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Abstract

Creating and maintaining competitive advantage is challenging for organizations during the
best of times, and is vital in today’s world of globalization, information supremacy and the
ever-accelerating pace of innovation. To maximize profits and ensure market dominance,
businesses create their “vision,”= implement business plans, and employ strategic planning in
a never-ending effort to evolve and adapt to dynamic external, and sometimes internal, envi-
ronmental challenges. Strategic frameworks for business applications have been evolving
since the beginning of the previous century, adding complexities at each reinvention. The
proliferation of the internet, and the resultant “flattening” of business organizational struc-
tures have created the need to rewrite the foundations of strategic frameworks. An emphasis
on organizational agility, with a focus on the successful embedding of that agility as well as
flexibility into organizational DNA may be the necessary future elements of successful orga-
nizations. It may provide them with a strategic framework in which to operate. This paper
explores organizational agility, adaptive capacity, contingency planning, and talent mana-

gement as the hallmarks of future organization’s strategy development.
The author wishes to express thank and appreciation to Professor William Mea for support and guid-
ance in preparing the article as well as for valuable criticism and suggestions.

Introduction

Creating a strategic plan is de rigueur for
businesses and organizations today — shared
visions are communicated, business plans are
developed, strategies are formulated, and val-
ues claim the focal point of any off-the-shelf
strategic plan. Template-style strategic plans
have become so commonplace that an agen-
cy, business or organization can simply order
a template online and apply it to their individ-
ual organizational structure. This method of
strategic planning rarely results in sustained
superior performance and competitive advan-
tage. Richard Rumelt expands on this concept
in his article, “The Perils of Bad Strategy,”
where well-meaning leaders create a strategy
by filling in the blanks of four strategic ele-
ments: the vision, the mission, the values, and
the strategies (Rumelt, 2011). This framework
yields the ‘four elements of a highly ineffective
strategy’ and as Rumelt writes, “the enormous

problem this all creates is that someone who
actually wishes to conceive and implement an
effective strategy is surrounded by empty rhet-
oric and bad examples” (Rumelt, 2011).

Organizational Agility

The future of successful organizations in
their development of effective strategy is any-
thing but rigid and structured. Gone are the
days when an organization’s success is built
upon rigid structure where each department
operates independently of one another. In
their book, The Agility Factor, Williams, Wor-
ley and Lawler (2014) forecast that organiza-
tions who build strategic agility at all levels
have the greatest likelihood of achieving and
sustaining superior performance and captur-
ing and maintaining competitive advantage.
They define agility as “the dynamic capability
that allows outperforming firms to sense and
respond to their environments and to rap-
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idly reallocate re-
sources, build new
capabilities, and
perhaps most im-
portant, jettison
the assets and ac-
tivities that no lon-
ger create value”
(Williams et al,
2014, p.19). The
Agility Factor pre-
scribes four “rou-
tines of agility” that
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ganizations exhib-
it: (1) strategize in
dynamic ways, (2)
accurately perceive
changes in the ex-
ternal environment, (3) test possible respons-
es, and (4) implement changes (Williams et
al, 2014). It is important to note that these
are systemic routines, where each individual
— and each department — participates in all
four aspects of the agility routines, and fur-
ther, that these actions are done not in a step-
by-step process as if following a checklist, but
rather as an inherent method of operating
routinely and naturally. To describe the ne-
cessity for the system to act as a singular being
rather than myriad, disparate entities, these
authors coined the phrase, “The ITSS Prin-
ciple” or “It’s the system, stupid,” where no
single resource, routine, or capability can sus-
tain performance; only a system of resources,
routines, and capabilities working, changing,
and learning together can do this” (Williams
et al., 2014, p.28).

Adaptive Capacity

To further highlight the importance of dy-
namic systemic unity, a turn to ecology pro-
vides a useful model to explain adaptive cycles.
This framework can best be applied to busi-
ness models to understand the importance of
cultivating a culture of agility, resilience and
adaptive capacity within organizations. Inthe
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Figure 1: The Four Stages of the Adaptive Cycle

early 1970’s, C.S. Holling published his semi-
nal work on resilience thinking where he ap-
plied this concept to the budworms of spruce
forests. he explained that resilient systems
are able to succeed in all stages of growth, de-
velopment, collapse and reorientation (Fath,
Dean, & Katzmair, 2015). Over the past four
decades, this ‘lazy-eight’ resilience model on
system dynamics has been applied to many
fields including education and business as well
as throughout the earth and social sciences.
A representation of the adaptive cycle as ap-
plied to social systems is provided in Figure 1.

