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How do you define agility?

We define agility as the organizational capacity to effectively detect, assess and respond to
environmental changes in ways that are purposeful, decisive and grounded in the will to win.

You have defined what agility is. Can you talk a little about what it is not? Why is this a vital
distinction and why has the term “agility” been so widely misunderstood until now?

First and foremost, the term “agility,” while widely used in business, the military, and increasingly in other
domains (such as government, education, healthcare, and NGOs) has not had a formal definition until
now. The term has been confused with a variety of other competencies—like adaptability, flexibility,
dynamism, resilience, or a proclivity to innovate. Further, these terms are often used interchangeably. For
example, armed forces around the world tend to use the term agility as a synonym for “flexibility” and
“maneuverability.” In business, a recent publication by a leading advisory firm—a thought leader on
strategy and management—described agility simultaneously as dynamism, flexibility, speed, nimbleness,
responsiveness as well as the organizational ability to renew itself.

The absence of a cogent understanding of what it takes to cultivate an agile organization can lead to
generic prescriptions, such as an indiscriminate flattening of organizations. Those can be not only
ineffective but outright damaging. The approach to fostering agility we introduce in this book fills the gap
by providing a comprehensive intellectual framework as well as an operational roadmap. The objective is
to enable all organizations to quickly recognize threats and opportunities, shape timely responses,
decisively execute, and do so consistently as environments change.

Another major issue has been a belief (not uncommon among executives, athletes, and others) that
agility is inborn. You either have it or you don’t. We argue that agility can be learned, practiced, and
utilized to succeed. It is consistently achievable.

Why did you write AGILITY?

Senior leaders involved in the complex global economic environment—with its rapid pace of change,
unexpected disruptions and cascading second- and third-order effects—have the same challenges as top
military commanders. They know their organizations have to change and become more agile, but they
don’t know precisely what agility means or how to achieve it. So, we decided to create a comprehensive
theory of agility and then make it come alive as an operational doctrine and leadership practice. This
involved defining agility, explaining how it’s different from other competencies, and deconstructing it into
parts that can be deliberately developed and put into practice.

Why is agility urgently needed now?

In the midst of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, the world is changing rapidly. And it will only become
more challenging over time as the pace of technological change accelerates and leaders face geopolitical
and societal instability, terrorism, and climate change. Productively responding to change, exploiting
uncertainty, capturing fleeting opportunities and dominating change (instead of being dominated by it) will
require agility. We make this intellectually clear and operationally actionable.



How can leaders begin to cultivate an agile mindset throughout their organizations?

Agility is a choice followed by action and hard work. It requires specific experience, understanding, and
commitment. It demands engagement across the organization as well as a concerted investment in
people and processes. Adopting the agility mindset allows organizations to thrive since it provides a new
way of studying environments, making decisions, evaluating threats and opportunities, building cultures
and relationships, defining True North (strategic and moral), and decisively executing. First, leaders must
fully understand and embrace what agility means. Then they and their subordinates must be trained. It is
through that shared understanding, training, and practice that the agility mindset is created.

What are a few leadership behaviors that destroy organizations by making them less agile?

When leaders do not practice what they preach, they destroy the morale, loyalty, and engagement
throughout the organization. Other failures of leadership incompatible with agility include
micromanagement, indecisiveness, suppression of truth and dissent, excessive optimism, arrogance, and
a failure to instill accountability and trust throughout an organization.

What is the role of risk in agility? And why do leaders need to be savvy about today’s risks?

Every organization today may abruptly find itself heading toward an environmental shift that poses an
existential threat, a transformational opportunity, or both. The disruption across all domains is already
staggering, and it’s picking up speed. In this whirlwind of change, we're monitoring the developments
we’'ve deemed relevant. But are we focusing our attention on the right targets? Are we scanning the
horizon broadly and vigilantly enough? Are we committing enough resources and taking vigorous enough
action?

This is where risk comes into play. Risk intelligence is one of the three pillars of agility. It is crucial for
leaders to develop an understanding of the major trends and factors that impact their environment. By
recognizing and managing their portfolio of risks on an ongoing basis and aligning those with goals and
resources, leaders can assess and respond to changes, whether presented with a threat or an
opportunity. We believe that leaders and whole organizations must become risk intelligent and agile in
their approach. By developing ways to understand risks and uncertainties and proactively manage them,
they are more likely to succeed.

What is the difference between risk management and risk intelligence and why does it matter?

Risk management is now a fully-developed rich scientific discipline. Yet its traditional role is to police and
react; to mitigate threats, not capture opportunities. Thus, leaders often see risk management as
compliance function or, worse yet, as an obstacle to making bold decisions. In contrast, risk intelligence is
a proactive, practically useful corporate competence; it is a strategic, forward-looking reincarnation of risk
management.

We define risk intelligence as the organizational ability to think holistically about risk and uncertainty,
speak a common language and effectively use forward-looking risk concepts and tools in making better
decisions, alleviating threats, capitalizing on opportunities and creating lasting value.

You suggest that leaders must plan for agility, which seems counterintuitive. Can you elaborate
on this?

Many leaders can readily attest that a carefully crafted and detailed plan may inhibit agility, even when it
is executed skillfully.



But as General Dwight Eisenhower famously observed, “plans are worthless, but planning is everything.”
It is not the existence of formal plans, but the act and the method of planning that enable agility. Being
agile requires preparation and planning to make sure that a strategy is explicitly designed to
operationalize the vision and priorities of the organization. A strategy is useless without a planning
process that accounts not only for a baseline scenario but also for what if and what next contingencies
that prepare us for the inevitable environmental changes that often upend the most brilliant of plans.

