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About 
Economist Impact

Economist Impact combines the rigour of a think-tank with the creativity 
of a media brand to engage a globally influential audience. We believe 
that evidence-based insights can open debate, broaden perspectives 
and catalyse progress. The services offered by Economist Impact 
previously existed within The Economist Group as separate entities, 
including EIU Thought Leadership, EIU Public Policy, EIU Health Policy, 
Economist Events, EBrandConnect and SignalNoise. 

We are building on a 75-year track record of analysis across 205 
countries. Along with framework design, benchmarking, economic and 
social impact analysis, forecasting and scenario modelling, we provide 
creative storytelling, events expertise, design-thinking solutions and 
market-leading media products, making Economist Impact uniquely 
positioned to deliver measurable outcomes to our clients.
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About this report

Embracing agility in a time of disruption was 
developed by Economist Impact, commissioned 
by Slack. This report draws on Economist Impact 
desk research, expert interviews and primary 
survey data on business agility and workplace 
strategy among UK-based organisations.

Economist Impact bears sole responsibility for 
the content of this report. The findings and 
views expressed herein do not necessarily reflect 
the views of the partners and experts. The 
report was produced by a team of researchers, 
writers, editors and graphic designers, including:

Vaibhav Sahgal, programme lead

Eve Labalme, programme manager 

Destiny Lewis, research analyst

Amanda Simms, writer

Jan Copeman, editor

Susana Ferraz, graphic designer

Expert interview programme

Economist Impact conducted an expert 
interview programme with a number of 
leaders in the UK business and government 
communities in October 2021 with the aim of 
validating our initial hypotheses and guiding our 
research. Our thanks are due to the following 
individuals for their time and valuable insights:

Rebecca Bezzina, R/GA

Angela MacDonald, HM Revenue and Customs

Jonathan Young, FDM Group
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Executive summary

We have just moved into the third year of the 
covid-19 pandemic. While its consequences, 
now hopefully in decline, have reverberated 
throughout every facet of the UK’s economy 
(see Table 1), this is not the first time that 
business continuity has been challenged by 
disruption at this level, nor will it be the last.

Owing to upheaval from the ongoing pandemic 
and a shifting business environment brought 
about by longer-term changes in the way 
companies operate, from digitalisation to the 
rise of regional economies accelerated by supply 
chain disruptions, the importance of resilience, 
adaptability and flexibility has never been 
clearer. As new survey data1 from Economist 
Impact shows, business leaders across the UK 
are recognising the importance of shoring up 
these qualities if their companies are to move 
forward successfully and dexterously. 

Agility is a set of principles encompassing 
how a business operates, and will therefore 
necessarily mean something different to each 
company. However, there are some common 
threads, from establishing a flexible structure 
composed of small teams to adopting next-
generation technology in a meaningful manner 
where communication, collaboration and 
culture can thrive. At its core, though, business 
agility relates to companies becoming more 
fluid and responsive, so that their structure 
and fundamental ways of working enable them 
to pivot to mitigate challenges or leverage 
opportunities.

This Economist Impact report presents the 
business case for agility, provides examples of 
best practices on integrating these principles, 
explores the opinions of business leaders, and 
ultimately provides a guide that can benefit the 
UK business community.

This report’s key findings include:

UK companies are prioritising agility. The 
companies we surveyed recognise that this is a 
vital path, with 67.5% of respondents describing 
agility as more important now than ever. 
Consequently, the majority of companies have 
already taken action, with 69.5% having made 
tangible investments in this direction.

1 Mixed-method survey of 200 UK business leaders and government officials across five industries (financial services, government/public administration, information technology, 
professional services, and retailing/FMCG) conducted from November to December 2021. For details on the survey programme, including the full questionnaire, please refer 
to the appendix.

67.5% of business leaders 
surveyed describe 
agility as more important 
now than ever.
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Gathering the data is only half the 
battle. To inform decisions on restructuring 
operations and what technology should be 
adopted, companies should first acquire 
meaningful data. Although most of our 
respondents were confident in their ability 
to gather such insights—77% said that they 
had the requisite talent and tools—fewer than 
7 in 10 respondents thought they could get 
it in front of the right stakeholders to drive 
effective data-driven decision making. 

A new working reality. Nearly all survey 
respondents (98%) want to or already have 
rethought their office space or deployed 
hybrid working technologies. In addition, 
71.5% were looking to increase their spending 
on digital workspaces. Even though physical 
work spaces are not being phased out, 
business leaders are seeking to overhaul 
how employees work—and collaborative 
technologies will be central to keeping workers 
productive and connected as agile, flexible 
working practices take centre stage.



© The Economist Group 2022

Embracing agility in a time of disruption 7

Introduction

The past two years have not only put legacy 
business practices to the test, but have also 
reinforced the fact that being able to adapt 
quickly to unforeseen challenges is necessary 
to maintain business continuity. As such, fully 
understanding agility and how to integrate 
these practices is not just a nice-to-have, 
it could be the key to flourishing during 
disruption and better working practices for 
business-as-usual periods. 

Existing research highlights a paradox at the 
heart of what makes companies agile: being 
simultaneously dynamic and stable.2 The 
specific practices that allow businesses to 
balance the two vary widely across industries, 
organisations and business units, but 
several common practices or characteristics 
emerge—having a shared purpose and sense 
of vision, alternatively known as a “north star”; 
adopting a flexible structure composed of 
small, flexible teams; rapid cycles of feedback 
and implementation; centring people and 
community; and purposefully adopting next-
generation technology.

A range of positive business outcomes are 
associated with organisational agility. Boosting 
cross-functional collaboration,3 improving 
customer satisfaction and better financial 
performance have also been reported.4 And, 

in the case of some companies, it even leads 
to a competitive advantage. These benefits 
underscore why it’s on the agenda of our survey 
respondents. A clear majority (67.5%) agreed that 
understanding what makes companies agile is 
more important than ever, and 69.5% had already 
made tangible investments in this direction.

