
14 The 6 Enablers of Business Agility

technology also led to the rise of nearly all of the most valuable com-
panies  today, including Apple, Amazon, Google, and Facebook.

Similarly, organ izations once took de cades to reach the mystical 
valuation of $1 billion or higher. It took Prada 98 years to reach that 
landmark. Harley Davidson and Whirl pool both took 86 years, with 
Nike and Starbucks taking 24 years apiece.10 Even the mighty Google 
took 8 years. By contrast, however, WhatsApp and Dropbox took 
just 4 years, Square 2 years, WeWork 18 months, and Jet . com took a 
mere 4 months11 (figure 2). All this means that the biggest threat to 
your organ ization could be entities that do not yet exist, leveraging a 
technology that has not yet been in ven ted. In this context, many three- 
to­ five­ year strategic plans tend to be out of date before the ink dries. 
It seems that we now live in an age in which the only  thing that re-
mains the same is the relentless pace of change.  Whether that change 
is social, technological, economic, environmental, po liti cal, or mili-
tary, that trend looks set to continue. All this should make for uncom-
fortable reading for  those leading the established market leaders.
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Years to reach 25  percent of US population

Source: Eric Ries, The Startup Way: How Modern Companies Use Entrepreneurial  
Management to Transform Culture and Drive Long- Term Growth (New York: 
Currency, 2017). COPYRIGHT: © Eric Ries, reprinted by permission of the author.
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The Changing Business Climate 15

Uncertainty
Right now, we have more information at our disposal than ever be-
fore. We have more technology and more computer pro cessing power. 
And despite this, we have never been less able to make accurate pre-
dictions about the  future. The faster the landscape changes, and the 
more interconnectedness  there is, the less we are able to predict the 
 future.

To illustrate this point, let us go back to 1961, when an MIT math-
ematician named Edward Lorenz was simulating two months’ worth 
of weather patterns on the Royal McBee LGP-30, a cutting- edge com-
puter at the time. He was using 12 variables to cover starting condi-
tions related to temperature, wind speed, and so on. Lorenz, keen to 
examine some interactions in greater detail, set out to rerun one of 
the simulations. Given that computers in 1961 had a fraction of the 
pro cessing power available  today, he used a set of printouts for the 
12 variables and started the simulation from the midpoint to save 
time. One hour and one cup of coffee  later, Lorenz returned to be met 
with a result that diverged so much from his original that it was 
unrecognizable.

FIGURE 2

Years to reach $1 billion market capitalization
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The Changing Business Climate 19

TABLE 1

Summary of complicated and complex systems

TYPE OF SYSTEM

Complicated Complex

Typical examples are . . .  Repeatable production 
and construction work

Creative design, 
development, and 
innovation work

The system works 
 toward . . .  

Known, stable outputs Emerging, frequently 
changing outputs

Be hav ior is . . .  Largely predictable and 
linear— a small change 
in the input leads to a 
small, predictable 
change in the output

Largely unpredictable 
and nonlinear— a 
small change in the 
input leads to a large, 
unpredictable change 
in output

Risk is best  
mitigated by . . .  

Up- front analy sis and 
detailed planning

Small experiments, 
quick feedback, and 
frequent course 
correction

Competitive advantage 
is gained through . . .  

Efficiency— creating a 
known output with as 
 little input as pos si ble

Adaptiveness— 
continuously seeking 
feedback and 
course- correcting 
 toward an emerging 
output

Management pro cesses 
tend to reward . . .  

Conformity to the plan Value delivery

The  whole is . . .  The sum of its parts— 
the  whole can be 
understood by 
understanding the 
constituent parts

The product of the 
many interactions 
between the parts— 
the  whole can be 
understood only by 
observing the  whole

The system contains . . .  Largely known 
unknowns

Many unknown 
unknowns
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The Changing Business Climate 23

but impossible. Management pioneer Peter Drucker once said, “ There 
is nothing so useless as  doing efficiently that which should not be 
done at all.”  Today, the biggest challenge is knowing that you are 
working on the right  thing. The organ izations that achieve a competi-
tive advantage are the ones that have the ability to respond more 
quickly, more easily, and more cheaply to any challenges that lie 
around the corner. Always to be working on the right  thing, what-
ever that may be— this is the essence of business agility. With this in 
mind, leaders need to view their organ izations less as efficient ma-
chines and more as complex ecosystems of many interacting parts, 
designed to adapt. To survive and thrive in this new climate, they 
need to compete  every day for the customers they once took for 
granted. This requires a concerted effort not just to exploit current 
products but to master the art of exploring new ones, creating new 
knowledge, and putting the customer at the heart of every thing they 
do. Like the double- faced Roman god Janus, they must be able to look 
si mul ta neously back at the past and into the  future.

