
 

 

The practical face of agility 

By Ralph Fernando 

 

Agility is the dad joke of business terminology – everyone lets out a little 

groan when they hear it. It is a term, alongside others such as “innovation”, 
“customer-centric”, “multi-channel” and “value-add” that has been 

exhausted by casual overuse. 

Yet, as with those other terms, its practical, central tenet – the ability to 
adapt quickly – is critical to retail and consumer businesses operating in 

increasingly dynamic and uncertain markets.  

In this paper we look at a new way to approach strategy, enabling your 

business to have greater agility to deal with today's turbulent markets. 

http://pragmaconsulting.createsend1.com/t/r-l-jrwlhiy-l-d/


The VUCAno erupts 

First used by the US Army War College in the early 90s, the term “VUCA” 
(an acronym for volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity) has 

finally found its time. Political and economic turbulence, terrorism, 
fluctuating currency exchange rates and volatile consumer demand are 

choppy waters through which retailers and consumer brands must now 
steer a path. Consider the price of West Texas Intermediate over the past 

30 years (see chart below) – a grade of crude oil used as a benchmark in oil 

pricing: 

 

Figure 1: WTI spot price (Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration) 

Broken into three equal-sized decade tranches, we see that the price is over 
seven-times more volatile in the past decade (as measured by standard 

deviation) than it was in the first. Whilst this analysis is crude in more than 
one sense, it makes a point that is echoed in a wide range of domains from 

the half-life of consumer trends to the spread of economists’ growth 
projections. Markets are changing at increasing speeds, driven by 

technology, data and socio-cultural shifts. Lines are blurring between 
corporate and entrepreneurial, online and offline, physical product and 



personal experience. The result is increased volatility, uncertainty, 
complexity and ambiguity. With apologies to Ricky Martin fans, we are 

finally “living la vida VUCA”. 

Agility in 3D 

Proposing agility as the answer has been the common, and obvious, 
response. However, when faced by rapid change, concluding that you must 

adapt quickly hardly qualifies as insight, and the recommendations of many 
experts around agility, with a few notable exceptions, feels theoretical and 

two-dimensional. “Practical agility” (i.e. that works in the real world) is 

experienced in 3D: 

 

Figure 2: The 3Ds of agility in practice 

• Direction: Having a clear sense of where you are heading, and why, 

unifies an organisation and ensures that, when you do have to adapt, 
you are consistent in how you do so 

  
• Data & Insight: Agility is data hungry – it demands systematic 

business and market intelligence to understand when and how to 
adapt. This does not necessarily mean more voluminous data, but it 

does mean more relevant data, and bringing together the right 



insight and decision-makers in the room, irrespective of levels, 
functions and organisational boundaries. It also requires a different 

rhythm to organisational performance management and strategic 
decision-making 

  
• Design: There is no agility without operational flexibility; and it 

requires this flexibility to be designed into the operating model and 

very culture of the organisation. 

It should be evident that practical agility cannot be a simple “overlay” in an 

organisation, it must be infused through it. Yet whilst it is gaining ground 
in some areas – most notably in software development, from where it 

originated, and in some start-ups – we are a long way from seeing true 
agility successfully and consistently realised across entire established 

businesses. 

Strategy at the speed of life 
 

Strategy is the ideal mechanism through which to deliver practical agility, 
given its dual role of both facing out to the market and into the 

organisation. Yet two reports released in 2017 reveal that more than one in 
four (28%) strategic initiatives fail to meet their original goals and business 

intent (1), with insufficient agility identified as one of the top three barriers 
to successful strategy implementation (2) (see figure 3). Blame for failure is 

typically attributed to poor strategic choices and implementation; my 
experience, gained through working with a wide range of businesses and 

investors over the past twenty years, is that these are often symptoms - the 

real issue lies in the very way in which strategy is set and managed. 

Put simply, our approach to strategy has calcified. The mechanical journey 

through visions, missions and values – and inevitable “blue sky” thinking – 

simply results in “me-too” ideas, grand plans and “implementation 
problems”. How many organisations do you know that conclude they need 

to be “customer-focused, innovative leaders” in their markets, yet remain 

unclear on how they will achieve it? 

