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Overview

• Agile practices – where are we?

– Hypothesis 1: Scaling agile does not create an agile 
strategy

• What could an agile strategy be?

– Hypothesis 2: strategy, operations and processes require 
distinct approaches

• Agile strategy formulation – directional strategy

• Agile operations – leading through intent

• When do you need agility?

– Hypothesis 3: not everybody does



1. Agile practices – where are we?



Source: digital.ai, ‘15th State of Agile Report’, April 2021; 4182 

responses from start-ups to global corporates in 100 countries

A majority of software and IT teams now use 
agile; between 10% and 30% of other teams
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Biggest benefits are cited as managing changing 
priorities and business/IT alignment

Most positive effects relate to IT project delivery to internal and 
external customers



6

But biggest challenges are inconsistencies in 
processes and practice across the business
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Difficulties in scaling agile practices across the 
business are consistent with findings from 2020

• Most choose a hybrid or selective model because

– Of the framework conditions – 74%

– Radical change would be overwhelming for management – 41%

– Otherwise changes would be unenforceable – 37%

– We need an intermediate step – 28%

• The most important challenges are

– Internal processes – 62%

– Top management – 59%

– Team – 54%

– Middle management – 54%

– Internal environment (other departments etc.) – 50%

Hochschule Koblenz, Status Quo (Scaled) Agile Survey 2019/20, February 2020
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Agile techniques all relate to software 
development

Hard to see how they can be used across all operations, let 
alone strategy
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Biggest current challenge is achieving agility at 
scale
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Leading methodology for scaling agility is very 
complex

Claims to have coaches at 70% of Fortune 500 companies

Most commonly used scaling approach in Status Quo survey (54%)
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Many companies are using ‘DevOps’ to try to 
achieve organisational agility
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But DevOps is still a software development 
process

A compound of development (Dev) and 

operations (Ops), DevOps is the union of 

people, processes and technology to 

continually provide value to customers.

What does DevOps mean for teams? 

DevOps enables formerly siloed roles –

development, IT operations, quality 

engineering and security – to coordinate 

and collaborate to produce better, more 

reliable products. By adopting a DevOps 

culture along with DevOps practices and 

tools, teams gain the ability to better 

respond to customer needs, increase 

confidence in the applications they build 

and achieve business goals faster.

Source: Azure.Microsoft.com
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Hypothesis 1: scaling agile – with or without 
DevOps - does not result in agile strategy

The many tools and methodologies originate in software development 
processes, not strategy

Most parts of the organisation using agile methods are innovation 
processes, predominantly in software and IT, and depend on rapid 
feedback from a user or customer – unlike strategy

Benefits are mainly speed to market, quality, and employee motivation, 
not the quality of the strategy

Despite talk of agile leadership, senior managers do not know what it is

Not many people – including the consulting firms - understand what 
strategy is 



2. What could an agile strategy be?
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What does ‘agile’ mean?

1. agile adjective (PHYSICALLY)

able to move your body quickly and easily:
Monkeys are very agile climbers.

You need to have agile fingers to do this kind of work.

2. agile adjective (MENTALLY)

able to think quickly and clearly:
For a man of 80, he has a remarkably agile mind.

3. agile adjective (MANAGEMENT)

used for describing ways of planning and doing work in 
which it is understood that making changes as they 
are needed is an important part of the job

Source: Cambridge Dictionary

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/able
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/move
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/your
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/body
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/quick
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/easily
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/climber
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/finger
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/kind
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/work
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/able
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/think
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/quick
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/clearly
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/remarkable
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/mind
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/describe
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/way
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/planning
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/work
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/understood
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/change
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/needed
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/important
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/part
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/job
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Requirements of an agile strategy

Agile direction

– Conceiving of strategy as a nested set of heuristics to guide decisions

– Strategy conceived of as a set of decision-making frameworks nested 
in each other enabling rapid decision-making

– Changing direction should be unusual but not disruptive - by changing 
the high-level decision making framework

Agile execution

– Distributed decision rights and clear accountabilities

– Execution as a sequence of decisions informed by the heuristics

– Each decision designed to optimise action based on the current 
situation

Agile direction is useless unless the organisation can respond

Agile execution is constrained unless strategy creates room for rapid course 

adjustments
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Hypothesis 2: strategy, operations and processes 
each require a distinct approach

Agile Strategy 
Formulation

Agile Operating 
Model

Agile Teams

Agile Direction

Agile Execution

Directional 

Strategy

Leading through 

Intent

Agile practices

Approach Methodology

Nested frameworks of beliefs

Compass heading, not destination

Optimise decisions for robustness

Sequence of stances

High alignment - clarity of intent

Strategy briefing/backbriefing

High autonomy, space and support

Independent thinking commitment

Semi-autonomous x-functional teams

Scrums and sprints

Learn from fast customer feedback

Stop starting, start finishing
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Pace layering: the environment as an ocean

Fast changing, 

unpredictable

Continuous, 

recurring

Enduring, 

shifting

Impact: force

Transitory

Strong, but can be 

countered

Very powerful, 

overwhelming

PerceptionFactor

VisibleWeather

Surface 

currents

Deep ocean 

currents
Imperceptible

Felt but invisible

Impact: time

The three layers are independent, speed up and slow down, but 

interact and affect each other
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Translating the metaphor into business examples

Capacity 

constraints

Supplier 

relationships

Supply chain 

configuration

Competitors

New products/

services

New 

entrants

Disruptive 

business 

models

TechnologyFactor

AppsWeather

Surface 

currents

Deep ocean 

currents
Digital

AI

Supply chain

Appropriate responses are different

Environment

Carbon

footprint

Health foods

Food 

sources
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Analysing layers of change: questions to ask

• What is the pace of change?

