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Executive 
summary

Driven by ever greater globalisation and 
technological innovation as well as rocketing 
consumer expectations, Europe’s businesses 
need to move faster. In a survey of 461 senior 
executives based in Europe, 73% of respondents 
believe that their companies will need to be 
faster in order to adapt to changing business 
conditions. This Economist Intelligence Unit 
briefi ng paper, sponsored by Ricoh, looks at how 
well European companies are responding to the 
challenges of enhancing agility and speed and 
what steps they should take to do better. Drawing 
on the survey, in-depth interviews with seven 
corporate leaders and academic experts as well 
as extensive desk research, the main fi ndings 
are as follows. 

European companies show a worrying 
overconfi dence about speed and agility. Just 
46% of those surveyed believe that the ability 
to carry out rapid organisational change is 
extremely or signifi cantly important. The 
majority of companies which acknowledge that 
they will need to be faster in future nevertheless 
still tend to believe they only need a slight 
improvement. Worse still, most companies 
surveyed believe they are faster and nimbler than 
their competitors, describing themselves as agile 
speedboats and their peers as slow, unwieldy 
supertankers. The survey data, however, show 
little justifi cation for this self-perception: for 

example, self-described speedboats are only 
marginally more likely to say they can respond 
rapidly to market challenges and opportunities 
than their peers. Outside observers see no reason 
for such calm. John Seely Brown of Deloitte’s 
Centre for the Edge believes that in today’s 
“world of exponential change … we need to be 
able to learn blindingly fast and produce with 
agility,” but that “companies do not understand 
[this].” More generally, experts interviewed for 
this study believe that executives are not facing 
up to the problem, or perhaps, says Professor 
Hal Gregersen of INSEAD, “using emotional, 
defensive routines we establish to protect ‘what 
is’, instead of to create what ‘might be’.”

Focusing on the customer is a good way to 
engender speed and agility, but that focus must 
incorporate operational as well as customer-facing 
business function. Survey respondents are most 
confi dent in their companies’ speed in attracting 
and retaining customers and commercialising 
products and service.  This is a good place to 
begin: as Professor Gregersen puts it, “agile 
companies are religious about having a customer 
focus”.  On the other hand, it should be only 
a starting point, but just 35% of respondents 
believe that they have done better than their 
peers at adapting core business processes for 
higher speed and agility.  Companies that do not 
align their entire business around the customer 
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and optimise processes accordingly will groan 
under the pressures of coping with a two-speed 
business.

Companies need to fi nd ways to unlearn the habits 
of the past and test what will work in the new 
environment. In a rapidly changing business 
environment, the ability to learn rapidly is 
essential for long-term success. Our study 
points to two areas which companies should 
examine. First, new technologies not only allow 
current processes and even business models 
to accelerate, they also provide even greater 
benefi ts when they give birth to new ways of 
operating. Thus, learning what is no longer 
necessary and can be abandoned is a key element 
of speed and agility, but just 36% of European 
companies actively eliminate unnecessary 
approval processes or controls. Second, our 
survey indicates that companies which allow 
more change initiatives to come from department 
heads and line managers, not just from the 
C-suite, tend to be faster and more agile. One 

form this is taking at leading companies is the 
use of numerous, small-scale experiments carried 
out by different parts of the fi rm and designed to 
lead to a better understanding of every aspect of 
the business.

The pursuit of speed and agility for their own sakes 
can be dangerous, but the risks are better managed 
by getting the basics right, not by slowing down. 
Survey respondents report that efforts to 
increase speed and agility can result in inferior 
decision-making (cited by 37%), increased 
costs, and new risks (both 33%). Corporate 
leaders interviewed for this study acknowledge 
the problems but say that executing well – not 
reducing speed – is the best answer.  To do so, 
companies need to focus on a single, overarching 
purpose; allow more space for failure; and test 
new ideas.  None of these measures is easy, and 
the latter two require a change in the way in 
which many companies traditionally work, but all 
are essential. 



4 © The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 2014

The challenge of speed Driving slow in the fast lane

About the 
research

The report is based on a survey of 461 senior, Europe-based 
executives from a wide variety of industries. Their companies 
include a range of sizes, with 48% having annual incomes of 
under US$500m, and 10% over US$5bn. The survey sample is 
senior, with 49% at C-level or above, and a further 23% SVPs, 

VPs or directors. In addition, The Economist Intelligence Unit 
conducted seven in depth-interviews with corporate leaders 
and noted academic experts as well as substantial desk 
research.
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In business, the advantages of being a 
speedboat have long outweighed those of 
being a supertanker. Perhaps this is why many 
organisations have failed to identify the recent 
dramatic escalation in the signifi cance of speed 
and agility. As Theresa Heggie, chief strategy and 
marketing offi cer of Bupa, the UK-based global 
health insurer, puts it, these attributes “are 
already critically important and are becoming 
increasingly so”. 

On one level, European companies recognise 
the need for agility and speed in order to be 
able to adjust to rapidly changing conditions. 