FIGURE 3

Average company lifespan on S&P 500 Index
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Source: Innosight, Creative Destruction Whips through Corporate Amer i ca, 
Executive Briefing, Winter 2012, https://engageinnovate.files.wordpress.com /2012 
/03 /creative-destruction-whips-through-corporate-america_final2012.pdf.
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Introducing Business Agility 31

 future of business agility, we must first understand the prob lem its 
pioneers sought to address.

Pre-Agile: Chasing Waterfalls
In 1970, an American computer scientist named Winston Walker 
Royce published a paper titled “Managing the Development of Large 
Software Systems.”5 In it, he laid out his personal views on manag-
ing large software developments based on his nine years of experi-
ence. Royce went on to explain how many  people  were approaching 
the prob lem at the time, outlining a linear pro cess as seen in figure 4. 
The thinking was that if enough time and effort  were spent up front 
working out the right  thing to build to satisfy the customers’ needs 
(the requirements), and then enough time was spent working out the 
best way to build the product (the design), then the implementation 
and testing would be pretty straightforward. The two key risks of 

System
Requirements

Program Design

Coding

Testing

Operations

Analysis

Software
Requirements

FIGURE 4

The traditional software development pro cess

Source: Winston W. Royce, “Managing the Development of Large Software 
Systems,” Proceedings, IEEE WESCON, August 1970, reprinted in https:// 
leadinganswers . typepad . com / leading _ answers / files / original _ waterfall _ paper 
_ winston _ royce . pdf.
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The 6 Enablers of Business Agility 53

 things a  little differently, I choose to group the enablers as follows 
(figure 5):

■ Leadership and Management
■ Orga nizational Culture
■ Orga nizational Structure
■  People and Engagement

LEADERSHIP
AND MANAGEMENT

WAYS OF
WORKING

THE

ORGANIZATIONAL
CULTURE

ORGANIZATIONAL
STRUCTURE

PEOPLE AND
ENGAGEMENT

ENABLERS
OF BUSINESS
AGILITY

6

GOVERNANCE
AND FUNDING

FIGURE 5

The 6 Enablers of Business Agility
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78 The 6 Enablers of Business Agility

FIGURE 6

The Innovation Stack
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least impact, is operational innovation— making improvements to 
how the work is done, in traditional management style. This rarely 
yields much of an advantage. With the current vast networks of part-
ners and con sul tants cross- fertilizing new ways of working among 
clients,  these innovations are diffused almost instantly, leaving min-
imal competitive advantage for the innovating organ ization.

The next level up in the Innovation Stack is product innovation. 
While  there is no doubt that launching a  great new product  will yield a 
short- term advantage, it is often only a  matter of time before  others 
get inspired and produce very similar items. It did not take long for 
manufacturers to introduce touch- screen smartphones that looked 
very similar to the iPhone or bagless vacuum cleaners that looked sim-
ilar to  those of Dyson, and Tesla’s 2008 Roadster has spawned a vast 
array of electric vehicles.  There is an inevitability about this, given 
how notoriously difficult patents are to enforce.

The third level up is strategic innovation. This is when a  whole new 
business model emerges that challenges the incumbents. Think about 
how Southwest Airlines and Ryanair disrupted air travel, or how 

Source: Gary Hamel, The  Future of Management, with Bill Breen (Boston: 
Harvard Business School Press, 2007).
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Moltke’s most famous quotation comes from: “No plan survives first 
contact with the  enemy.”

The  great insight Moltke had was that alignment and autonomy 
 were not trade­ offs. More of one does not necessarily mean, as was 
the thinking at the time, less of the other. Instead, he observed that 
the more alignment one has, the more autonomy one can grant; the 
former enables the latter (figure 7). He espoused the idea that lead-
ers should concentrate on communicating intent, what is to be 
achieved, and why— the complete opposite of what Taylor would go 
on to advise. It would then be up to  others to decide the “how” with 
the benefit of information acquired on the ground. They would de-
fine the actions necessary to achieve the intended goal. This approach 
increases orga nizational intelligence and resilience, as it does not rely 
on the presence of a small group of brilliant  people at the top. In 1870, 