The first stage of the adaptive cycle is ‘new
beginning and growth,” where resource avail-
ability increases rapidly as new ideas are gen-
erated, new connections are made, and trust
networks are formed. Diversity and differenti-
ation are vital in this stage, as they provide for
multiple, mini-adaptive cycles and are char-
acterized in human systems since members
with diverse skill-sets and varied talent. The
second stage, or ‘status quo’, enjoys further in-
creasing resources as the system develops in
a more standardized and metered pace. It is
in this stage that institutional memory is cre-
ated, norms are developed, and development
continues on an upward trajectory. Confusion
reigns in the third stage, where an external
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force or disturbance creates a crisis, system
failure or collapse. A resilient and adaptive
system will rely on leadership to prioritize ac-
tions and maintain its vital functions.

This necessary leadership need not be fully
positional and titular; rather, it is in the con-
fusion stage where ‘emergent leaders’ (Fath
et al, 2015) fill key leadership positions dur-
ing the crisis. In his book Catalytic Leader-
ship: Strategies for an Interconnected World,
Jeffrey Luke (1998) calls these key personnel
‘catalytic leaders,” and describes them as hav-
ing strength of character and exemplary per-
sonal integrity, as well as a passion for results.
These crisis-leaders bring with them addition-
al diversity and resources, providing for even
more adaptive pathways that lead the system,
or organization, to the next stage, ‘innovation’.
During the fourth and final stage, the system
now innovates and recreates, relying on its
diverse and differentiated talent to explore al-
ternatives, create and test new ideas. Itis also
in this stage where ‘system memory’ surfaces
and enables regeneration and reorganization
(Fath et al., 2015). Maintaining this organiza-
tional DNA during crises or change is critical
to the success of an organization that wants to
successfully navigate through the adaptive cy-
cle. How an organization does this is through
the critical selection of its people, its greatest
resource.

Human Capital and Talent

Management

In his article, “The Innovation State,” Bon-
villian (2009) wrote about the importance of
talent in innovation-based growth, claiming
that the best innovation occurs when two in-
dispensable factors are present: “research and
development and the talent to staff it” — add-
ing a third factor, the “innovation organiza-
tion, or the institutional elements where tal-
ent and R&D connect”. Those corporations
that can best innovate, regenerate, and reor-
ganize are not dependent on industrialization,
automation or robotics. Rather, the learned
adaptive capability that yields success stems

from talented humans and their myriad, var-
ied skill sets and their ability to employ these
skills at the right time. Human beings bring
with them an intrinsic human dynamism and
their unique ability to sense the environment
in which they operate. In The Agility Factor,
Williams and colleagues note that top-per-
forming organizations, and specifically agile
organizations, perceive “what is happening
in their environment better, faster, and more
reliably than their competitors” (Williams, et..
al., 2014, p.66). In short, the organizations
with the greatest longevity adapt the fastest,
based on the accuracy of their perceptions. The
Agility Factor further defines this perceiving
characteristic with three core actions: sensing
the environment, interpreting environmental
signals and communicating information (Wil-
liams et al., 2014).

In an agile organization, communication
flows equally unhindered both up and down,
as well as through the organization. Ideas are
generated naturally, theories and innovations
are frequently tested, and leaders cultivate
a kinetic environment that feeds off its own en-
ergy while simultaneously breeding enhanced
organizational energy. Aurik, Fabel, and Jonk
(2014) write in their article, “The History of
Strategy and Its Future Prospects,” that three
factors (when combined) result in successful
formulation of strategy. The factors include:
(1) shifting strategic thought from the present
to the future; (2) shifting strategy process from
cascading down to organizationally inclusive;
and (3) aiming for a continuous portfolio of
competitive advantages rather than a single
strategyIn an open environment where com-
munications flows freely both horizontally
and vertically, cross-pollination of ideas oc-
curs across academic disciplines, creating ad-
ditional solutions, innovations and new com-
petitive advantages. The future successful
organizations will compete for talent, hiring
those who think in the future and who are able
to apply their varied skill sets to multiple ef-
forts simultaneously. Williams and colleagues
(Williams et al., 2014) define outperforming
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human performance characteristics as “differ-
entiated,” where employees of outperforming
organizations have the capacity to shift from
one capability set to another, to focus on cur-
rent results and yet simultaneously be able
to develop future strategies (Williams et al.,
2014).

The Importance of Asking ‘What
If?’

It is precisely these differentiated skill sets
and the ability to regroup and innovate follow-
ing a disturbance, unexpected change or cri-
sis that enables top-performing organizations
to adapt, regenerate and project their efforts
in an ever-upward trajectory. The success of
these organizations, however, is not simply
because they are adept at quick adaptation,
but also because these inherent characteristics
enable them to answer a vital question — ev-
ery day, regarding every operation, in every
department, from every potential external fac-
tor, and within all levels of the organization.
Successful organizations are very effective at
answering the most important question, what

if?.

