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AGILE sounded good before. Now, it is an imperative.  
 

  

Agile, agile, agile. That’s been a business mantra for years now. Agile 

organizations are designed to be fast, resilient, and adaptable—exactly the 

qualities needed to meet the operating and business-model challenges 

unleashed by the COVID-19 crisis. 

The model. In “The five trademarks of agile organizations,” we broke down 

how organizations can create this stable yet dynamic model. That 2018 advice 

holds true in crisis: set a “North Star”–style shared purpose, empower 

networks of teams to decide quickly and learn from mistakes, and ignite 

passion with a dynamic personnel model. 

Faster and better. In responding to the current crisis, many companies have 

had to increase the speed of their decision making while improving productivity 

and using tech and data in new ways. These shifts have worked: organizations 

in a wide range of sectors and geographies have accomplished difficult tasks 

and achieved positive results in record time by working faster and managing 

better. Examples include a global telco that retrained 1,000 store employees to 
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conduct sales meetings by video in three weeks and an industrial factory that 

ran at more than 90 percent capacity with 40 percent of its workforce. 

Crisis mode. Our research has shown that companies with agile practices 

already embedded in their operating models have managed the impact of the 

COVID-19 crisis better than their peers have. We analyzed 25 companies 

across seven sectors that have undergone or are currently undergoing an agile 

transformation. According to their self-assessments, almost all of their agile 

business units responded better than their nonagile units to the shocks 

associated with the pandemic by measures of customer satisfaction, employee 

engagement, and operational performance. 

Executives told us that their agile teams have continued their work almost 

seamlessly after the shock, without substantial productivity setbacks. In 

contrast, many nonagile teams struggled to transition, reprioritize their work, 

and be productive in the new remote setup. 

Agile leadership. Since the COVID-19 crisis began, we have seen the 

performance edge among organizations and leaders with adaptable 

management and strong capabilities. Many of the companies that have battled 

successfully in the crisis have done so from a wartime footing—what former 

US secretary of defense General James Mattis, in a discussion with McKinsey, 

referred to as operating “at the speed of relevance.” 

Of middles and mindsets. Now, as the world feels its way toward recovery, 

the risk is that inertia will set in, along with a longing for a return to the 

operating style of earlier days. In our conversations with CEOs, we are struck 

by stories of how some young middle managers are defying the problems and 

frustrations of this difficult period. Only by advancing new cadres of adaptive, 

resilient leaders, as well as a middle bench fluent in technology that cuts 

across silos, will companies be able to work with the speed and impact 

necessary. Time for some battlefield promotions. 
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