While surviving or remaining profitable 
might be seen as the main goals of many UK 
enterprises at present, there were various other 
goals uncovered in our survey. The responses 
revealed a wide spread of desired outcomes. 
Overall, survey data show that the number 
one goal business leaders hope to achieve 
by increasing their organisational agility is 
increasing the pace of implementation for new 
technologies, processes and products. Nearly 
one-third (27.5%) of all respondents named 
this a leading priority. This shared goal may be 
indicative of an economy-wide effort to brace 
against future shifts in or shocks to current ways 
of doing business—for example, preparing for 
sudden onsets of hybrid and remote working 
arrangements when rapid integration of remote 
working technologies is key to maintaining 
business functions and operations. 

The data also show that, as expected, the goals 
business leaders hope to achieve by increasing 
their organisational agility vary by industry 

2 McKinsey, “Agility: It rhymes with stability”, https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/agility-it-rhymes-with-stability
3 Accenture, “The Business Agility Report”, https://www.accenture.com/_acnmedia/PDF-135/Accenture-2020-Business-Agility-Report.pdf  
4 McKinsey, “Enterprise agility: Buzz or business impact?”, https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/enterprise-
agility-buzz-or-business-impact

https://www.accenture.com/_acnmedia/PDF-135/Accenture-2020-Business-Agility-Report.pdf  
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Share reporting (%)

Financial Services

Improved speed of organisational decision-making 82.5

Improved organisational culture 80

Improved capacity for innovation 75

Government/Public Administration

Improved employee retention 87.5

Improved speed of organisational decision-making 80

Improved data-driven decision-making 75

Information Technology

Improved organisational culture 77.5

Improved ability to collaborate 75

Improved capacity for innovation 72.5

Professional Services

Improved organisational culture 75

Improved ability to collaborate 72.5

Improved data-driven decision-making 67.5

Retailing/FMCG

Improved speed of organisational decision-making 60

Improved ability to collaborate 52.5

Improved data-driven decision-making 52.5

(see Figure 1). Within the financial and 
professional services sectors, business leaders 
are hoping to improve the customer experience 
by increasing the flexibility of their organisations: 
32.5% of respondents from the financial services 
sector named this their top priority, while 25% 
of those working in professional services said 
the same. This prioritisation may reflect the 
acknowledgement that many long-established 
working practices such as face-to-face meetings 
and business travel, are no longer necessary for 
business success (and, in many cases, no longer 
feasible). For example, nearly all respondents 
from both industries (97.5% and 100%, 
respectively) reported that their organisation 
is rethinking the way physical offices should be 
used and increasing investment in hybrid work 
technology.

In other sectors, key outcomes business leaders 
are hoping to achieve through improving their 
company’s agility and flexibility include reduced 
time to market, improved workforce recruitment 
and retention, and enhanced innovative 
capacity. It’s clear that there is no single desired 
outcome from agility—and what business 
leaders are hoping to gain is as multifaceted as 
their companies and the industries within which 
they operate.

While survey data clearly show that executives 
across the UK understand the business case for 
increasing organisational agility and flexibility, 
and are steering their firms in the right direction, 
it also highlights that companies face myriad 
impediments to realising agility. Indicating a 
need for further investments in training or 

TABLE 1. Significant changes during covid-19 observed across UK industries
(% of responses to “How have the following aspects of your organisation changed during the covid-19 
pandemic?”, by sector)
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collaboration technology, the key challenges 
highlighted by our survey respondents were 
related to staff—difficulty developing and 
training employees (reported as a top concern 
by 31% of survey respondents) and lack of 
effective co-ordination within and across teams 
and functions (a top concern of 29%). The 

following sections will outline what constitutes 
an agile company and how these attributes can 
be integrated. By doing this, Economist Impact 
hopes to provide a guide from which the UK 
business community can take inspiration and 
assist with designing and implementing their 
own agility enhancement strategies.

FIGURE 1. Top 3 desired outcomes from increasing agility among UK firms by sector
(% of responses to “Which of the following are the most important outcomes for your organisation 
to achieve through efforts to increase business agility?”, by sector)

Source: Economist Impact survey, 2021.

Financial Services

Government/
Public Administration

Information 
Technology

Professional Services

Retailing/FMCG

Increased pace of 
implementation 
(e.g. processes, technologies, 
products)Enhanced 

innovative capacity

27.5%
27.5%

Improved environmental 
sustainability 27.5%

Improved social performance 
(e.g. diversity and inclusion; 
gender equity; racial equity)

27.5%

Improved workforce recruitment 
(attracting top talent, faster onboarding)

25%

Better customer 
experience25%

Increased pace of implementation (e.g. 
processes, technologies, products)

37.5%

Shorter time to market 
for products/services40%

Better customer 
experience32.5

Improved corporate 
governance, compliance 
and risk management

32.5%

Enhanced innovative 
capacity30%

Increased pace of implementation (e.g. 
processes, technologies, products) 30%

Increased integration 
of technologies 32.5%

Improved corporate governance, 
compliance and risk management

32.5%

Improved workforce retention
27.5%
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As UK industry continues to battle with the 
pandemic’s impacts, the case for investing in 
business agility has become increasingly clear. 
The methods and avenues through which 
business leaders can optimally integrate such 
strategies into their core operations will vary 
significantly across sectors, firm sizes, levels 
of globalisation, and a host of other factors. 
Though the precise combination of decisions 
and strategies will be as unique as the firm 
itself, this report, in combination with existing 

research, points toward a set of common factors 
and practices that unite all organisations and 
help unlock agility and flexibility. 