FIGURE 7
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Leadership and Management 87

result in  people all  going in diff er ent directions. This is avoided by 
ensuring that  there is crystal- clear alignment about the outcomes, 
and indeed the constraints inside which  those outcomes must be 
met. The leader’s job then is to decide what most needs to be 
achieved, clearly communicate and reinforce that message, and let 
self- managing teams decide how best to make that happen. With 
that in mind, seek to decentralize and distribute authority to where 
the greatest information lies (figure 9). This  will result not only in 
faster decisions but also better decisions and highly engaged teams.
Mindset­fshift­f3:­fEncourage­fand­fsupport­fthe­fgrowth­fand­fdevelop­

ment of  those around you.  Great leaders make a point of ensuring that 
 those around them are always improving. They see it as their role to 
support their growth and development.  After all, if teams are now ex-
pected to take more owner ship of achieving outcomes, they must have 
the skills they need to do so effectively. It is up to leaders to ensure that 
 those skills are in place, and to fill any gaps. Only when  there is align-
ment around desired outcomes and the requisite capabilities are in 
place can more control be given. Resist the urge to solve prob lems 
for  people. Help  people to grow such that they can solve them for 
themselves.  Great leaders create more leaders. As Adam Grant wrote 

FIGURE 8

Three key mindset shifts of agile leadership
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88 The 6 Enablers of Business Agility

in the forward of The Trillion Dollar Coach, “To be a  great man ag er, 
you have to be a  great coach.  After all, the higher you climb, the more 
your success depends on making other  people successful.”18 This sums 
up perfectly leadership and management in the twenty­ first  century.

Mastering  these mindset shifts is a journey. It is a journey on 
which many have embarked before, and on which a  great many  will 
need to embark in the  future. It is not about copying what other 
organ izations do. What works in one context may not work in an-
other. Organ izations must take an experimental, evolutionary ap-
proach. It takes a diff er ent way of thinking, and the development of 
new skills. It often goes against much of what is still taught about 
management and leadership, so unlearning be hav iors is as impor-
tant as learning new ones. Organ izations seeking to evolve must start 
by recognizing that every thing starts with the leadership mindset. 
Once that is in place, the journey can begin, ideally supported by a 
structured leadership development program.

FIGURE 9
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Orga nizational Culture 97

Control Culture
 Control cultures are structured and process-oriented in nature. Rules 
and procedures direct what  people do. The most impor tant  thing 
is to keep the organ ization  running smoothly. Valued traits  here 
are efficiency, standardization, predictability, and consistency of 
outcome.  There is often strict governance, a strong re spect for po-
sitional  authority, clear lines of decision- making, and the close 
guarding of information. Emerging in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries,  these types of organ izations  were based on the 
Internal Pro cess Model of management and the work of the early 

FIGURE 10

The Competing Values Framework
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100 The 6 Enablers of Business Agility

Catalyst Leader. The approach to change  here tends to be long term. 
Collaborate cultures  will happily invest in the  future.

Collaborate cultures tend to be found in sectors like health care, ed-
ucation, and not­ for­ profit, and in family­ owned businesses.  These also 
tend to exist in environments of speedy change and high complexity. 
Work involves prob lems that can best be solved by teamwork and 
shared values, beliefs, and goals, along with high levels of engagement.

Table 2 gives a summary of the four culture types. An impor tant 
point  here is that all quadrants have value and  every organ ization 
has its own unique mix of all four quadrants. This mix  will outline 

TABLE 2

Summary of the competing values framework culture types

Control Compete Create Collaborate

Approach Do  things right: 
eliminate errors

Do  things fast: 
compete, move 
fast, play to win

Do new  things: 
create, innovate, 
envision the  future

Do  things together: 
build teams,  people 
 matter

Value  drivers Efficiency, 
uniformity, 
predictability, 
consistency

Market share, 
growth, 
profitability, goal 
achievement

Innovation, new 
products and 
ser vices, creativity, 
agility, 
transformation

Development, 
growth, cohesion, 
communication, 
participation

Decision- 
making 
approach

Detailed 
analy sis—be 
certain up front

Fast decisions— 
analytical 
problem- solving

Experimentation— 
try lots of  things 
and learn fast

Collective 
wisdom— 
participative

Environment 
in which this 
is effective

Stable, low-  
change contexts 
in which 
consistent, 
predictable 
outputs are vital

Contexts of 
moderate change 
and complexity  
in which market 
share and 
profitability are 
particularly valued

Contexts of fast 
change and high 
complexity in 
which creating 
new knowledge 
and products is 
vital

Contexts of fast 
change and high 
complexity in which 
prob lems are best 
solved by teamwork, 
shared values, and 
high engagement

Leader type Micromanager, 
coordinator— 
Expert Leader

Hard- driver, 
competitor— 
Achiever Leader

Visionary, 
entrepreneur— 
Catalyst Leader

Mentor, facilitator— 
Catalyst Leader

Compatibility 
with business 
agility

Low Low to moderate High High
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an organ ization’s culture profile. See figure 11 for a typical profile of 
a large, traditional organ ization.

