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You have probably seen the term “agile” 
bounced around boardrooms, littered 

throughout company planning documents 
and featured in every business publication so 
often that it’s tempting to file it away in that 
space of our brains reserved for white noise.

But I implore you to pay attention. 

As is the way with many “buzz” concepts, 
agile has soared to the top of business 
agendas for a reason. Agile, when done 
well, can fuel sustainable innovation and 
propel businesses forward. It can foster the 
conditions for speed, flexibility and intelligent 
progression required to thrive in this volatile, 
uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA) 
world.  Recent studies show that some of 
agile’s meaning, core principles and practices 
have been lost in the excitement of the new, 
resulting in less than transformational results 
[1]. To bring agile out of the abstract realm, 
the key is knowing how to put the concept 
into practice.

Agile Innovation

Last month, I was delighted to catch 
Professor Mohanbir Sawhney of the Kellogg 
School of Management’s presentation at the 
World Business Forum in Sydney. The theme 
was Be Beta: thriving in a permanent state 
of “beta” or continuous change. Professor 
Sawhney’s piece was an insightful exploration 
into agile innovation in practice.  He proffered 
easily applicable strategies for bringing agile 
practices to life [2].

Sawhney suggested that the successful 
implementation of agile innovation hinged on 
three core priorities: 

• Agile development;
• Organisational ambidexterity, and;
• Collaborative innovation.

He added that these key concepts must be 
brought to life by:

• Process;
• Structure, and;
• People.

Process: Agile Development

“Agility might be said to be encountering 
all the problems so early and so often that 
the effort to fix them is less than the pain of 
enduring them.” 
Ron Jeffries

The process of agile is well written about, 
but for the sake of clarity: Agile hails from 
the software development world and is an 
approach to project management that divides 
projects into iterative bursts in order to fuel 
rapid innovation, continuous learning and 
evolution [3]. Unlike traditional methods, 
the agile methodology involves small, self-
organising, cross-functional teams working 
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on bite-sized sprints of planning, design, 
launch and measurement that last between 
two - four weeks. The process is short, so 
it boosts speed of innovation, and cyclical, 
so the organisation is able to constantly 
adapt and improve – which is key in this ever 
changing landscape.

Professor Sawhney offered several great tips 
to help bring this process to life:

• Prioritise sprints by looking to customer 
requirements and focusing on growth; 

• Empower teams with the skills and 
autonomy needed to innovate quickly; 

• Agile is a mindset first and a behaviour 
second - we must build a customer-
focused, value-driven, collaborative, 
curious and growth mindset or the 
process will fall through

• Keep the lines of communication open – 
transparency and C-suite collaboration is 
essential;

• Stick to the process and keep it bite-
sized;

• Set up your workspace for collaboration 
and open communication.

Structure: Organisational Ambidexterity

“The test of first-rate intelligence is the 
ability to hold two opposed ideas in mind 
at the same time and retain the ability to 
function.” 
F Scott Fizgerald

Many leaders view the competing demands of 
innovation and maintaining the core business 
as a case of either/or. But by holding the 
tension of opposites, as Jungian as it sounds, 
organisations can achieve both competing 
strategies simultaneously [4].  This is the 
essence of ambidexterity. The “left hand” 
of the business explores new opportunities 
through innovation units while the “right 
hand” exploits existing assets to maximise 
business performance and drive the profit 
required to keep it all going.

 
Exploitation:

Efficiency, productivity, stability, cash-flow

  
Exploration:

Discovery, embracing variation, new frontiers 
and technology, innovation

Professor Sawhney explained that 
ambidexterity is the key to successfully 
adapting an agile approach in current 
businesses, which are not set up to innovate. 
It grounds the riskier strategies of pursuing 
new frontiers in the stability afforded by core 
business performance success and a steady 
profit stream. This ambidextrous structure 
configures and re-configures organisational 
resources around opportunities, both 
emerging and current.  
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Amazon is one example of an organisation 
that does ambidexterity well — maintaining 
momentum with its core business, but 
running continuous experiments to solidify 
its place as one of the most innovative 
organisations in recent years [5]. As CEO Jeff 
Bezos writes in his letter to shareholders:

“Some decisions are consequential and 
irreversible or nearly irreversible—one-way 
doors—and these decisions must be made 
methodically, carefully, slowly, with great 
deliberation and consultation... We can call 
these Type 1 decisions. But most decisions 
aren’t like that—they are changeable, 
reversible—they’re two-way doors. If you’ve 
made a suboptimal Type 2 decision, you don’t 
have to live with the consequences for that 
long...Type 2 decisions can and should be 
made quickly by high judgment individuals 
or small groups. As organizations get larger, 
there seems to be a tendency to use the 
heavy-weight Type 1 decision-making 
process on most decisions, including many 
Type 2 decisions. The end result of this is 
slowness, unthoughtful risk aversion, failure 
to experiment sufficiently, and consequently 
diminished invention.”[6]

Professor Sawhney offered the following tips 
for embracing ambidexterity:

• Begin innovating outside of the core 
structure of the business initially 

• Staff these units with high potential team 
members

• Have innovation units report directly to 
the CEO

• Have different KPIs and milestone-based 
metrics

• Be led by the overarching purpose and 
vision

• Be transparent - communicate often and 
frequently 

People: Collaborative Innovation

“Switch your thinking from “’the lab is my 
world’ to ‘the world is my lab’” 
Mohanbir Sawhney

Professor Sawhney’s final point rested on 
fostering an innovation ecosystem through 
collaboration.  Emerging research confirms 
that collaboration can no longer just happen 
within the confines of organisational 
boundaries. Indeed, a great deal of our recent 
work at Performance Frontiers has centered 
on “partnering” and building our clients’ 
capability for seizing opportunities both 
within and outside of organisational walls in 
order to maximise value creation.  Professor 
Sawhney calls this switching from invention 
to connection mode: harnessing the power 
of networks to tap into the global brain, get 
access to new ideas faster, and improve 
outcomes through shared resources.

Professor Sawhney offered the following tips 
for building an innovation ecosystem:

• Consider opportunities for collaboration 
within organisation networks such as 
universities, science bodies, NGOs, 
government agencies, customer groups 
and joint ventures.
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• Crowdsourcing – invite ideas from 
customers, teams and networks;

• Innomediation – bridge the gap to 
opportunities you can’t access/see by 
tapping the innovation marketplace, 
or engaging intermediaries who can 
facilitate the right connections;

• Scouting – search for and discover the 
people who can help you innovate by 
setting up opportunities for them;

• From Performance Frontiers’ work on 
partnering, we would also add that 
fostering a culture of entrepreneurship 
is essential – ensuring team members at 
all levels are confident “intrapreneurs”, 
empowered and skilled in identifying and 
leveraging all opportunities for innovation.

Through embracing agile processes, building 
ambidexterity into organisational architecture 
and establishing an innovation ecosystem, 
organisations can move beyond the buzz and 
truly be agile, innovative and thrive in a state 
of Beta.
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