Increasing organisational flexibility and agility 
begins at the top, with a company’s business 
strategy. Successfully agile businesses have 
what many refer to as a “north star” around 
which the organisation rallies, and that serves as 
the cornerstone for strategic alignment across 
the organisation. Although most companies 

I. Writing agility into your 
organisation’s DNA

FIGURE 2. Organisational agility practices among UK firms 
(% of responses to the following statements)

Source: Economist Impact survey, 2021.

Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

My organisation has a clear structure.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

63.5% 27.5% 8%

My organisational structure features clearly-defined roles and responsibilities.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

69% 26% 5%

My organisation actively fosters trust among employees at every level.

68% 26% 6%

69% 26% 4.5%

My organisation encourages experimentation and innovation.

70% 25.5% 3.5%

My organisation fosters a culture of transparency, openness and honesty.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

My organization is hierarchical.

72.5% 24% 3%
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have a well-defined commercial purpose, a 
company’s north star leads both its employees 
and customers to feel personally invested in 
the company mission. It drives engaged and 
committed employees who proactively seek out 
new opportunities, and companies that place 
satisfying their stakeholders at the core of how 
they operate.5

Agile businesses are 
also characterised 
by flexible, 
transparent and 
nimble workforces. In 
such organisations, 
employees can move 
laterally as strategic 
opportunities are 
spotted, allowing the 

enterprise to dynamically shift and adapt to 
market changes. Rapid feedback, transparency 
and improvement loops are central to this 
capability, as they enable business leadership 
to change resources and investment in select 
strategic or innovative initiatives as needed.

Survey data reveals that across key UK business 
sectors, organisational practices have some 
distance to cover. By and large, respondents 
reported progress toward implementing 
agile, flexible practices at the strategic level: 
59% of all survey respondents reported that 
establishing a shared purpose and/or vision 
is a high or business-critical priority for their 
organisation, and 55.5% of respondents’ 
organisational strategies include regularly 

tracking changes in customer preferences and 
the external environment. 

As well as the overall structure, companies 
must look at their organisation on a more 
granular level. When it comes to operational 
practices, 68% of respondents reported 
that their organisation actively fosters trust 
among employees at every level, while 70% 
agreed that their workplace fosters a culture 
of transparency, openness and honesty (see 
Figure 2). However, survey data shows that 
many UK organisations are structured in ways 
that may impede progress toward increasing 
organisational flexibility and dynamism: 
72.5% of survey respondents said that their 
organisation remains hierarchical.

To begin to close this gap, there are several 
tangible strategies available to business leaders 
that will allow them to improve the flexibility 
of their organisations. One such strategy 
is encouraging a shift towards trust-based 
leadership—when employees are trusted to 
work with a high level of autonomy—from the 
top down. People make companies—and the 
employees themselves are one of the foremost 
elements of building agility. There are many 
ways of facilitating agility at this level, but trust 
was a common topic among our interviewees. 
On the subject of remote working, Jonathan 
Young, Group Chief Information Officer of 
FDM Group, noted, “Our staff, virtually without 
exception, [proved] themselves to be completely 
trustworthy and completely capable of working 
as hard and as effectively”. This sentiment was 

5 McKinsey, “The five trademarks of agile organisations”, https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/the-five-trade-
marks-of-agile-organizations 

98% of business leaders 
surveyed are rethinking 

their use of physical offices 
and making investments in 

hybrid work technology.
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reflected by Rebecca Bezzina, SVP Managing 
Director of R/GA London, who commented that 
“if you [place] trust in people, [they] will get work 
done in the best way that suits them”. 

When asked to rank the most important 
employee characteristics, respondents placed 
more emphasis on attributes that are in line 
with adopting agile business strategies than 
personal characteristics. The two highest scoring 
selections were effectively communicating with 
colleagues across functions and levels (35.5%) 
and actively participating in information and 
knowledge sharing (35%), underscoring the 
fact that communication and collaboration 
are at the core of what makes companies 
flexible. Reflecting another central feature of 
flexible businesses uncovered in our research, 
the importance of deploying employees into 
areas of growth, 34% of survey respondents 
listed the ability to adjust quickly to new tasks 
and responsibilities among the top three most 
important employee characteristics.

Another critical element of how a company 
progresses and adapts is their appetite to 
undertake exploratory or innovation-focused 
initiatives. Our respondents are mostly taking 
this on board, with 69% reporting that their 
organisations encourage experimentation and 
innovation.

One of the most widespread changes that 
many office workers experienced during the 
pandemic was moving to working from home. 
Global surveys,6,7 have shown that productivity 
was maintained—or even improved—during 
the lockdowns. Indeed, 65% of our respondents 
said that collaboration improved during the 
pandemic, with 60% reporting productivity 
increases.

Survey data confirm the widely held sense that 
a majority of UK businesses are rethinking their 
previously held balance between in-person 
and remote working for both the near and long 
term (see Figure 3). Nearly all respondents 
to the survey conducted for this study (98%) 

are rethinking the way physical offices should 
be used and investing more in hybrid work 
technology. Of this cohort, 34.5% had already 
made this goal a reality, while 35% were 
actively working towards it. Just 2% had no 
plans to this end at all.

With nearly all surveyed business leaders 
considering changes to their working practices, 
the need to remove the friction caused by 
physical distance between employees will only 
increase. This point was echoed by Angela 
MacDonald, HM Revenue and Customs Deputy 
CEO/Second Permanent Secretary, who noted, 
“As we change our ways of working, we are 

6 Forbes, “How Productive Have Remote Workers Been During Covid?”, https://www.forbes.com/sites/adigaskell/2021/05/31/how-productive-have-remote-workers-been-
during-covid/?sh=746dbbee639e

7 Boston Consulting Group, “Survey Shows Employees Felt Surprisingly Productive During COVID-19”, https://www.bcg.com/press/11august2020-survey-shows-employees-
felt-surprisingly-productive-during-covid-19 

FIGURE 3. UK firms rethink physical workspaces 
(% of responses to “How do you expect your 
organisation’s investments in the following will 
change over the next three years?”)