 There are no good or bad cultures.  There are, however, some cul-
ture types that tend to be more effective in certain domains and in-
dustries. It is not, unfortunately, always so black and white. Should 
a technology- driven bank be predominantly in the Control or the 
Create quadrant? This is where the concept of subcultures comes in. 
Diff er ent departments may have diff er ent culture types. This is to be 
expected. Within a bank, it would make sense for the  legal and com-
pliance departments to have a strong Control culture, while sales and 
marketing might sit in Compete, with the digital and technology side 
sitting in Create. Unfortunately, all too often a one­ size­ fits­ all set of 
policies, structures, and practices is imposed across an organ ization. 
This leads to a one­ size­ fits­ all culture. The bias tends to be  toward 
Control and Compete, the exploit domain– friendly cultures. Hence, 
most organ izations often encounter an inability to innovate and to 
adapt to changing circumstances.

FIGURE 11

A typical Competing Values Framework profile
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FIGURE 12

The agile values on the Competing Values Framework
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If we map the four value statements of the Manifesto­ffor­fAgile­fSoft­
ware Development (see chapter 2) to the CVF, we see that the majority 
of items the authors encouraged us to focus on less (pro cesses and 
tools, comprehensive documentation, contract negotiation, following 
a plan), sit in the bottom left, Control quadrant (figure 12). If we then 
map the corresponding items the authors encouraged us to focus on 
more (individuals and interactions, working software, customer col-
laboration, responding to change), we find that the net direction of 
travel is up and to the right. What this is saying is that to achieve 
business agility, to master the explore domain, to be more innova-
tive, and to survive in a high- VUCA landscape, organ izations need to 
dial back the Control and Compete focus, and dial up the Create and 
Collaborate focus. This should not come as a surprise given that this 
represents an increase in adaptability and customer focus.

What I do find surprising is that many organ izations that embark 
on an “agile transformation” have strong Control and Compete cul-
tures as their current profile, and seem to have no desire to change. 
What this says to me is that the  things they value most are stability 
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106 The 6 Enablers of Business Agility

the same. We can consider all of that the hardware of the plant. What 
changed was the culture. We can consider that the software. A change 
in the software allows for a diff er ent outcome entirely, even with the 
same hardware.  These same constraints also existed on the USS 
Santa Fe. It, too, went from worst to best with the same crew oper-
ating the same submarine. It, too, ran diff er ent software on the same 
hardware with extraordinary results. The question then becomes, 
How can the software, the culture, be changed?

John Shook, originally from Tennessee, moved to Japan in the early 
1980s to pursue his fascination with Japa nese management ap-
proaches. He was hired by  Toyota to train the American GM workers 
in the  Toyota Production System. Shook gained valuable insight into 
how the NUMMI culture was so radically shifted. In his influential 
article “How to Change a Culture: Lessons from NUMMI,”7 Shook de-
scribes his attempts to capture what he had learned by creating a pyr-
amid model (figure 13), which turns out to be very similar to a model 
created by Edgar Schein himself. Schein observed that the traditional 

FIGURE 13
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Source: John Shook, “How to Change a Culture: Lessons from NUMMI,” MIT 
Sloan Management Review, January 1, 2010, https:// sloanreview . mit . edu / article 
/ how - to - change - a - culture - lessons - from - nummi / . © 2010 from MIT Sloan 
Management Review/Massachusetts Institute of Technology. All rights reserved. 
Distributed by Tribune Content Agency, LLC.
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Orga nizational Structure 121

■ Clarity and alignment around the objectives. An unambigu-
ous mutual understanding of what is to be achieved. This is 
the sense of direction.

■ Requisite knowledge and capability. The correct skillset on 
the team to achieve the objective. This ensures the team is 
able to travel in the desired direction.

■ Requisite tools and resources. Access to every thing the team 
 will need to achieve the objective. This allows the team to 
travel more quickly in the desired direction.

■ Aligned incentives. No conflict between individual, team, and 
orga nizational interests. This ensures that the desired direc-
tion of travel is the same for all.

■ No external barriers to success. Nothing outside the control 
of the team that  will be an impediment to delivery. This 
ensures that  there are no roadblocks.