The importance of planning lies not in fashioning a sure path to success, but in setting a clear direction,
analyzing a wide range of potential scenarios and routes to the goal, and empowering the organization
with the necessary intelligence, execution capabilities and boundaries of initiative to monitor, assess and
make adjustments as the plan is developed and put in action.

What is your perspective on the role of technology and artificial intelligence in the future of
leadership?

Al is posed to introduce dramatic environmental changes; it already has in some ways. The areas that will
surely be affected include medical diagnostics, professional services, military and business intelligence,
and institutional investing among many others. However, the exact path of Al and the timing and
magnitude of its impacts are not only unknown; they are unknowable. Some of these impacts are risks
but some are uncertainties — and those must be appropriately separated and proactively managed.

At the same time, Al will not become a substitute for the human knowledge, creativity, ability to make
hard decisions under uncertainty, and persevere under the most dire of circumstances—and any attempts
to use Al in this fashion are not only likely to be ineffective but outright dangerous.

There is no substitute for the special brand of leadership and the culture conducive to agility—and no
technology can replace that. At the same time, Al and new advanced technologies can be invaluable in
conducting the fight for risk intelligence and analyzing environmental signals and potential solutions.
However, it will always remain the essential role of any leader to make decisions in the midst of
uncertainty and based on incomplete—and sometimes flawed—information, and decisively lead
organizations in braving the unknown.

Why must we abandon prediction and rigid strategies for risk intelligence and agility?

Yogi Barra said it best: “It's hard to make predictions, especially about the future.” As humans, we have a
terrible track record in predicting the future—because the future is unknowable. Agile organizations
abandon prediction for detection and planning. Fighting for risk intelligence and understanding your
portfolio of risks are important parts of that. Leaders must learn to detect and eliminate predictions that
may lead to rigid strategies and anti-agile behaviors.

Many in business have rejected the “command-and-control” style of leadership, but you argue
that it is absolutely central to fostering agility. Why do you advocate so strongly for it?

Many executives and consultants confuse an effective command-and control philosophy and practice with
micromanagement. We describe a command-and-control doctrine (adapted from the US military’s
doctrine of Mission Command) that is specifically designed to foster agility. Its goal is to seamlessly meld
centralized vision and planning with decentralized empowered execution. This means that senior leaders
must attend to senior leader business (vision, planning, directing, creating the culture) and empower
others to exercise initiative and take smart risks in getting the mission, task, or strategy accomplished.
This makes people feel valued and engaged. Thus, the strategy is executed in a disciplined fashion—
while harnessing the talents and ingenuity of the entire organization.



Radical flattening of organizations is a fashionable recipe for dealing with accelerating change
and uncertainty. What are your thoughts on this trend?

In many cases, flattening an organization is bound to fail. We subscribe to the idea that in any
organization, the nature of its portfolio of risk must play a major role in the organizational design. More
centralization and coordination are required if different parts of the organization take interconnected risks.
Less centralization is required if they take unrelated risks. Hence, if you try to flatten an organization that
takes interconnected risks, it’s a recipe for disaster.

How do the concepts surrounding agility directly apply to the world of finance?

Risk intelligence and agility are critical to investing and finance. Both simultaneously apply to
organizations and investment processes, making this book relevant to institutional investors and financial
institutions on multiple levels. In addition to the role of risk intelligence in detecting and assessing change,
some of the most powerful levers of agility are financial tools: M&A, rebalancing of assets and liabilities,
hedging, and a myriad of other strategic and financial transactions.

How can leaders make sure their plans for agility are executed effectively?

Defining what success means is an integral part of agility, which, by our definition, is grounded in “the will
to win.”

For not-for-profit and government entities, winning may encompass mission-driven goals, public policy
success, societal or environmental impact, or influence. In business, winning must reflect not only near-
term financial performance and competitive superiority but also an enduring relevance to all stakeholders:
customers, shareholders, business partners, employees, communities and society at large. If the concept
of winning is grounded in short-termism or disproportionately favors some stakeholder groups at the
expense of others, agility is undermined, internal and external trust is eroded, and organizations become
exposed to existential risks.

Thus, winning must be comprehensively defined and appropriate measures of success created. From that
point on, it all must become a part of the agility process, with constant reevaluations of the environment.
Analytical tools and performance metrics are adjusted to reflect progress, new developments and a sense
of whether the organization is achieving the mission and measuring the right things in the right way.

More investors are evaluating companies based on ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance)
criteria. How can agility foster ESG in organizations? And why is this important to leaders?

Every organization must explicitly define what “winning” means to them, including how they will balance
the interests of different stakeholder groups. We provide a framework—Operationalized Strategic Vision
(OSV) —that allows leaders to formalize and operationalize the most fundamental aspects of their
strategy and operating philosophy. By explaining to employees how the organization creates lasting value
for various stakeholders — including the environment and society—and how strategic and tactical
decisions must be made, leaders ensure that fundamental elements of ESG become a lasting part of the
organization’s shared understanding, behavioral norms, metrics, and incentives.

What do you hope readers will take away from your book?
First, we would like readers to embrace the fact that agility is a choice and that it is achievable. It can be

taught, learned and consistently practiced via methodical inquiry, preparation and planning. With a
purposeful and disciplined approach, agility can become a mindset, a way of thinking that determines how



we study environments and how we operate on a day-to-day basis. Over time, agility can become an
enduring state of being.

Second, leadership, culture, and morality are paramount. No physical capabilities, knowledge or special
talents can compensate for the lack of courage to make hard decisions or for the mistrust that
undermines our ability to act as a cohesive team.

Finally, everyone in the organization—up and down the hierarchy and out to very edges—must
understand the strategy, their role in it, and importantly, their boundaries of disciplined initiative. They
must also feel empowered and accountable and trust their leaders and colleagues.