Source: Economist Impact survey, 2021.

My organisation is rethinking the way physical oces 
should be used, and putting more investment in hybrid 
work technology

This is currently trueThis is a goal

97.5%

63%34.5%
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going to have to think quite deliberately about 
‘how will I communicate?’”

There are several ways to realise this. 
Foremost among these is digital HQs. The 
specific combination of technology needed 
to enable digital HQs will vary with each 
organisation, and could include creating 
virtual workspaces or investing in cloud-based 
collaboration technology, such as interfaces for 
project management, sharing documents or 
communication. But at its core, the digital HQ 
is a place where work flows between people, 
systems, partners and customers. It removes 
the limits of physical walls, giving people the 

flexibility to work where, when and how they 
prefer and ensures a level playing field for 
workers regardless of their physical location, be 
it in an office, at home, or somewhere else.

Indeed, working remotely should not be 
viewed as an inferior version of collaborating 
in the same room in-person, but rather a 
different category with intrinsic benefits. As 
Mrs MacDonald cautions, “We have gained an 
enormous number of things in the way we can 
connect to a much broader cross section of 
the people who work for us, and there is a risk 
that, by simply moving back to more physical 
leadership, we will lose that.”
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Once agility has been established and codified 
as a strategic business goal, the next step 
is identifying suitable supporting tools and 
technologies. These will enable businesses to 
react to changing conditions in a flexible manner. 

Now, more than ever, employee sensing 
(actively seeking feedback from the 
workforce) is a critical capacity for business 
looking to increase the pace of feedback and 
implementation cycles within organisations. 
Ms Bezzina cited the importance of developing 
and maintaining internal feedback loops, 
mentioning that her organisation uses frequent 
surveys to solicit employee feedback. 

In addition to employee sensing, survey data 
highlighted other ways that UK companies 
are gathering the requisite information to 
guide strategic decision-making (see Figure 
4). The most common strategy among 
business leaders surveyed is providing 

opportunities for the leadership to connect 
with employees in small groups or on a 
one-to-one basis (employed by 47.5% of all 
respondents). This is observed across both 
small and large enterprises, showing that 
business leaders continue to emphasise 
interpersonal interaction as companies grow 
in size. Another widely shared method is 
establishing working groups that report to 
executive level management ( implemented by 
46.5% of surveyed leaders). These strategies 
demonstrate that companies still favour direct 
communication over options such as pulse 
check surveys or tracking and monitoring 
processes, which were deployed by only 27.5% 
and 37% of respondents, respectively. 

It is also notable that larger organisations 
are leading the way in maintaining open 
channels of communication between 
employees, managers and leadership—40% 
of business leaders in organisations with 

II. Getting the right 
information and data
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over 250 employees have implemented this 
capability, whereas only 27.4% of leaders in 
smaller organisations (50-249 employees) 
have done the same to date. Encouragingly, 
these leaders are aware of this gap and are 
taking steps to close it: 54.7% of respondents 
in the 50-249-employee category report that 
their firm needs improvement in empowering 
employees with collaborative workplace tools 
and technologies, and 72.6% of respondents 
from this category plan to increase 
investments in workplace technologies over 
the next three years.

Regardless of the method used to gather such 
information, it is clear that honest, accurate 
feedback from customers, employees and 
stakeholders alike is a prerequisite for sound 
decision-making. One potential strategy 
available to agile, flexible enterprises seeking 
this kind of feedback is to switch up the method 
used to solicit this information. If direct feedback 
sessions aren’t yielding the desired results, 
leaders can try anonymous response forms, 
polls, or other methods of asynchronous sensing.

The survey also examined how companies fared 
in creating a supporting environment to assist 
with increasing business flexibility. The areas in 
which the strongest progress was demonstrated 
are assessing employees’ collaborative ability in 

performance evaluations and providing access 
to coaching and mentorship.  Nearly half of all 
respondents reported that their organisation 
needs little to no improvement in these areas. 
In addition to showing progress, however, 
survey data also revealed how much further 
companies have to go in their agility journeys. 
Indicating that business leaders may need to do 
a better job of communicating their north star 
(one of the core tenets of becoming an agile 
organisation), 30% of respondents said that 
incorporating core values into goal-setting and 
performance evaluation needed significant or 
much improvement. This was, by far, the area 
with the most room for improvement, coming 
in six percentage points ahead of the second 
most common response, which was providing 
opportunities to socialise, collaborate and 
innovate (23.5%). This indicates that focusing 
on creating, defining and communicating 
company culture may prove key for many 
UK organisations as they strive for agility and 
flexibility moving forward.

Putting new arrangements in place is just the 
beginning. It’s also imperative for companies to 
understand how effective these are and learn 
from past mistakes. As Ms Bezzina summarises, 
“We have to remember that sometimes we 
have to break the cycle if we’re struggling with 
a problem”.

FIGURE 4. Information and data collection practices by firm size 
(% of responses to “Which of the following methods does your organisation employ to gather data to 
inform its workplace strategy?”, by firm size)

Source: Economist Impact survey, 2021.