What is clear is that orga nizational structure can have a dispro-
portionate effect on team per for mance and should therefore be at 

FIGURE 14
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130 The 6 Enablers of Business Agility

be, say, a 30­ minute wait while they finished off an  earlier picture, and 
they could then deliver a new picture in 110 minutes. That’s a total of 
150 minutes, rather than 440, despite the team members having a far 
lower utilization— that is, they each had more idle time. That’s a sig-
nificantly shorter time in which to gather feedback, course­ correct, 
and deliver, making the organ ization far more responsive to change. 
In this model, team members can also collaborate throughout the pro-
cess to ensure that the sketcher does not create something that would 
cause prob lems for the painter, thus avoiding costly rework.

 There are many  great examples of small, cross- functional teams fo-
cused on customer outcomes, from sports teams, to special forces 
teams, to medical teams, to tiger teams. In fact, think of any high- 
performing team, and you  will almost certainly be thinking of a small, 
autonomous, cross­ functional, outcome­ based group. They are effec-
tive not just  because they minimize hand­ offs, queues, and delays. It is 
not only the fast feedback that counts.  There is no way to create a 
shared goal within a group of  people who just happen to be perform-
ing the same activity, each on diff er ent proj ects or products. With 
outcome- based teams, it is pos si ble to create a customer- focused 
shared goal around which the team can or ga nize. Shared goals are 
highly motivating. As well, it is pos si ble to grant greater autonomy to 
such groups. Granting autonomy to a group responsible for a single 
activity  will optimize it for that activity, often to the detriment of other 

FIGURE 15

Activity- based versus outcome- based teams
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Command of Teams Network of Teams

FIGURE 16

Command versus network of teams

Source: Stanley McChrystal, Team of Teams: New Rules of Engagement for a 
Complex World (New York: Penguin, 2015), 224.
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FIGURE 17

The wider network

Source: Steve Denning, “Explaining Agile,” Forbes, September 8, 2016,  
https://www.forbes.com/sites/stevedenning/2016/09/08/explaining-agile.
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140 The 6 Enablers of Business Agility

marketing, manufacturing, technology, or brand. In their book Lead 
and Disrupt: How to Solve the Innovator’s Dilemma, Charles A. 
O’Reilly and Michael L. Tushman use a two- by- two matrix to show 
four scenarios (figure 18).30

Considering only the cases of high alignment with the strategy of 
the wider organ ization, we can see two clear scenarios. When  there 
is  little opportunity to leverage orga nizational assets, it makes sense 
to create an entirely separate, autonomous business unit. This can 

Leverage Core Business
Assets and Competencies
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Keep as an
independent
business unit

Create an
ambidextrous
organization

Keep within
an existing
business unit
contract out

Spin out into
a whole new
organization

FIGURE 18

When to structure for ambidexterity

Source: Charles A. O’Reilly and Michael L. Tushman, Lead and Disrupt: How to 
Solve the Innovator’s Dilemma (Stanford, CA: Stanford Business Books, 2016), 175.
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work well, but often, when an organ ization innovates, the lack of im-
mediate returns means that they are, during their initial years at least, 
often starved of resources. The ability to leverage assets, resources, 
and capabilities from a mature organ ization and to have se nior leader-
ship provide light­ touch oversight can yield a significant advantage. 
This must be achieved with sufficient distancing to allow the exploit-
ing and the exploring sides of the organ ization to form their own 
 visions, values, cultures, structures, and policies. In this way, they  will 
operate largely as separate organ izations, each with its own distinct 
operating model, but with a level of leadership that spans both sides 
(figure 19). This  will allow for cross­ fertilization of ideas and give the 
exploring unit access to the recourses and capabilities of the wider 
organ ization. The units need to be si mul ta neously separated and inte­
grated. A fine balancing act is required from leaders to enable enough 
integration not to starve the exploring unit of resources, while also not 
overburdening it with unnecessary pro cesses and policies from the es-
tablished business. This cannot be overstated.

Exploit Work Explore Work

Senior Leadership

Each side will need distinct cultures,
structures, management styles,

policies, and tools

Established
business unit

Innovation
unit

FIGURE 19

An ambidextrous orga nizational structure
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■ 40  percent fewer quality incidents (defects)
■ 28  percent less shrinkage3

In his 2017 book The Employee Experience Advantage, Jacob 
Morgan shows the difference in value on $1,000 invested in the stan-
dard S&P 500 Index ($1,699) and in the Glassdoor Best Places to 
Work ($2,593) between January 2012 and October 20164 (figure 20). 
According to the Engagement Institute, disengagement costs up to 
$550 billion each year in lost productivity.5

Given the real impact of employee engagement on the bottom line, 
one could be forgiven for thinking that it would be high on any lead-
er’s agenda as an issue to address. Unfortunately, I have found that, 
time and again, that does not seem to be the case. Much lip ser vice 
is paid to it, but  little real action is taken beyond token gestures and 
annual engagement surveys. Ultimately, despite all the platitudes, 
very  little tends to change.