Is the need for speed properly 
understood?1

Fully 86% of those surveyed say that the ability 
to carry out rapid organisational change is at 
least moderately important to their fi rms, and 
73% believe that their companies will need to 
be faster in order to adapt to changing business 
conditions. As Hugo Najera, chief innovation 
offi cer at Banco Bilbao Vizcaya Argentaria 
(BBVA), a Spanish-headquartered multinational 
bank, explains: “Speed, agility, and execution are 
the most important issues for us.” 

Digging deeper into the survey data, however, 
suggests that many European companies only 
partially share the sense of urgency of Ms Heggie 
and Mr Najera. Fewer than half (46%) of survey 
respondents believe that the ability to carry 
out rapid organisational change is extremely or 
signifi cantly important, while 40% think that it 
is moderately so. On a more striking note, 27% 

Compared with the past three years,
how much faster does your organisation
currently need to change in order to
adapt to changing business conditions?
(% of respondents)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.

Chart 1
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How important is the ability to carry
out rapid organisational change for
your company?
(% of respondents)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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believe there is no need to become faster or that 
their companies should even slow down.

Accompanying this muted level of concern about 
speed and agility today are equally surprising 
assumptions regarding the future. In our 
survey 42% expect little or no disruption from 
technology in the coming three years, despite 
the widespread disruption reported over the last 
three years. 

This subdued tone is inappropriate, according 
to outside observers, as European businesses 
are in no position to rest on their laurels. The 
Europe 2020 Competitiveness Report: Building a 
More Competitive Europe, published in 2012 by 
the World Economic Forum in the wake of the 
European Union’s unsuccessful Lisbon Agenda 
to enhance economic competitiveness, found 
that despite marked regional differences, overall 
European countries are “trailing behind the 
United States, Japan and Canada in building a 
smarter economy” across a wide range of metrics. 
Jim Andrew, chief strategy offi cer at Philips 
Group, adds that greater competition arising 
from ever greater globalisation will increase the 
importance of speed and agility even more than 
in the past. Safe islands of calm no longer exist.

Moreover, technological changes, with all their 
business implications, are far from slowing down. 
Hal Gregersen, professor of innovation and 
leadership at the Paris-based global business 
school INSEAD, points in particular to the nearly 
one in four companies whose executives see no 
need for change or want to decelerate and warns 
that “very few industries are staying so stable 
that companies don’t need to respond quickly”. 
Ms Heggie reports: “Our customers’ expectations 
are increasing phenomenally with the Internet 
and social media. Speed and agility will be 
increasingly important.” Steve Lucas, global 
president of Platform Solutions and the German 
software giant SAP, adds that the ability of 
companies to obtain and process information is 
also rising exponentially. “The world of sensors, 
devices and instant sentiment is here. If you want 

the information, you can get it. It has changed 
everything and feels like it is snowballing.”

Looking ahead, John Seely Brown, an expert in 
the organisational implications of technology 
and co-Chairman of Deloitte’s Centre for the 
Edge, believes that the increasingly widespread 
adoption of various new technologies is 
fundamentally changing the basic demands of 
corporate strategy. Rather than maintaining the 
predictable environment which rewarded the 
search for economic scale in the 20th century, 
today’s digital infrastructure favours fi rms that 
rapidly grasp the changing tastes of consumers 
and provides what they want, when they want it. 
“In this new world of exponential change, driven 
by exponential digital transformation, we need 
to be able to learn blindingly fast and produce 
with agility,” he concludes.

Mr Brown is not surprised that executives 
are missing this transformation. “There is 
no question,” he says, “companies do not 
understand the need.” The problem is not merely 
a lack of knowledge. Mr Najera explains that 
large, old organisations, in particular, can have a 
“culture that focuses on budgetary process, and 
goals of the year. It is very important to learn 
how to avoid that, and to understand that the 
things you are doing in an innovative way will not 
have an impact in this year’s budget.” An even 
bigger issue, according to Professor Gregersen, 
is human nature itself: “The whole speed and 
agility question has been around for a long time, 
and there are a lot of important managerial, 
structural and process issues on how you get 
them. But I wonder if the true barrier are the 
emotional, defensive routines we establish to 
protect ‘what is’, instead of to create what ‘might 
be’.”

The problem goes beyond simply underestimating 
the growing importance of speed and agility. 
An inability or unwillingness to understand the 
trend has also led to worryingly widespread 
overconfi dence among European companies.
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Our survey of European executives reveals that 
only a minority have even the basic elements 
required to achieve high speed and agility. For 
example:

 43% say that their company has numerous 
ideas for improvement but is unable to execute 
change well, while 30% report the opposite 
problem – an ability to change but a lack of clear 
direction about what to do.

 A lack of direction is widespread, with only 
36% of senior executives and 35% of frontline 
employees clear about how the company needs to 
change. Just 10% of respondents are clear about 
what needs to be done at the top and on the 
frontline.