Small or one-to-one meetings between 
management and employees

Working groups to report to 
executive-level management

Data purchased from a third party

Customer activity monitoring

Organisational process tracking and 
monitoring

Open channels of communication 
between employees, managers and 

leadership

Regular employee surveys

Town halls (including Q&A)

0% 37.5%25%12.5% 50%

Small and medium firms (50-249 employees) Medium to large firms (250+ employees)

12.4%
9.5%

27.4%
27.6%

27.4%
40%

36.2%
37.9%

36.2%
40%

41%

44.8%

35.8%

48.4%

46.7%
48.4%
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However important data collection is in enabling 
decision-making, it is only one piece of the 
puzzle—to influence decision-making, this 
data also needs to be analysed and shared. 
Encouragingly, 77% of respondents agreed that 
they had the talent and tools needed to translate 
data into useful insights. When it comes to 
utilisation, however, a significantly lower share 
of survey respondents (67.5%) report being able 

to effectively use those data-driven insights 
to inform business decisions. An even lower 
percentage (60.5%) are confident in their ability 
to implement plans and strategies quickly and 
effectively. The observed gap between capacity 
and implementation emerges as a significant 
area for improvement among UK firms across 
sectors. This could indicate that while UK 
business leaders are largely able to process 

III. Turning information 
into action

FIGURE 5. Agile data collection and utilisation capabilities among UK firms 
(% of responses to the following statements)

Source: Economist Impact survey, 2021.

Agree Disagree

Neither Don't know

My organisation collects useful data 
across all aspects of our organisation

69.5%

1.5%

26.5%

2.5%

My organisation is able to process 
our data quickly and e�ectively

72.5%

0.5%

23%

4%

My organisation has the talent and 
tools needed to translate our data into 

useful insights.

77%

0.5%

20%

2.5%

My organisation is e�ective at using 
data-driven insights to inform our 

strategy and operations. 

67.5%

1%

27%

4.5%

Once my organisation has decided on a 
course of action, it is able to quickly and 

e�ectively put this plan into action.

60.5%

0.5%

29%

10%
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data quickly and efficiently, they still lack the 
technological or organisational capacity to 
disseminate the insights from those processes to 
relevant stakeholders.

What happens next is finding the right 
solutions. Agile, flexible companies are 
able to shift and transform themselves by 
carefully choosing next-generation enabling 
technology. This could come in the form of cloud 
productivity applications, smart displays, open 
communication channels, continuous learning 
tools or real-time big data analytics solutions, 
among others. 

As evidenced by the rapid transition to online 
or otherwise remote working during the 
pandemic, digital technologies are essential 
to coping with and adapting to unforeseen 
business challenges. Survey data reflect this 
reality, showing that business leaders across 
the UK are depending on technological 
solutions not only to weather the ongoing 
pandemic, but also to lead the way forward 
towards flexibility and agility in the future. 
When asked to rank the technologies 
most helpful in increasing agility, 28.5% of 
respondents ranked business intelligence 
and shared dashboard tools among their top 
three most useful tools. Twenty-five percent 
of respondents reported that project and 
workflow management platforms were among 
the most helpful enabling technologies, and 
25% ranked business messaging applications 
in their top three choices. The widespread 
prioritisation of these technologies reflects 
the importance of improving collaboration 
between people working from different 
locations, organisations and cross-functional 
teams, both now and in the future.

Correspondingly, our interviewees found 
technological solutions essential both to staying 
afloat during the pandemic and to thinking 
strategically about how to adapt and evolve 
moving forward. Ms Bezzina noted, “If it wasn’t 
for the technology stack that we had going 
into the pandemic, we wouldn’t have survived. 
We’ve got very sophisticated tools that allow 
us to communicate and collaborate, but now 
we’re looking to push that further, using a 
mix of digital and physical tools and services 
to ensure everyone’s on the same playing 
field.” She added that streamlining internal 
communication resulted in tangible benefits for 
her organization. “Such an outlook,” she reports, 
“has allowed us become closer than ever as a 
network and as a company that truly operates 
with no boundaries. Since the beginning of 
the pandemic, we’ve seen a 140% increase 
in network collaboration, with many more of 
our projects having talent in multiple offices. 
That is possible because of the technologies 
and systems that we have in place, but most 
importantly because of our culture and people.”

Our interviewees also highlighted an 
unintentional benefit stemming from these 
digital channels: more democratic dialogue. 
“Everybody has the right to talk”, noted Mr 
Young, who also said that features like the chat 
function or being able to ‘put your hand up’ 
on video conferencing give people a variety of 
options to interact. Likewise, Mrs MacDonald 
says, “You realise the very traditional way that 
businesses have run themselves are not very 
inclusive—they are not easy to access. You don’t 
get the chance to make the most of all that 
different experience. Also, people don’t come to 
work for you if they think you are not inclusive.”
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The pandemic has made agility’s importance 
evident. Our interviewees underscored the fact 
that their organisations or teams had performed 
better than expected during the pandemic. “We 
were still able to produce really high-quality 
work”, commented Ms Bezzina. 

The past two years have demonstrated that 
business agility can allow companies to not 
only adjust to usual market fluctuations—but 
also to flourish during disruption. Take Airbnb, 
for instance. With global lockdowns and travel 
restrictions taking hold in early 2020, bookings 
plunged by 70% and its value halved.8 However, 
the company acted rapidly in uncertain 
circumstances. It raised capital, enforced 
rigorous cleaning standards and focused on 
new, profitable opportunities, among other 
actions, culminating in Airbnb’s revenue 
recovering by year-end.9

Survey respondents expect diverse outcomes 
from agility. Although there were two clear 
leaders, increased integration of technologies 
(ranked a top desired outcome by 24% of 
survey respondents) and increased pace of 
implementation (ranked a top outcome by 
27.5%), the seven options that followed were 
fairly evenly favoured. These choices ranged 
from improved environmental sustainability 
(20%) to better social performance (19.5%). 

These results demonstrate that there is no 
one-size-fits-all method to becoming agile. 
Consequently, companies should not seek 
merely to replicate each other’s strategies, 
but should instead focus on developing and 
deploying their own unique set of tools, 
strategies and technologies to achieve their 
specific end goals.

Rethinking office space is another crucial 
element, as indicated by the fact that 98% of 
survey respondents are rethinking their use 
of physical offices and making investments in 
hybrid work technology, and around 10.5% 
are looking to decrease their spending on in-
person workplaces. Although the latter figure 
is a minority, the finding is still significant when 
extrapolated across the broader sample of 
enterprises in the UK. 