• How enduring is the change?

• How do the layers interact?
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D S Smith examples

Capacity 

constraints

Supplier 

relationships

Supply chain 

configuration

Competitors

New products/

services

New 

entrants

Disruptors

TechnologyFactor

AppsWeather

Surface 

currents

Deep ocean 

currents
Digital

AI

Supply chain

Appropriate responses are different

Environment

Carbon

footprint

Health foods

Food 

sources

Buying virgin paper 

capacity

Developing e-

commerce

Addressing carbon 

footprint of paper

Selling plastic 

producer
Using re-cycled 

paper 
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Hypothesis: organisational agility involves three 
levels

Agile Strategy 
Formulation

Agile Operating 
Model

Agile Teams

Agile Direction

Agile Execution

Years

(‘deep ocean’)

Weeks

(‘surface currents’)

Days

(‘weather’)

Pace of

change in

environment

Required

nature of

internal change

Transition – needs to 

be resilient

Development – needs to 

be adaptive

Revision – needs to be 

responsive
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Each level requires a distinct approach

Agile Strategy 
Formulation

Agile Operating 
Model

Agile Teams

Agile Direction

Agile Execution

Directional 

Strategy

Leading through 

Intent

Agile practices

Approach Methodology

Nested frameworks of beliefs

Compass heading, not destination

Optimise decisions for robustness

Sequence of stances

High alignment - clarity of intent

Strategy briefing/backbriefing

High autonomy, space and support

Independent thinking commitment

Semi-autonomous x-functional teams

Scrums and sprints

Learn from fast customer feedback

Stop starting, start finishing
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Discussion

• Do the three levels and the three layers of 
change make sense to you?

• Would they change the way you think about 
rates of change and adaptation?



Agile strategy formulation:

directional strategy
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Strategy is based on a realistic and coherent 
appraisal of ends, ways and means

Aims
Do we want to do this?

Capabilities
Is this something we

can do?

Opportunities
Is it possible to do 

this?

Competitive
Advantage
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When do you need a strategy?

You are trying to achieve a determinate goal

- If you have a general goal, all you need is a sense of purpose

With limited resources

- If you have unlimited resources, all you need is trial and error

Against opposition

- If you have no opposition, all you need is a policy 

In an uncertain environment

- If you have total certainty, all you need is a plan
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Formulating strategy to enable  agile decision 
making: principles

1. Express strategy as an intent which defines a 
compass heading based on sets of testable beliefs 
about fundamentals

2. Formulate strategy as a multi-level set of decision-
making frameworks nested in each other

3. In deciding on specific actions, optimise decisions for 
robustness 

4. Make course adjustments and changes in stance 
according to an appropriate operating rhythm
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An intent empowers people to take decisions 
and act autonomously

• Intent is an act of will to shape the future expressed in terms of 
what to achieve and why

• Intent is concrete because it makes choices

• And therefore creates a framework for decision-making for 
the levels below*

• Nested in the intent of the levels above*

• It creates alignment through developing a common shared 
understanding, rather than control mechanisms

• Leaving people free to decide on the right course of action –
and creating the conditions for agile operations

* ‘below’ = more specific, ‘above’ = more general
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Formulating strategy as an intent: Sydbank
2019

Context

We are living in times of great uncertainty and financial cycles have 
become deeper. In this environment, we must work to make the 
company robust enough to withstand any financial shocks

Strategic intent

To revitalise the practices of sound business practice and customer 
service

in order to

strengthen our ability to create long term value.



31

Intent was translated into a set of beliefs 
which frame decision-making
The direction in which we intend to head is based on the following beliefs: 

Trust in corporations has eroded

Therefore

• We will put ethics before profit

• And not push products which will cause problems for our customers

In the current environment revenue from standard transactions will decline

Therefore

• We will seek to build long-term relationships with existing customers and grow with 
their needs

• And not compromise our risk profile or pursue rapid growth in customer segments 
of which we have no experience

We need to continually build our brand and reputation among all stakeholders

Therefore

• We will ensure consistent messaging about our aims, strategy and policy both inside 
and outside the organisation

• And not change our communication of them unless and until we change our aims or 
strategy
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Sydbank’s 10 rules to live by (2020)
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Optimise decisions for robustness  

When probabilities are known, maximise expected utility

When probabilities are unknown, satisfice expected utility and ask:

1. ‘What will be a good enough outcome?’

2. ‘Of all the options that will produce a satisfactory outcome, which 
one does so under the widest range of possible futures?’