To continue to operate in the same way as we have done for the past fifty 

years – albeit with a social media overlay here, or an innovation 
programme there – is not the answer. Our fundamental approach to 



strategy must change. In the new normal of VUCA, we need strategy at the 

speed of life. 

1. Project Management Institute (2017) Pulse of the Profession 

2. The Economist Intelligence Unit (2017) Closing the Gap: Designing and Delivering a Strategy that Works 

 

Figure 3: Leading barriers to successful strategy implementation (Source: Economist Intelligence 

Unit) 



 

Introducing RADAR 

So, what do the 3Ds of practical agility mean for how you should develop 
and manage your organisation’s strategy? A new approach to strategy offers 

some answers – I call it RADAR: 



 

Figure 4: The RADAR approach 

RADAR does away with strategy as process, with its annual refreshes and 
three- to five-year cycles. Instead, strategy is managed as a system and is 

reinstated as the cornerstone of “business as usual”, thereby avoiding the 
debilitating launching, lurching and reneging of strategic initiatives that 

often accompanies traditional strategy development. RADAR creates a 
faster “strategic tempo” – a pace and rhythm to strategic decision making – 

that supports greater agility. 

If this all sounds a little theoretical, let us consider three aspects of the 

approach through which RADAR makes the 3Ds of agility a reality: 

1.  Defining UP (“Unifying Purpose”) 

3D elements addressed: Direction; Design 

A Unifying Purpose comprises a set of principles, typically five to seven, 

whose role it is to: 

1. Define the “why” and guide the “how” of the organisation - unifying 
aspiration and action 

  
2. Provide a “directional imperative” for your four main strategic 

decisions (which opportunities to pursue; positioning; proposition; 
and resource choices) 

  



3. Provide criteria by which to assess all strategic choices (driving 
consistency in decision-making and maintaining objectivity when 

specific interests inevitably come to the fore) 

It is shaped by the following factors: 

 

Figure 5: Influencing factors when defining UP 

EXAMPLE: DUNKIN DONUTS 
 
With over 11,700 franchise restaurants in 33 countries, Dunkin Donuts is a major 
player in the global Quick Serve Restaurants (QSR) market. 
 
Consider the following example mission and vision for its Saudi Arabian franchise 
(3), which has over 300 sites (nearly 10% of its international estate): 
 

• Mission: “To be the leading provider of a wide range of delicious beverages & 
baked product around the kingdom in a convenient, relaxed, friendly 
environment, that insures the highest level of product quality and best value 
for money.” 

• Vision: “To be always the desired place for great coffee and delicious 
complementary donuts & bakery products to enjoy with family and friends” 

 
These are classic “be the best” statements that do little to inspire or guide decision-
making. Contrast these with the collated statements below that could be used to 
define UP for the same company: 

• Unique everyday indulgences for individuals, families, friends and colleagues 

• Food and experiences that are fresh and fun 

• “Distinctively Dunkin”, whether in-store, at home, at work or on the go 



• The best donuts. Period. 

• Considerate, straightforward and responsible in how we act  

•  
You may disagree that these are the right principles to define Dunkin Donuts 
Unifying Purpose, but that is not the point. What it is intended to show is that 
Defining UP fulfils three roles: 

• Define “why” and “how”: Creating foods and experiences which are “fresh 
and fun” and “distinctively Dunkin”, accessible “in-store, at home, at work 
and on the go” and acting in ways which are “considerate, straightforward and 
responsible” (e.g. addressing healthy eating) all point to the “why and how” of 
Dunkin Donuts 

• A directional imperative: “Everyday indulgence”, “food and experiences”, 
“uniqueness”, “individuals, families, friends and colleagues” and “best donuts” 
all build on Dunkin Donuts’ strengths and provide focus 

• Criteria for strategic choices: The UP defined above places emphasis on 
uniqueness, freshness, fun, consideration, straightforwardness and 
responsibility – packaged as being “distinctively Dunkin”. This will guide 
everything from new product development to channel strategy, staff 
development to marketing. 
 

