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Introduction

Agility, the ability to anticipate, act and respond has become an absolute. It is no longer the hallmark of a cutting
edge business, it is required to survive. The agile enterprise must exhibit this ability in three areas: people,
information and technology. People must be agile in working with others be they near or far, experts or not.
Information must be agile in presentation, combination, and source. Technology must be agile to not only anticipate,
enable and respond to evolving expectations but also to bring together people and information and systems in the
conversation we call, fdoing business.o

In the paper that follows we explore how people in large organizations and small exhibit and stifle aqility. We
consider ways in which information ought to be created, managed, accessed and consumed to maximize business
aqgility. We discuss the technology requirements for evolving your systems into agility enablers. We conclude with
suggestions for how to start implementing a business agility strategy now and how to follow through on that
strategy in the months and years to come.

Agile Business

F N

fi he new normal will be shaped by a confluence of powerful forces i some arising directly from the

financial crisis and some that were at work long before it begané Companies that boost returns to
equity the old fashioned wayd through real productivity gainsé will be rewarded.o

- lan Davis, McKinsey, fiThe New Normalg March 2009

fHaving a mission not only points everyone in the same direction, it also creates motion. And
motion in any direction is often better than no motion at all.0

- Seth Godin, Author, Marketer, Founder Squidoo, fin Search of Dolphin Leatherg March 2009

A goal all businesses share is to find the best solutions to their needs and then to act on that information. Those
needs might be immediate and tactical or long term and strategic. Solutions might be who to visit, what feature to
include in the next version of the product or how to present a message to the analysts. In order to find answers,
business can find and then ask one of their leaders what she thinks, evaluate her answer and then act on it and hope
she was right. In short business needs the expertise of experts.

Expertise is mastery of a domain of knowledge and the ability to apply it correctly and successfully. Experts are the
people who have expertise. In Malcolm Gladwell& recent book, Outliers, he returns a number of times to the theme
that experts and exceptional people are those that have, in addition to other factors, met the A0,000-Hour Rulea In
general, this rule states that a minimum of 10,000 hours of practice is required for true expertise in any area. This
translates to roughly 20 hours of fpracticeda week for 10 years.

Experts in our companies are those people to whom we go when we have questions in their domain of expertise.
These experts may be the sales guy who has been with the company for years, the plant worker who has worked
every machine or dock, the developer who wrote a significant part of the software® core over several versions.
Experts and near-experts exist all over our organizations. Their expertise is narrowly defined and usually specific to
their daily tasks and duties.
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While their knowledge and ability to apply it is understood, their time is coveted. Finding them is hard. It is especially
difficult if you are not already within their sphere of influence. Access to them is difficult. Time wasting questions
and engagements consume precious fexpertise capitala Try asking a dumb coding question of your expert developer
or pester the expert sales manager with requests for advice. Multiply this over your corporate population, sprinkle in
some good questions with the wasteful and witness the reaction and the fallout. Not only do you lose credibility but
their willingness to respond to others like you is strained. For business, this model simply does not scale.

As a result organizations do the best they can with their limited ability to initiate, respond, and act according the
solutions their experts suggest. They lack aqgility. Yet business executives are left scratching their heads. AWe hire
such smart people,0they say. fiNe have such a large organization,0they say, someone must have an idea on how to
address this situation.6So why then are businesses, especially bigger organizations, consistently outpaced, out
thought and out innovated by smaller startups? Smaller startups tend to have clear signals and easily defined
methods of transmission. Signals are the messages a business sends while transmission is the method by which
these messages are delivered. We can also understand the concepts of signal and transmission as message and
adoption, solution and execution, or even direction and motion.

Trickle Down Business Strategy

In traditional business practice both the source of signal and the lines of transmission are well defined. Ideas come
from the top. People with job titles that are acronyms define and bless the signal, the message, the solution, the
direction. Organizational hierarchies, reporting structures and chains of command define the transition, adoption,
execution and motion patterns. We might call this trickle down business strategy.

Trickle down business strategy has failed. It has been outmaneuvered. It simply cannot keep pace with the
momentum and quickly shifting direction of our post-modern economy. This is because trickle down business
strateqgy lacks agility. Proponents of trickle down business strategy should have seen this because it has been in the
tea leaves for ages. Smaller organizations have consistently out-innovated the corporate behemoths. Smaller
businesses consistently beat their lumbering competitors in speed to market. But until recently, both the big
corporations and the small start-ups failed to correctly identify the source of the aqgile advantage. As a result, as
small businesses became successful they replicated the innovation structure and organizational hierarchy of the
larger corporations they desired to become. They then lost their competitive advantage and became that lumbering
beast they once competed against.
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