I believe  there are two main reasons for this. The first is that it is 
extremely difficult to demonstrate a causal link between high engage-
ment and an increased bottom line.  These  things do not show up on 
spreadsheets next to costs. Would Jeff Dean have worked on the Ad-
Words prob lem if Google had taken a traditional approach to man-
agement? Would Google be the organ ization it is  today?

S&P 500 ($1,699)

Glassdoor Best Places
to Work ($2,593)

$2,000

$1,000
2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

FIGURE 20

Stock price, based on $1,000 investment in 2012

Source: Jacob Morgan, The Employee Experience Advantage: How to Win the 
War for Talent by Giving Employees the Workspaces They Want, the Tools They 
Need, and a Culture They Can Celebrate (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2017), 160.
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156 The 6 Enablers of Business Agility

The second reason engagement often  isn’t taken seriously is that 
it is particularly difficult both to mea sure and to shift. Most leaders 
and man ag ers are not aware of the vari ous  factors that contribute to 
engagement. And even when they are, the behavioral changes re-
quired to unlock engagement are hard to anchor in orga nizational 
policy and culture.  Couple that with leadership and HR policies 
rooted deep in the Industrial Revolution and, in most organ izations, 
we observe widespread disengagement. As I discussed in chapter 3, 
management innovation, while of im mense impact, is a scary wan-
der through the forests of the unknown.

This all makes for some pretty dismal engagement figures. In Gal-
lup’s 2017 report, just 15  percent of employees  were engaged in their 
work globally (figure 21). That means only a tiny proportion are in-
novating, being creative, and driving the per for mance of their places 
of employment. Given the imperative for  these  things in the new, 
high- VUCA world in which we operate, that represents a monumen-
tal waste of  human potential. It’s  little won der that the impact on the 
bottom line is so extreme. Now more than ever, to gain a competi-

FIGURE 21

Global employee engagement figures

Not Engaged
67%

Engaged
15%

Actively
Disengaged

18%

Highly involved in, and
enthusiastic about, their work

and workplace. Drive
performance and

innovation.

Unhappy and resentful
and are acting this out. Often
undermine what their engaged

coworkers accomplish.

Psychologically unattached
to their work and company.

Putting time—but not energy or
passion—into their work.

Source: Gallup, State of the Global Workplace, 2017, p. 3, https:// www . gallup . com 
/ workplace / 238079 / state - global - workplace - 2017 . aspx.
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 There’s a fable called “The North Wind and the Sun.” In it, the 
North Wind and the Sun argue over which could get a man traveling 
along the road to take off his warm winter coat more quickly. The 
North Wind boasts of  great strength and declares that the task is 
quite  simple. It then blows so hard that leaves fly around and birds 
cling to the trees. Yet the harder the wind blows, the tighter the man 
hangs on to his coat. Then it is the turn of the Sun, which comes out 
from  behind a cloud and shines warmly on the man, who begins to 
unbutton his coat. The Sun shines brighter and brighter  until the 
man is too warm and takes his coat off entirely.

Engagement, like motivation, innovation, creativity, and many 
other  things, is not something that can be commanded. Like the 
North Wind blowing with all its might, trying to force  these  things 
 will almost certainly result in the opposite of the desired effect. In 
my experience,  every single one of us has all of the capabilities out-
lined  earlier within us all the time. They are as natu ral as breathing 

FIGURE 22

The hierarchy of  human capability
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that, in fact, the larger the cash incentive, the poorer the per for-
mance. Money and a nice office environment do not, in and of them-
selves, motivate  people or lead to engagement. Neither does supporting 
a person’s physical and  mental well- being. All of that, however, is vital 
to get right, or efforts at initiatives higher up the hierarchy  will fail. 
Most organ izations are  doing reasonably well at  these  things.