3. ‘Where are we vulnerable?’ and ‘what can we do to avoid the 
vulnerability being exposed?’
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Review your stance through the operating rhythm 

Prepare 

Act

Analyze

Observe

Ready to 
pounce 

Shape

Impact

Learn 

The analytical approach

The apprehensive crouch

The crouching tiger

The bold shaper

The experimenter

The committed player
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November

Operating 

Plans 

Developed

Initiative 

Stretch Goals 

identified

December

Operating Plans agreed

Goals agreed

Agenda for January 

meeting

January ExCo
'Re-launch' Priority 

Initiatives

Confirm Strategy, 

Themes 

Leadership Behaviours

March ExCo

How's it going?

Check Objectives 

& Tasks

Early Learning?

Customer 

Reaction?

May

People Performance

Quality of Talent ?

Leadership Behaviour?

Talent Grading

June ExCo

Formal Review

Level of Energy?

Acceleration or 

course correction?

July ExCo

Formal Progress Review

Talent Review

'Sweat the Best' selection

Operational plan Q3/Q4

August

'Sweat the Best'

Top talent problem 

solving

Key business focus

Reward for 

performance

October

Strategy Briefing Consolidation

Agree Objectives

No gaps, no overlaps

April

MD targeted Staff Survey

Do you 'feel' the 

difference?

Do your customers feel 

it? 

Messages clear and 

credible?

Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov

February

Intense energising & 

engagement of the 

company

Performance Mgt

September ExCo
Strategy Briefing 

initiated

Current Situation

Objectives & Tasks

Operating rhythm: Key question is ‘has the 
situation changed?’



Agile operations:

Leading through intent
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Leading through intent: an approach for 
creating agile operations

Leadership defines 

purpose and sets 

goals; empowers 

teams to decide 

how best to 

achieve them

Leadership 

empowers teams, 

but gives 

inadequate 

direction for teams 

to achieve goals

'Command and 

control' leadership; 

teams not 

empowered to 

decide how to 

solve problems

Leadership does 

not provide 

consistent 

direction or 

empower teams to 

solve problems
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A set of decision-making frameworks nested in 
each other: example of boiler manufacturer

Company level

Optimise service to the installer

in order to 

Achieve market leadership within 5 years

Improve product literature

in order to 

Optimise service to the installer

Commission industrial designer

in order to 

Improve product literature

Marketing Department R&D Department

Ensure new range of condenser

boilers is easy to maintain

in order to 

Optimise service to the installer

Marketing Assistant Engineering Design

Position inspection panel in

new range of boilers

in order to 

Facilitate boiler maintenance
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Leading through intent

Outcomes

Actions Plans

Knowledge Gap:

Answer the Spice Girls 

question

Alignment Gap:

Briefing and ‘backbriefing’

Effects Gap:

Encourage 

‘independent thinking 

obedience’

Directing

Managing

Leading
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Letting your people find the path

Think

Do

(Learn)

(Adapt)

(Observe

Orient)

(Decide

Act)
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Culture

‘Independent thinking obedience’

Intent = task + purpose

Intent + situation = decision



When do you need agility?
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Hypothesis 3: not everyone has to be agile on 
every level  

Some environments are predictable

Some strategies are stable

Some processes are best optimized for efficiency

Flexibility has a cost

Different parts of a business may have different needs 
– or even opposing needs

Beware of hype – agile fatigue has already set in!
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When do you need each approach?

ENVIRONMENT

REQUIRED

WAYS OF

WORKING

Adaptive/

responsive

Stable strategy Directional strategy

Stable strategy Directional strategy

Leading through intent Leading through intent

Consistent operations Consistent operations

Optimised

Unpredictable

(Unfamiliar)

Predictable

(Familiar)

Agile practices Agile practices

Efficient processes Efficient processes
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Possible examples

ENVIRONMENT

REQUIRED

WAYS OF

WORKING

Stable strategy Directional strategy

Stable strategy Directional strategy

Leading through intent Leading through intent

Consistent operations Consistent operations

Unpredictable

(Unfamiliar)

Predictable

(Familiar)

Agile practices Agile practices

Efficient processes Efficient processes

Established 

businesses 

needing continual 

adjustments 

e.g.Twinings

Nascent 

industries 

e.g. Spotify

Disrupting 

industries 

e.g. Vestas 

Core of 

disrupting 

industries 

e.g. oil & 

gas

Established 

businesses with 

challenged business 

model e.g.British

Sugar
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Example: ABF

ENVIRONMENT

REQUIRED

WAYS OF

WORKING

Adaptive/

responsive

Stable strategy Directional strategy

Stable strategy Directional strategy

Leading through intent Leading through intent

Consistent operations Consistent operations

Optimised

Unpredictable

(Unfamiliar)

Predictable

(Familiar)

Agile practices Agile practices

Efficient processes Efficient processes

British Sugar

Twinings

Enzymes

Yumis

Anthony’s 

Goods

Primark

?
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Final ‘round the (virtual) table’ comments

• Can you place your businesses on this matrix?

• Would doing so make a difference to how you 
manage them?