In the book, Great by Choice, Collins and
Hansen (2011) compare successful organiza-
tions with lower performing groups who op-
erate within the same circumstances but with
very different behaviors. They note that lead-
ers in top-performing organizations: “maintain
hypervigilance in good times as well as bad. [They]
constantly consider the possibility that events
could turn against them at any moment. Indeed,
they believe that conditions will — absolutely, with
100 percent certainty — turn against them without
warning, at some unpredictable point in time, at
some highly inconvenient moment” (p.29).

These top leaders maintain hypervigilance
through what the authors call a ‘productive
paranoia,” an organizational trait where suc-
cessful enterprises constantly ask, “What if?”
This hypothetical question is posed at all levels
in the organization and for every possible per-
mutation of external factors that act on their
organization. By constantly asking “what if?,”

successful organizations embody a sense of
preparedness, exhibiting a hypersensitivity to
changing conditions and a flexibility that al-
lows them to quickly and effectively react to
their new environment. This flexibility is not
brittle and weak, but rather, it is like the clay
animation figure, Gumby — strong and lasting,
forever maintaining its identity. The same
holds true for top-performing organizations
— they can bend and flex while staying true to
their core identity and values.

Collins and Hansen provide another key
insight into the necessary organizational char-
acteristics that will generate innovation and
change-directed thinking while maintaining
the necessary discipline to execute program
goals and objectives. He writes that a biprod-
uct of ‘productive paranoia’ is a dual-lens ca-
pability terms “zoom out — zoom in” where
leaders of top-performing organizations “re-
main obsessively focused on their objectives
and hypervigilant about changes in their envi-
ronment; they push for perfect execution and
adjust to changing conditions” (p.114). Lead-
ers zoom out to sense changes in operating en-
vironments and to get the “big picture” of both
local and global events that may affect their
organizations. They then assess the impact
risks of these changes, and finally, leaders of
great organizations zoom in with disciplined
focus to execute the appropriate business and
operating plans.

Conclusions

Operating in today’s global environment of
constant change and uncertainty challenges
organizations to maintain and sustain com-
petitive advantages over their competitors.
The future of strategy itself is uncertain, as the
speed at which business techniques and trends
are evolving out-paces solid strategy develop-
ment. Formulating organizational structures
that generate adaptive capacity will breed ag-
ile enterprises, adept at responding to external
forces, changes and crises. Embedding these
organizations with high-performing talent
with diverse and multiple skill sets, and with
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leaders who can at once both hypothesize in
the future and execute in the present is a plau-
sible model for strategy development that will
endure the ever-changing demands of the fu-
ture.

References

Ammar, O., & Chereau, P. (2018) Business
model innovation from the strategic posture
Perspective: An exploration in manufacturing
SMEs. European Business Review, 30(1), 38-
65.

Aurik, J., Fabel, M., & Gillis, J. (2014). The
History of Strategy and Its Future Prospects.
Retrieved from https://www.atkearney.com/
documents. 10192/4260571/History+of+
Strategy+and+Its+Future+Prospects.
pdf/29f8c6e8-7cdb-4a25-8acc-boc39e4439e1

Bonvillian, W. (2009). The Innovation
State. The American Interest, 4(6).

Collins, J., & Hansen, M.T. (2011). Great by
choice. New York, NY: HarpersCollins.

Fath, B.D., Dean, C.A., & Katzmair, H.
(2015). Navigating the adaptive cycle: an ap-
proach to managing the resilience of social sys-
tems. Ecology and Society, 20 (2).

Kolka, T. (2013). Adaptive Capacity of Busi-
ness Organizations (Unpublished doctoral dis-
sertation). University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam,
The Netherlands.

Luke, J.S. (1998). Catalytic leadership:
Strategies for an interconnected world. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Inc.

Porter, M.E. (1990). The Competitive Ad-
vantage of Nations. Harvard Business Review,
March-April.

Rogers, J.D. (2017). Dynamic trajectories,
adaptive cycles and complexity in culture
change. Journal of Archaeological Method
and Theory, 24(4), 1326-1355.

Rumelt, R. (June 2011). The Perils of Bad
Strategy. Retrieved from https://www.mckinsey.
com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-
finance/our-insights/the-perils-of-bad-strategy

Simpkins, R.A., (2009). How great leaders
avoid disaster: the value of contingency plan-
ning. Business Strategy Series, 10(2), 104-108.

Uhl-Bien, M., Marion, R., & McKelvey, B.
(2007). Complexity Leadership Theory: Shift-
ing leadership from the industrial age to the
knowledge era. The Leadership Quarterly,
18(4), 298-318.

Worley, C. G., Williams, T. D., & Lawler, E.
E. (2014). The Agility Factor: Building

Adaptable Organizations for Superior Per-
formance. Retrieved from https://ebookcen-
tral.proquest.com

36 © Business and Public Administration Studies, 2019, Vol. 12, No. 1



