models around disruptive digital opportunities. In doing so, 
these companies secure not only continued relevance, but also superior returns. In 
adopting a more agile way, companies will be able to understand how to orchestrate these 
returns. As a consequence, and in line with their future vision, companies can select 
specific content areas for piloting agile transformational projects. 

Context also plays an important role for introducing agility to an organisation. This is 
because some industries are exposed to higher degrees of uncertainty and volatility, and 
thus, they need to reconsider their positioning more often than others that work in a rather 
stable environment. For instance, in high-reliability environments (e.g., hospitals, aircraft 
security, manufacturing), one would expect low experimentation, safety and clarity, 
rather than experimentation and playfulness. However, this is not to say that companies 
in these industries cannot be agile or that environmental turbulence is the sole indicator 
for the required degree of agility. There are numerous examples of companies that 
worked in stable industries and failed to re-invent themselves, only to dramatically fail 
when encountering technological jumps and disruption. Industry benchmarks can benefit 
companies across boundaries in order to learn where forces are in place that are ready to 
accelerate a company’s business and when to slow down to reflect on previous actions. 
Intercultural contexts also play a role in defining and implementing agility, for example, 
as they link to uncertainty avoidance of certain nations (Hofstede, 2001). For example, 
Argentina scores very highly on uncertainty avoidance – and so do the majority of  
Latin American countries that belonged to the Spanish kingdom. These societies show a 
strong need for rules and elaborate legal systems, in order to structure life. Thus, a 
positioning on the outer orbit is less intuitive. In contrast, uncertainty avoidance is lower 
in Sweden. A society with low uncertainty avoidance maintains a more relaxed attitude in 
which practice counts more than principles and deviance from the norm is more easily 
tolerated. Though country scores cannot immediately be translated into agility scores for 
companies, the context does influence the range of company operations. 

Given these diverse requirements, an agility analysis is likely to benefit from a variety 
of agility models, such as the ones sketched below in a very simple colour differentiation 
(Figure 3). 

Finally, the methods for calculating agility need to be adjusted and improved with 
respect to both the definition and the outcomes of desired agility scores. If agility is 
primarily driven by speed and action, scores will have to differ from those considered for 
improving a decision-making capability. Also, individual and organisational data needs to 
be taken into account simultaneously, not only with the scores for more structural and 
strategic decisions, but also for softer and more personal elements of agility. Only if the 
two spheres of agility – personal and organisational – can be reconciled, then the 
likelihood of moving towards higher scores of agility increases. 
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Figure 3 Agility model – core and extensions (see online version for colours) 

 

Agility model (core) 
• What is perceived as being central to our organisation? 
• Do we provoke contradictions? 
• How do we lead ourselves and others? 
• What is the potential of our organisation for reconfiguration? 

  

 

Functional focus 
• Is repetition a dominant principle? 
• Can different people do the job differently? 
• Is the function characteristic suitable for the company’s identity? 
• How does learning and updating take place? 

  

 

Industry focus 
• What is the major risk in the industry? 
• Is variation possible or to be avoided? 
• Is leadership based on clear guidelines? 
• Are changes perceived as beneficial/detrimental? 

  

 

Country focus 
• What is the country’s propensity for uncertainty? 
• Is harmony a predominant value? 
• Is hierarchy important for our leadership? 
• Are small changes based on safety preferred? 

One of the current limitations of the model pertains to the lack of quantitative scores for 
diagnosing agility across the three orbits and four dimensions, which poses urgent 
requirement for future research. Future implementation plans also need to recognise that 
trying to control everything is not possible. On the contrary, experimentation, options 
management, or free flowing creativity, often runs counter to meeting the financial 
targets of the company. Thus, moving along the agile transformational roadmap requires 
skills for coping with paradoxes and inconsistencies, more than adhering to traditional 
linear planning. However, agile companies have clear objectives and they define the rules 
of the game. They act with a high degree of flexibility and remain creative within this 
framework. They maintain and mutually reconcile simplicity and complexity, planning 
and improvisation, speed and slowness. In a nutshell, agility helps one to understand that 
the future is simply unpredictable – but unpredictability does not equal a bad destiny. 
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