Communicate a Shared Purpose and Values
In 1666, the  Great Fire tore through London, destroying some of the 
most iconic buildings of the time. Not long afterward, Sir Christo-
pher Wren was commissioned to rebuild St. Paul’s Cathedral. The 
story goes that he visited the site in 1671 and spoke with three brick-
layers, asking what they did. The first answered that he was “a brick­ 
layer, laying bricks to feed my  family.” The second said simply that 
he was “a wall builder, building a wall.” And the third, standing tall, 
replied that he was “a cathedral builder, building a wonderful cathe-
dral.”  There is no way of knowing  whether the story is true, but it 

FIGURE 23

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs

Physiological Needs
Air, water, food, shelter, sleep, clothing, reproduction

Safety Needs
Personal security, employment, resources, prosperity

Love and Belonging
Friendship, intimacy, family, sense of connection

Esteem
Respect, self-esteem, status, recognition, freedom

Self-Actualization
Desire to become the most one can be

Data source: A. H. Maslow, “A Theory of  Human Motivation,” Psychological 
Review, 50, reprinted at Classics in the History of Psy chol ogy, http:// 
psychclassics . yorku . ca / Maslow / motivation . htm.
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investments via a small number of large bets, based on return- on- 
investment figures presented in business cases created  after months of 
detailed analy sis. It then makes perfect sense to track the pro gress 
of the development based on conformity to the agreed-on plan. And it 
makes perfect sense to seek to deliver the known solution at the mini-
mum pos si ble cost using cost accounting techniques to maximize op-
erational efficiency and output­ based productivity (figure 24). If a small 
number of high­ value initiatives can be correctly identified, why con-
tinue to explore anything  else? If the best solutions can be predeter-
mined, why waste time seeking feedback throughout the pro cess? It’s 
far better to lock the scope down and execute it efficiently, highlighting 
and correcting any variances along the way. With that, a few manage-
ment approaches begin to feel appropriate, including the following.

FIGURE 24

The key assumptions underpinning traditional  
governance and funding models

It is possible to know up front
the solutions which will delight
our customers and bring the
highest return
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how long it will take and how
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and followed
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of effectiveness

Underlying Assumption Associated Policy
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Governance and Funding 189

activities. It stops being a linear, sequential pro cess, and becomes one 
process— design and build  going hand in hand. Like yin and yang, 
they are interconnected, interdependent, and complementary. The 
design influences the build and the build influences the design to the 
point where it becomes all but impossible to distinguish between 
them. Searching and executing become one. Among the most effec-
tive organ izations with which I have worked,  every single one ap-
proached new knowledge creation as a design pro cess, a pro cess of 
searching, with feedback tightly integrated (figure 25).

FIGURE 25

The integration of design and build

Design and
Build

Customer
Feedback

New
Insights

Experiment
or Product

Data

New Ideas

Source: Adapted from Eric Ries, The Lean Startup: How Constant Innovation 
Creates Radically Successful Businesses (London: Portfolio Penguin, 2011). 
COPYRIGHT: © Eric Ries, reprinted by permission of the author.
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FIGURE 26

The key assumptions underpinning modern  
governance and funding models
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need to respond accordingly
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be made based with continuing 
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High-level forecasts should be
made and constantly updated
based on data

Ideas should be encouraged from
everywhere with no barriers to
cheap experimentation

Learning and outcomes become the
main metric of effectiveness with
the means remaining fluid

1

2

3
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Underlying Assumption Associated Policy

ness cases, rigid conformance to plans, milestones, and cost ac-
counting.  These are precisely the kinds of management approaches 
that kill innovation and adaptiveness,  because so much new infor-
mation emerges along the way and cannot be known in advance. In-
novation is inherently unpredictable.

Management practices driven by cost accounting and the desire for 
predictability lead to approaches that stymie the creative design pro-
cess, the search. They optimize for the predictable, plannable building 
pro cess, the execution. Per for mance metrics include resource utili-
zation (discussed in chapter 6), efficiency, and conformance to plans. 
 These internal- facing mea sures completely ignore the customer and 
the chance to deliver value by searching for opportunities and design-
ing  great solutions. In short, cost accounting and proj ects belong 
largely in the exploit domain, not the explore domain.

A question I am often asked by  those who are not in a position to 
influence governance policies is, “How can we work with agility when 
we cannot deviate from the scope once it is signed off?” This is a 
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itself? If a fit has been demonstrated,  will the pivots be 
confined to just design and feature set of the offering (i.e., 
what kind of mine is to be built)? This is highly dependent on 
the level of risk and uncertainty.

Gaining clarity on  these areas  will help to shape the tools and tech-
niques used at each stage. We  will now explore two of the four 
stages, search and develop.  These are the two that fall  under the ex-
plore domain (figure 27).