At the same time, 71.5% were looking to 
increase their spending on digital workspaces—
showing that, even though physical spaces will 
largely be kept, business leaders are seeking to 
overhaul how employees work (see Figure 6). 
Digital workspaces can be supported by a range 
of enabling technologies, but at their core is a 
unified interface that allows employees to easily 
access the tools, data and people they need 
to do their work regardless of location, as well 
as allowing for better collaboration with team 

8 Forbes, “How Airbnb Survived The Pandemic—And How You Can Too”,
  https://www.forbes.com/sites/deniselyohn/2020/11/10/how-airbnb-survived-the-pandemic--and-how-you-can-too/?sh=56ef17d19384
9 Harvard Business Review, “6 Principles to Build Your Company’s Strategic Agility”,
  https://hbr.org/2021/09/6-principles-to-build-your-companys-strategic-agility

IV. Call to action
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members across divisions and organisational 
workspaces. They are also increasingly providing 
an area for organisations’ unique cultures to 
develop and thrive when team members and 
teams work within the office and remotely.

In terms of ongoing investment, 70.5% of survey 
respondents expect to increase spending on 
data processing and management over the 
next three years. This could signal upcoming 
digitalisation initiatives or gathering the requisite 
data needed for deploying agility. However, as 
32% of respondents were not positive about 
their ability to get data and insights in front of 

the right stakeholders, effective communication 
should be front of mind.

Indeed, leveraging this data in the right way 
could not only be crucial for finding out 
what works best in terms of agility, it could 
also facilitate hiring decisions and long-term 
strategic planning, among plenty of other 
areas. With digitalisation front of mind for 
many business leaders over the past decade, 
technology companies have developed a variety 
of applications for effectively turning data into 
actionable insights.

FIGURE 6. Share of leaders surveyed planning to increase investment in select business 
tools, technologies and strategies 
(% of responses to “How do you expect your organisation’s investments in the following will change 
over the next three years?”)

Source: Economist Impact survey, 2021.
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Conclusion

While the end of the latest wave of the pandemic appears to be in sight, 
ongoing disruption is inevitable. Whether it is climate change, political 
instability or another unforeseen crisis, business leaders should be prepared 
for anything.

Agility can support business preparedness. Business leaders in the 
UK are not only highly aware of this fact, but are making investments 
across a range of areas—particularly workplace technologies and data 
processing. However, agility is an ongoing journey that will be different 
for each organisation.

Incorporating new technologies and rethinking organisational structure and 
processes are common levers that will go a long way towards improving 
agility, but people and culture are also vital. Creating an open, innovative 
culture that encourages autonomy and risk-taking without fear of reprisal is 
the other side of the coin, as is demonstrating trust for employees.

As such, business leaders should pay attention to empowering their 
workforce with the right digital tools, as well as recruiting top talent and 
cultivating the company culture. As Mr Young commented, you don’t need 
to constantly give directives or engage in round-the-clock supervision, “if 
you’ve hired the right people and created the right culture”.

Investing in increased business agility makes good business sense. It could 
mean the difference between failure and success now, as well as provide 
a better working environment for employees while enhancing creativity. 
We have witnessed what happens when companies are forced to innovate 
through becoming agile in order to survive. It begs the question: what else 
could be achieved in future if the right foundations are set now?
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Appendix A: 
Survey Methodology & Questionnaire

Survey configuration methodology 

Slack commissioned Economist Impact to conduct a survey of 200 UK business leaders and 
government officials of equivalent role across five key sectors: financial services, government/public 
administration, information technology, professional services, and retailing/FMCG. Through this 
survey programme, we have developed a unique data set capturing the opinions and attitudes of UK 
business leaders and decision-makers regarding organisational agility and flexibility. 

The 15-minute survey was conducted using a mixed methodology (online and computer-assisted 
telephone interviews [CATI]) in November and December 2021. The survey sample included 
representation across two company size brackets, based on workforce size: 47.5% firms with 50-249 
employees and 52.5% firms with 250 or more employees. In terms of sector distribution, respondents 
were evenly split, with 20% of respondents from companies in the financial services business, 20% 
from government/public administration, 20% from information technology, 20% from professional 
services, and 20% from retailing/FMCG. To participate in the survey, respondents were screened for 
involvement in and/or influence over business strategy decision-making.
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Survey results

All figures represent % of respondents. Figures may not add up to 100% in some cases due to 
rounding or because more than one option could be selected.

1. In which location are you based?

3A. Which of the following best describes your level 
of seniority in your role? (Government/Public 
Administration)

3B. Which of the following best represents your job 
title? (FMCG, Financial Services, Information Technology, 
Professional Services, Retailing)

2.  What is your organisation’s primary industry?

United Kingdom 100%

Senior level – you have a significant influence or final authority on 
most or all decisions related to your department or area of focus

100%

VP/Director

Managing Director/EVP/SVP

Other C-suite

Chief Sales O�cer (CSO) or equivalent

Chief Technology O�cer (CTO) or equivalent

Chief Marketing O�cer (CMO) or equivalent

Chief Human Resource O�cer (CHRO) or equivalent

Chief Operations O�cer (COO) or equivalent

Chief Executive O�cer (CEO) or equivalent

Board member/Chairperson

20.6%

18.8%

3.8%

3.8%

8.8%

8.1%

8.1%

9.4%

9.4%

9.4%

Fast-moving 
consumer goods

9%

Financial services 20%

Government/
Public administration

20%

Information Technology 20%

Professional services 20%

Retailing 11%
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4. What is your primary function in your organisation? 
(Other c-suite, Managing Director/EVP/SVP/VP, VP/Director)

6. To what extent are you involved in or have 
influence over decision-making as it relates to your 
organisation’s business strategy?