Another important distinction between vision and mission statements and a 
Unifying Purpose is its target audience. A UP is designed exclusively for internal use 
(and shared with key partners and suppliers). The translation of what the UP means 
for customers is then the role of those with a customer-facing role (most notably 
marketing, sales and customer-facing operations). Contrast this with mission and 
vision statements such as the ones above, which are often communicated directly to 
the end customer, clouding their objectives. 
3. Dunkin Donuts website 
 

Defining UP provides principles against which to evaluate the range of 
available options when facing significant market or organisational change. 

However, defining UP is not enough. Having parametrised the “why” and 
the “how”, you still need to set the “where”; and for that, you need to focus 

on the Horizon. 

2.  Focusing on the “Horizon” 

3D elements addressed: Direction; Data 

At the heart of the RADAR approach is the “Horizon” - the place where 
market opportunity meets organisational capability - and the “Five Key 

Questions” which define it: 



1. Where is the opportunity? 

What are the emerging, unmet or under-served needs? 
2. What makes us great? 

Best understood by the three questions(4): 

What is the organisation passionate about 

What drives its economic engine? 

What can you be best in the world at? 
3. How should we adapt? 

What needs to change to create the best possible Horizon for the 

organisation? 
4. Where do we play? 

What are the most attractive opportunities that you can serve whilst 
achieving the desired financial returns? 

5. How do we win? 
How will you serve the opportunities more effectively or efficiently 

than your competitors? 

4. Expressed by Jim Collins’ “Hedgehog Concept” in Good to Great (2001) 

 



Figure 6: The Five Key Questions 

The Horizon draws together the market opportunities you are targeting 
(where to play) with how you intend to succeed (how to win). Like the 

horizon in the real world, the strategic horizon can never be reached. As 
you move towards it, new elements come into view (e.g. new competitors; 

new technologies) and you respond accordingly, changing course as needed 

either to avoid obstacles or to approach newly discovered opportunities. 

To define your Horizon in practical terms, the answer to the Five Key 

Questions must be distilled down into Horizon Statements - simple but 

substantive expressions that encapsulate your Horizon. 

Consider the following three for a value hotel chain: 

 

The Five Key Questions that define the Horizon are, of course, the classic 

strategy questions. Answering them, informed by rich organisational and 
market data, is where traditional strategy work often ends. For RADAR, it 

signals the start. 
 

The agility at the heart of Horizon Management lies not in simply defining 
the Horizon, but also in capturing, and systematically tracking and 

validating on a regular basis (typically monthly) the assumptions, risks and 
choices (“ARC”) that underpin it. The Horizon’s ARC operates as an early 

warning system – it represents the move from a collection of piecemeal 
market and business analyses (“collated analysis”) to a data set by which to 

anticipate and manage direction (“systematic intelligence”).  If the 
Horizon’s ARC is no longer valid, the organisation must “Horizon Shift” - 



either by redirecting itself towards different opportunities or developing its 

capability to address the current ones with sufficient depth and distinction. 

 

The Horizon, and the ARC that underpins it, become the focus of the agile 

organisation, reviewed and managed by a multi-diciplinary team that cuts 

across levels, functions and organisational boundaries. 

3.  Dynamism by Design 

3D elements addressed: Design 

Creating the mechanisms by which to identify the need for change is only 
valuable if you can adapt. The modern work environment makes this 

increasingly possible; the growth in skilled freelance staff, the evolution of 
third-party logistics outsourcing, software as a service, remote working and 

cloud computing technology, temporary office space and even 3D printing, 
all enable organisations to reduce the lead time in building capacity and 

capability, and to trial proof of concepts before committing to large-scale 

capital expenditure outlays. 



