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Leaders, across diﬀerent industries, are being asked to create more agile
organiza6ons. Yet, the discussion is o:en based on fundamental
misunderstandings of what agility really is and how it can be achieved.
Firstly, let’s understand the case for organiza6onal agility. The reality is that the
economic environment is now more stable than it has been since the industrial
revolu6on of the mid-nineteenth century. Being successful in business has always
been about speed and the ability to adjust to changing condi6ons, many of which
we have seen in the last 150 years. The hyperac6vity and informa6on overﬂow we
undoubtedly experience today does not imply, that our organiza6onal reality is
changing any faster than it has in the past – just that the drivers of change are
diﬀerent.
Secondly, agility does not replace stability, but complements it in areas where it
maMers most. Agility is not about becoming like a Start-up, unless you actually are
one. Corpora6ons need to balance the essen6al, stable core with a dynamic edge.
The ﬁrst step in becoming agile is to de-mys6fy it,
and to focus on the areas where it actually adds value.
Thirdly, once leaders have iden6ﬁed the areas where agility is cri6cal, they o:en
try to impose it like a corporate project or policy. For example the new innova6on
center might be very beneﬁcial, but will it succeed if the rest of the organiza6on
does not adapt as well? Will a video message, promo6ng dynamic
entrepreneurship, really have a posi6ve eﬀect when people experience a markedly
diﬀerent organisa6onal reality?
Agility is essen6ally a cultural challenge. Corporate cultures take 6me and eﬀort to
change. But once established in the right areas, a culture of agility can become a
valuable source of compe66ve advantage.
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Cultural change requires working on mul6ple organiza6onal and personal levels at
the same 6me. If companies promote agility, but don’t reﬂect this in symbols,
systems, beliefs, values and processes then change will not occur. Leaders need to
address all aspects of agility consistently. If one of the layers is missed out, the
whole change process will be put at risk.
An agile way of working is fostered by consistently evolving all
cultural dimensions in one direc6on.
Here an example: On the behavior level, agile experimen6ng and risk-taking are
strongly encouraged, mistakes are considered opportuni6es for learning. On the
symbols level, 6me and resources for the development of new products and
services are provided when seXng targets and priori6es. On a systems level, roles
are made clearer and decisions are delegated down to ensure ﬂexible responses to
customers’ needs and market changes. The underlying beliefs are, that customers’
percep6ons are the truth and people can be accountable for things they don’t
control. The values this is based on, are a combina6on of respect for other
perspec6ves and courage.
A wide spread myth in organiza6ons is that leaders push for more dynamic
behaviors but people at lower levels resist it. The reality is, that leaders o:en send
inconsistent messages: they say “be innova6ve” but react strongly when
somebody has wasted resources for a failed idea. The say “be fast” but complain
when a decision was not carefully discussed with mul6ple people in the matrix.
Managers want agility, but they o:en do not want to live with its consequences.
Leaders have to change ﬁrst, to allow the change to happen at other levels.
Crea6ng the right context for success becomes more important than opera6onal
management in those areas where agility is essen6al. This makes the work of
leadership not only more successful, but also more rewarding.
We welcome your point of view! Please contact info@troisval.ch.