5. To the best of your knowledge, how many people are 
employed in your organisation?

General management

Human resources

IT/technology

Marketing

Operations

Sales

Strategy

14.5%

5.8%

23.2%

24.6%

13%

11.6%

7.2%

50 – 249

250 – 499

500 – 999

1,000 – 1,499

1,500 – 4,999

5,000 or more

47.5%

11%

12%

12%

11.5%

6%

I have influence 23%

I am a decision maker 53.5%

I am the final decision maker 23.5%
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Category 1: Strategy

7.  To what extent does your organisation’s business strategy prioritise the following?

Not a priority Low priority Medium priority Business critical priorityHigh priority Not sure

Attracting and retaining top talent

7,5% 33% 31.5% 28%

Empowering all employees

18.5%39%32.5%10%

Establishing a shared purpose and/or vision

1%26.5%32.5%22%18%

Fast and flexible resource allocation processes

0.5%34.5%30%28%7%

Fostering collaboration between teams and functions

0.5%19.5%40.5%26%13.5%

Fostering collaboration with external stakeholders and partners

1.5%23.5%32%25.5%17.5%

Providing greater flexibility in when and where employees work

1%26%33.5%27%12.5%

Regularly tracking changes in customer preferences and the external environment

22%33.5%27%17%0.5%

Seeking stakeholder feedback and input (e.g. through product reviews, crowdsourcing, hackathons)

1%33%26%26%14%

Using rapid, data-driven learning cycles

22.5%29.5%30.5%16%1.5%
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8.  How have the following aspects of your organisation changed during the covid-19 pandemic?

Worsened significantly Worsened somewhat No change Improved significantlyImproved somewhat Don't know

Ability to collaborate

Capacity for innovation

Customer retention

Customer satisfaction

Data-driven decision making

Employee productivity

Employee retention

Employee satisfaction

Organisational culture

Speed of organisational decision making

12% 22.5% 32.5% 32.5%

25%

25%

25%

26%

24.5%

30.5%

25.5%

27%

34%

41%26.5%

30%

33.5%

33.5%

31.5%

26.5%

28%

24.5%

24%

23.5%

30.5%

30.5%

35%

35%

37.5%

43.5%

39.5%

7.5%

7.5%

7.5%

7.5%

6.5%

9%

9.5%

8%

7%

0.5%

0.5%

0.5%

2%

1%

4.5%

2%

1%

1%

0.5%

0.5%
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9.  How do you expect your organisation’s investments in the following will change over the next three years?

10.  Which of the following are the most important outcomes for your organisation to achieve through efforts    
to increase business agility?

Decrease significantly Decrease somewhat Remain the same Increase significantlyIncrease somewhat Don't know

Business intelligence and analytics

Data collection

Data processing and management

Digital workspaces and/or digital headquarters

Employee development

In-person workspaces

Talent acquisition

Workplace technologies

5.5% 25% 44% 25% 0.5%

1%

5.5% 22% 40% 32% 0.5%

0.5%

25% 35% 35.5%

0.5%

4.5%

22.5% 35.5%

35.5%

36%5%

1%26%

26%

44% 26.5%

1% 28%9.5% 33.5% 28%

27%2.5% 39% 31%

34%

2%

4.5%

Better customer experience

Improved environmental sustainability

Improved sharing of information across the organisation

Improved corporate governance, compliance and risk management

Enhanced innovative capacity

Shorter time to market for products/ services

Increased integration of technologies

Increased pace of implementation (e.g. processes, technologies, products)

19.5%

27,5%

23.5%

23.5%

20%

Improved workforce recruitment (attracting top talent, faster onboarding)

Improved social performance (e.g. diversity and inclusion; gender equity; racial equity)

18%

Greater workforce productivity

Improved workforce retention

Improved business resilience

Faster decision making

Greater flexibility in when and where employees work

17.5%

16.5%

15.5%

15%

14%

19.5%

20%

22.5%

24%
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11.  Please consider the following statements about your organisation’s workplace strategies 
(e.g. Hybrid or flexible working arrangements, fully in-person or remote working, etc.). 

12.  To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 

My organisation has the necessary tools to understand the e�ectiveness of strategies (e.g. employee sensing tools, forums, KPIs)

My organisation is rethinking the way physical o�ces should be used, and putting more investment in hybrid work technology

My organisation makes changes to workplace strategies and existing policies to incorporate past learnings

Once implemented, workplace strategies are tested against how well they help the organisation achieve specific business goals and/or outcomes

Workplace strategies are designed to have progressive testing steps with clearly defined time limits

Workplace strategies are fully integrated with our organisation's overall vision/mission in mind

This is not a goal for my organisation This is a goal, but my organisation is not yet developing this capacity

This is a goal and my organisation is developing this capacity This is currently true of my organisation Don't know

23.5%0.5% 38.5% 37% 0.5%

28%2%

2%

35% 34.5% 0.5%

20.5%3.5% 35% 40.5% 0.5%

22% 37% 38.5% 0.5%

38.5% 0.5%

30%1.5% 32.5% 36%

23%1.5% 36.5%

Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Strongly AgreeAgree Don't know

Improving business agility is critical for my organisation

My organisation makes tangible investments to improve our agility

Organisational agility is more important now than ever before

Workplace strategies are more e�ective if they are evaluated and improved more frequently

22% 33% 31%

33.5%

33.5%

36.5%

36%

34%

35%

25%

30%

23.5%

4%

2.5%

0.5%

1.5%

1.5%3.5%

10.5%3%
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Category 2: Process

13.  To what extent would you agree or disagree with the following statements regarding your 
company’s/organisation’s organisational structure? 