FIGURE 27

The product development life cycle
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Reflection

Does your organ ization have a portfolio of proj ects or products? Is 
 there a structured approach to taking experiments through to 
development? Is  there a single view of the portfolio and how much is 
being invested at the vari ous phases? Are  there opportunities for 
greater transparency over the work in pro gress?
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FIGURE 28

The Ladder of Validation
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dating  whether the proposed solution does indeed assist with the job 
or relieve some pain points. Many innovations involve solving exist-
ing prob lems in new ways. Uber provided an innovative solution to 
the existing job of getting from A to B. Airbnb did the same for ac-
commodation, and digital cameras did the same for photography. 
 People did not change the job to be done (taking photos); they merely 
shifted from one way of  doing that job (printed images) to another 
(digital images), which eased more of their pain points around the 
pro cess. It is at this point that  there should be much iterating to find 
an appropriate solution. In 1999, Nick Swinmurn, founder of the on-
line shoe store Zappos, set out to validate that  people would buy 
shoes online without investing in a big infrastructure. He did it by 
taking pictures of shoes in local stores, posting them on a  simple 
website, then  running out to buy the shoes and shipping them once 
 orders came in. Once he had validated that the solution did indeed 
relieve a pain point around buying shoes, and that enough  orders 
 were coming in, he invested in building out the business.
Level­f3—­fBusiness­fModel­fValidation:­f­fWill­fenough­f­fpeople­fpay­ffor­f

the solution? Do we have a  viable business model? Once it has been 
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 those who  were not. This more frequent communication led to proj-
ects being completed 32  percent faster.2 With all the communication 
breakthroughs in the past 40 years,  there still appears to be no sub-
stitute for proximity. It seems that being able to see  people is more 
impor tant than most realize. From an evolutionary perspective, this 
makes sense. We are programmed— from our species’ early days in 
bands of up to 50  people who saw each other  every day— for frequent, 
face- to- face communication. This is also how we continuously send 
and receive group “belonging” cues that are vital to a feeling of to-
getherness and safety.

While personal productivity can increase when we work on our 
own, innovation and the creation of the new do not come from indi-
viduals working alone. They come from teams working together and 
with other teams. For that, what is required is collaborative produc­
tivity. This, it seems, is severely impaired by any barriers to communi-
cation. Donald Reinertsen puts it this way in his book Managing­fthe­f
Design Factory: “Colocation is the closest  thing to fairy dust that we 
have to improve communications on the development team.”3  There 

FIGURE 29

The power of proximity
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Source: Allen, Thomas J., Managing the Flow of Technology, Figure 8.3,  
© 1977 Massachusetts Institute of Technology, by permission of The MIT Press.
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The canvas consists of three sections, each with multiple ele ments. 
The pro cess of filling out the canvas is an iterative one, but  there is 
definitely an initial flow to it (figure 31).

The Top Section (What and Why?)
The top section consists of three parts. The first is Vision— what ex-
actly the organ ization is looking to achieve and why it is impor tant. 
Without alignment on this point,  people  will pull in diff er ent direc-
tions and confusion  will result. Vision should never stop being clearly 
communicated. Every one involved in the initiative should be able to 
state clearly why the change is being undertaken.

Next is Values— the  things that represent what is most impor tant 
to  people as the vision is pursued.  These  will underpin be hav iors and 
must anchor all policies, incentives, and decision- making.

Fi nally,  there is Success Criteria.  These represent the key indicators 
of success or pro gress. What handful of key mea sures  will indicate 

FIGURE 30

The Business Agility Canvas
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Source: Download the Business Agility Canvas + 20-page guidebook for free at 
https://www.agilecentre.com/the-business-agility-canvas/.
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 whether the organ ization is moving  toward or away from the vision? 
Without such mea sures, it  will all be guesswork. Getting this right is 
vital to putting the right policies in place. Failure to do so means you 
might hit the numbers, but miss the original intent of the change: 
increased agility and the ability to thrive in the face of uncertainty.

 After  there is clarity and agreement on the ele ments in the top sec-
tion, it is time to move on to the  middle section.

The  Middle Section (How?)
The middle section consists of six ele ments, each of which can be 
mapped to one of the 6 Enablers of Business Agility covered in this 
book. Each ele ment is a placeholder for a conversation about the con-
crete actions to be taken in that area. Filling out each ele ment leaves no 
room for ambiguity. If an enabler is being overlooked, it  will immedi-
ately be clear to all. The actions in each ele ment may take many forms. 
They may represent tangible changes to be made,  things to start  doing, 

FIGURE 31

The Business Agility Canvas flow
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