Designing these into your operating model, plans and budgets from the 

outset is what I call “Dynamism by Design”, and it is a key element of 
RADAR and any agile organisation. This is a big topic, but three areas to 

highlight are: 

Real Options: These are about “deferring decisions to the last responsible 
moment (5)”  (i.e. delaying commitment to an important, costly, irreversible 

and unclear decision until the point where the cost of not making the 
decision becomes greater than the cost of making it (6)).  At its most 

extreme, this can even involve developing two separate solutions at the 
same time, provided the economics of winning justify it. More commonly, 

you see it in the apparel and furniture industry with its mix of near- and 
far-shoring sourcing to offer greater flexibility and responsiveness in the 

supply chain (i.e. postponing final production decisions to the last possible 

moment) 

Modularity: The roots of agile thinking lie in software development, 

where the “separation of concerns” (breaking up a problem into its 

constituent elements) and modularity (designing solutions as a set of 
discrete modules) are important software design principles which enable 

greater flexibility in the end product. In a retail and consumer business 
context, we see aspects of this already (e.g. online only ranges; A/B testing 

of pricing; pop-ups; the launching and building of new brands online in 
areas as diverse as health and beauty and snack foods, before entering the 

traditional channels of wholesale, concession and own-store). We could do 

much more 

Stability: This may feel counterintuitive, but agility requires continuity 

and stability; it does not mean changing everything at once. You must 
identify which elements of your operating model are unlikely to require 

change in the short- to medium-term, as these become the pivot points 
around which the rest of the operating model can swing. These may be 

specific production techniques, channels, product categories or customers 
that you are certain will have a key role to play long into the future. 

 

5. Matts, C. and Maassen, O. (2007) “Real Options” Underlie Agile Practices 

6. See Rubin, K. S. (2013) Essential Scrum New Jersey: Pearson Education, Inc. 



 

Survival of the Strategist: Why RADAR is different, and why it 

matters 

We have heard a lot lately about navigating the challenges facing retail and 
consumer businesses, but perhaps not enough about the opportunities that 

change brings with it. Adopting an agile approach to strategy – adapting 
quickly to such changes – addresses both sides of the coin. 

 
I am not suggesting that all prior strategic thinking is wrong. Rather, 

consider RADAR an evolution, a Darwinian adaptation to the new dynamic 
environments in which we operate – the “survival of the strategist”. This 

adaptation sees it differ from traditional strategy in the following ways: 

• Approach: Strategy development becomes a management system, 
not a process. Answering the Five Key Questions is typically where 

traditional strategy ends; for RADAR, this marks the start. 
• Focus: Strategic focus shifts from a static set of objectives to a 

dynamic “Horizon” – the place where market opportunities meet 



organisational capabilities. The boundaries between strategy and 
operations 

• Pace & responsiveness: Given the dynamic nature of this Horizon, 
the organisation’s strategic pulse beats monthly rather than annually 

or bi-annually, driving greater responsiveness. 
• Control & results: Greater responsiveness is enabled by RADAR’s 

unique performance management framework, designed to increase 
agility in dynamic markets; rather than just track lagging indicators, 

or even traditional leading ones, it goes further to create the earliest 
possible anticipatory indicators based on the Horizon’s underlying 

ARC (assumptions, risks and choices). 
• Team: Strategy steps out of the boardroom to be guided by a multi-

disciplinary team cutting across levels, functions and organisational 

boundaries. 

These individual changes matter, as they ultimately combine to deliver four 

areas of benefit: 
 

1. Increased likelihood of success 
2. Enhanced competitive position 

3. Reduced risk 
4. Measurable results 

 
Why you should contact Pragma 

Heraclitus famously maintained in c.500BC that “life is flux”, suggesting a 
world in constant change. At Pragma, we offer an integrated suite of 

services to help organisations adapt to these changes and realise the 
benefits of agility. Across the “3Ds” of direction (setting that Horizon), data 

(from defining requirements through to delivering a new intelligence 
platform) and design (creating flexibility in your operating model), we have 

an experienced team who can help you cut through the noise. 
 

As a final thought, even Heraclitus’ wisdom is subject to change. I prefer 
Steven Wright’s update, which offers a distinct retail and consumer spin to 

it: “Change is inevitable, except from vending machines”. 
 

If you would like to know more about these topics, please get in touch (t: 

+44 (0) 20 7902 6888;e: r.fernando@pragmauk.com). 



The materials for this article are drawn from Ralph Fernando’s forthcoming book 

“The Agile Strategy Handbook”, due out in 2018. 
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