My organisation actively fosters trust among employees at every level

My organisation encourages experimentation and innovation

My organisation fosters a culture of transparency, openness and honesty

My organisation has a clear structure

My organisation is hierarchical

Our organisational structure features clearly-defined roles and responsibilities

6% 26% 32.5% 35.5%

35.5%

32.5%

33.5%

29.5%

28%

39.5%

36.5%

36.5%

44.5%

28%

26%

26%

24%

25.5%

27.5%

4.5%

8%

3.5%

3%

0.5%

0.5%

1%

1%

5%

Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Strongly AgreeAgree Don't know

14.  What are the main challenges to improving business agility in your organisation?

Lack of e�ective communication

Lack of compatibility with current processes and systems

Di�culty hiring and/or allocating dedicated sta�/resources

Lack of knowledge around e�ective processes

Lack of e�ective coordination within and across teams/functions

Di�culty developing and training employees
31%

28.5%

27%

Cost of implementing changes

Length of time to implement changes

Conflicting priorities among di�erent teams/functions

Lack of su�cient tools or technologies

Lack of buy-in from leadership

Lack of employee buy-in

26.5%

26%

25.5%

19.5%

12%

11.5%

28.5%

29%

29%
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15.  Which of the following attributes has your organisation implemented, 
or is planning to implement, to increase business agility?

16.  Which of the following methods does your organisation employ to gather data to inform 
its workplace strategy?

Clear and measurable performance goals for employees

Clear communication channels between levels of management

Continuous learning and evaluation procedures

Quick and e�cient decision making processes across teams

Rapid iteration and experimentation

Standardised ways of working between teams

38.5% 36%

36%

33.5%

33%

33%

38%

26%

20.5%

27.5%

25.5%

23.5%

26%

24%

29%

38%

35%

41%

31%

36.5%

31%

4%

6%

7.5%

3.5%

2.5% 2.5%

2%

1%

1%

1.5%

0.5%

2.5%

3%

Transparency and information sharing between cross-functional teams, external partners and third-party vendors

Have not implemented and not planning to implement Have not yet implemented but planning to implement

Testing or piloting Have implemented Not sure

Opportunities for executive level management to meet employees 
in small groups or on a one-to-one basis

Working groups to report to executive level management

Data purchased from a third party

Customer activity monitoring

47.5%

38%

38.5%

Open channels of communication between employees, 
managers and leadership

Organisational processes tracking and monitoring

Regular employee surveys (eg “pulse-check” surveys)

Town halls (including Q&A)

11%

27.5%

34%

37%

46.5%
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Category 3: People

17.  Which of the following are the most important employee characteristics 
for building an agile organisation?

18.  To what extent does your organisation need to improve in the following 
areas to increase business agility? 

Assessment of employees’ collaborative ability in performance evaluations

Empowering employees with collaborative workplace tools and technologies

Incorporating organisation’s core values into goal-setting and performance evaluation

Incorporating training into employees’ schedules

Providing access to coaching and  mentorship programs

Providing opportunities to socialise, collaborate and innovate

16.5% 33.5% 29% 17.5% 3.5%

0.5%

15.5% 4%

4%

4%

4%

4%

15%

18%

19.5%

26%

32.5%

32%

33.5%

27.5%

25%

35.5%

28.5%

32%

30%

37%

12.5%

13.5%

14.5%

12.5%

19%

No improvement needed Little improvement needed Some improvement needed

Much improvement needed Significant improvement needed Don't know

E�ective communication with colleagues across functions and levels

Actively participates in the sharing of information and knowledge

Ability to adjust quickly to new tasks and responsibilities

E�cient completion of core tasks to a high level of quality

34%

35%

33.5%

Makes data-driven decisions

33.5%

32%

Open to continuous appraisal and feedback

32%

Ability to perform in multiple capacities across levels and projects

29.5%

Collaboration with team members

28%

35.5%

Proactively seeks out opportunities to contribute 
to organisational success
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19.  In your opinion, which of the following are the most effective metrics 
for evaluating workforce effectiveness?

Productivity (output over time spent)

Response rates to employee satisfaction surveys

Employee engagement

Employee satisfaction

Employee retention rates

Employee lifetime value

Absenteeism

58%

47.5%

46%

38.5%

38.5%

36.5%

24.5%
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21.  To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements as it relates to your organisation?

Category 4: Technology

20.  Which of the following technologies are most useful in increasing business agility?

My organisation collects useful data across all aspects of our organisation

My organisation ensures that useful data and insights are shared with all relevant stakeholders across our organisation

My organisation has the talent and tools needed to translate our data into useful insights

My organisation is able to process our data quickly and e�ectively

My organisation is e�ective at using data-driven insights to inform our strategy and operations

Once  my organisation has decided on a course of action it is able to quickly and e�ectively put this plan into action

2.5%

2.5%

5.5%

4.5%

4%

10%

26.5% 33.5% 36% 1.5%

0.5%

0.5%

0.5%

0.5%

1%

33.5%

35.5%

31%

32%

31.5%

34%

29%

41.5%

35.5%

41.5%

26.5%

20%

23%

27%

29%

Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree Strongly Agree Don't know

Business intelligence and shared dashboard tools

Project and workflow management platforms

Business Messaging applications

Time management optimisation tools

25%

25%

23.5%

Data and information protection tools (backups, data loss prevention)

23%

Real-time big data analytics solutions

23%

Process automation

23%

Modern mobile devices (smartphones, laptops)

23%

Advanced connectivity solutions (4G, 5G, Wi-fi6)

20.5%

Continuous learning tools (e.g., Massive Open Online Courses)

20%

Artificial intelligence solutions

19%

Secure ID and access management tools (VPN, conditional access)

18%

Cloud storage and sharing

14.5%

VR communication platforms

11%

28.5%



© The Economist Group 2022

Embracing agility in a time of disruption 33

While every effort has been taken to verify the accuracy of this 
information, Economist Impact cannot accept any responsibility or 
liability for reliance by any person on this report or any of the information, 
opinions or conclusions set out in this report. The findings and views 
expressed in the report do not necessarily reflect the views of the sponsor.
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