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Our essence

ÅPublic service leadership

ÅTurning research into 

action

ÅComplex problems, 

ΨǿƛŎƪŜŘƴŜǎǎΩ

ÅDiscovery through inquiry
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Our Inquiry Agenda

ÅContext; What is agility?

ÅPerspectives from a Department:

ïBusiness Innovation and Science, Rachel Sandby-
Thomas

ÅA model for agility

ÅHow might we better lead towards agility?
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Why is Agility Important?
άΧό¢ƘŜ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜύ Ƴǳǎǘ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ 
central part in deficit reduction, 
providing better value for money 
for the taxpayer and better 
delivery. It must build its skills 
and be agile to wrestle with 
complex challenges. It must 
modernise itself as an 
employer. It must be clear on the 
limits of its role and innovate to 
enable others to deliver.And it 
must be transparent and 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛǾŜΦ ΧΦ!ƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǿŜ 
ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŦŀǎǘŜǊΦΦέ
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Why is Agility Important?

“reductions in the size of 
policy teams will force 
flexible working”

{ƻǳǊŎŜΥ tǳōƭƛŎ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ LƴǉǳƛǊȅ άLƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ tŀƴŜƭέ

“the challenge will be to 
make agility part of the 
cultural change we will 
need to make”

“localism and big society, 
plus reduced spend, mean 
we will have to do things 
differently”

“we will need to focus our 
resources on those 
activities likely to deliver 
the most”

The Drivers

1. Accelerating social, political, technological and 
economic change.

2. Increasingly fluctuating and high profile agendas, 
3. The need to be ever more alert and responsive in 

pursuit of policy development and delivery.
4. A changing delivery landscape (Big Society, 

localism).
5. Significant cuts in public sector spending.
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Why is Agility Important?
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Why is Agility Important?

Kurt Lewin, 1947

“Slush”, 2010
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What is Agility?
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What is Agility?

Speed 
Control
Flexibility
Coordination
Nimbleness
Integration
Efficiency
Impact 
Explosiveness
Creativity
Imagination
Readiness

ŀƎƛƭŜ ώŋŘ┤ŀ⅝ƭ] adj
1. quick in movement; nimble
2. mentally quick or acute 
[from Latin agilis, from agere
to do, act]

ά... having the quality of being speedily put in 
motion.  However, agility is not just about 
joints and limbs, but also mental quickness and 
ŀŎǳǘŜƴŜǎǎΦΦΦέΣ {ŀƳǳŜƭ WƻƘƴǎƻƴ

“In business, agility means the capability of rapidly and efficiently 
adapting to changes.”, Wikipedia
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Your task

As you watch this video, jot down the words that are brought to mind.  

Reflect on what needs to be in place to be agile 

http://www.publicleadershipinquiry.co.uk/
C:/A ROBIN RYDE CONSULTING LTD/Miscellaneous/videos/free running Damien Walters 2010.mp4
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A case illustration of agility, Rachel 
Sandby-Thomas, Director General
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A Model of Agility

A new 
psychological 
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Replicate the 
conditions of 

crisis

Fostering 
Organic 

interaction
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Å Treating staff as ‘associates’ or 
even ‘volunteers’

Å Re-framing the relationship –
engage in common endeavour and 
empower

Å Designing roles to be fluid 

Å Developing ‘serial incompetence’
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Å Holding the 
tension between 
order and chaos

Å Inspiring and 
coalescing 
people towards a 
BHAG

Å Recognising the 
dynamics of an 
organisation, not 
rushing to 
structural 
solutions 
(exclusively

Å Readiness to 
break business 
models and 
processes



A new 
psychological 

contract

Move to the 
(good) edge 

of chaos

80/20 beta 
methodology

Replicate the 
conditions of 

crisis

Fostering 
Organic 

interaction



A new 
psychological 

contract

Move to the 
(good) edge 

of chaos

80/20 beta 
methodology

Replicate the 
conditions of 

crisis

Fostering 
Organic 

interaction

Å Think ‘beta versions’ and prototypes

Å 80% is good enough

Å Then test, refine, improve...

Å And move quickly
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Free up what crisis 
releases :

Å Energy and 
commitment; ‘can 
do’ approach; 
Thrive on flux

Å Freeing up good 
will and generosity 
(Chilean miners?) –
tap overtly into 
public sector ethos

Å Role allocation 
based on talent 
and knowledge; 
horizontal power 
structure

Å Rallying all 
functions to the 
cause (alignment)
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A new 
psychological 

contract

Move to the 
(good) edge 

of chaos

80/20 beta 
methodology

Replicate the 
conditions of 

crisis

Fostering 
Organic 

interaction

Å Frame the 
organisation as an 
organism rather 
than a machine; 
use organic 
language

Å Quality 
conversations –
strategic, 
creative, curious, 
experimental, 

Å Spirit of the start 
up

Å All interactions 
and processes 
have only one 
purpose; to 
maximise 
intellectual 
capital and 
learning



Being Agile
ÅWe have 5 spaces around the room representing each part of the 

Agility model.

Å Please take yourself to the space where you want to share thinking 
about the practical steps you can take over the coming weeks to :

Åbe more agile in the wayI think and behave? 

Åenable myteam to become more agile?

Åenable myorganisationto become more agile?

Å You have 20 minutes. Feel free to move to another space, but leave 
behind a record of the actions you are considering taking on the 
wall chart.

ÅWe will share briefly some of the thinking from all 5 spaces in 
plenary.  A detailed summary will be available afterwards on the 
website.

www.publicleadershipinquiry.co.uk
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Summing up?
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A new 
psychological 

contract

Move to the 
(good) edge 

of chaos

80/20 beta 
methodology

Replicate the 
conditions of 

crisis

Fostering 
Organic 

interaction

Scanning & 
Planning

Re-framing

Organising

Modelling

Mobilising

Believing
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Our thanks to you

ÅYour input will be summarised and published on the 
ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǎƭƛŘŜǎύ

Å²Ŝ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜƴŘ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘǇǳǘǎ  ƛƴ ŀ ŦŜǿ ŘŀȅǎΩ ǘƛƳŜ

ÅAppreciate your final thoughts on the sheet provided 

ïWhat are the main steps you plan to take in leading agility 
in the coming weeks and months?

ïWhat would be the most helpful subject for our next Open 
Public Leadership Inquiry?
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Leading Agility: Research Sources
Å Global private sector perspectives, particularly agility and innovation (eg 

IBM and Accenture surveys and think-pieces)

Å Global public sector perspectives 

Å Learning from agile thinking and methodology in software development 
and IT worlds

Å Models and frames of agile leadership

Å Complexity science and complex adaptive systems

Å Bibliography:

ïLeadership Agility, Joiner and Josephs, John Wiley and Sons, 2007

ïThe Agile Enterprise, Pal and Pantaleo, Springer,2005

ïCorporate Agility, Grantham Ware and Williamson,Amacom,2007

ïBuilding the Agile Enterprise, Cummins, Elsevier, 2009

ïStand Back and Deliver, Pixton Nickolaisen Little McDonald, Addison-
Wesley, 2009
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“Leading Agility”

An Open Public Leadership Inquiry

19 October 2010, the day before the 
announcement of the Spending Review
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