 A minority of fi rms are paying attention to 
practical barriers to speed and agility, with just 
36% of respondents saying that their companies 
use technology extensively to enable greater 
speed. The same low number report that they 
minimise internal barriers to rapid action, and 
only 33% share best practice related to speed.

Achieving high levels of speed and agility can 
require comprehensive change, so these results 
are perhaps understandable, even if they do 
reveal widespread diffi culties. Of even greater 
concern, though, is the fi nding that respondents 
seem unready to recognise the implications of 
these and other problems. Only 8% believe that 
speed is not a part of their culture, meaning 92% 
believe it is. And while improving core business 
processes is ranked as the number one strategy 
for maintaining a competitive position over the 
next three years, a mere 29% believe that they 
can rapidly re-engineer these or other processes. 

Worse still, less than one-quarter (24%) believe 
that their fi rms are able to take advantage 
of opportunities rapidly or adapt to the 
unexpected – a reasonable general defi nition of 
speed and agility. Mr Lucas believes that many 
businesses simply overrate their abilities. “A 
company is no different than a human being 
to a certain degree,” he notes. “We tend to 
overestimate our attractiveness somewhat, and 
are a bit more forgiving with ourselves than 
others.”

Believing the overused cliché about speed being 
part of one’s corporate DNA presents obvious 
problems, but the even bigger danger is that 
senior European executives also appear all too 
ready to think that they are working at markedly 
greater speed and with more agility than the 
companies they are up against. When asked to 
compare their own businesses to manoeuvrable, 
fast speedboats or unwieldy, slow supertankers, 
survey respondents were much more likely to 
say they resembled the former than the latter 
(48% to 17%), even though a close analysis of 
other survey data showed little difference in the 
performance of the two groups. For example, 
those in both groups were almost equally likely 
to say that their organisations could rapidly 
respond to unexpected market challenges or 
opportunities (a mere 25% of self-described 
speedboats versus 22% of supertankers). 

Meanwhile, respondents were more ready to see 
peer companies as supertankers (32%) than 
as speedboats (22%), suggesting complacency 
about competition. The results do not surprise 
Professor Gregersen: “The socially appropriate 

Overestimated business agility 2
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response for any executive is ‘I’m running a 
speedboat’, but the off-the-record reality, 
especially for European companies, is that many 
are running supertankers, and many of those are 
stuck on a sandbank. There is a sense of denial 
on the part of senior people that they don’t have 
agile, quickly responding organisations.” 

Getting rid of this complacency is a crucial 
fi rst step towards improving speed and agility. 
Mr Andrew explains that at the start of Philips’ 

Accelerate! programme, the company’s multi-
year group-wide effort to enhance speed and 
agility, “we told the organisation the truth, that 
we were at risk of losing relevance if you looked 
at performance on every dimension”. Continued 
denial may only increase the chances of failure. 
“If you avoid reality, it is going to hit you in the 
face,” according to Mr Andrew. Mr Brown agrees. 
“If we always live within our own bubble, it can 
appear very happy until the bubble explodes and 
the company goes into a death spiral.”

Thinking about the changes that you anticipate in your
organisation over the next three years, which of the following
statements accuately describes your own own company?
(% respondents)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.

My organisation can rapidly adapt to unexpected
market opportunities, customer requirements,
technologies, and competitors

We have the ability to rapidly re-engineer
business processes

We have immediate access to business critical
data to support business decision making

We have the ability to execute well, but
lack a clear direction for change

The entire organisation is mobilised around a
well-defined collection of changes

The organisation’s front-line employees are
clear about how the organisation must change

There are competing, inconsistent change
initiatives in my organisation

The organisation’s leadership is clear about
how the organisation must change

We have a lot of ideas for how we need to
change, but lack the ability to execute well

30

30

29

24

22

43%

36%

36%

35%

30%

30%

22%

24%

29%

Chart 3

Which of the following statements
accurately describes your
organisation?
(% respondents)

We assess or benchmark
processes for speed

We track which employees are
significantly faster or slower
than average

Speed is not in our culture

Our ability to change quickly is
slowed down by a bureaucratic
management

We have assigned formal responsiblity
for managing speed to an individual
or department

Meaningful access to business
critical information is an issue
for our executives

We share best practices
related to speed

We minimise internal barriers to
rapid action (such as unneccessary
approvals or controls)

We use technology extensively
to enable greater speed

8%

36%

36%

33%

33%

30%

24%

25%

29%



9© The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 2014

The challenge of speed Driving slow in the fast lane

Organisations are often compared to supertankers or aircraft carriers, which take a long
time to change direction. Using this metaphor, how would you characterise your
organisation and those of your competitors? Please select the most appropriate answer for
your organisation where 1 is a speedboat (manoeuvrable and fast) and 5 is a supertanker
(unwieldy and slow)
(% respondents)

Chart 4

Our competitors are like a:My organisation is like a:

Supertanker
(unwieldy and slow)

4321 Speedboat
(manoeuvrable

and fast)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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Redesigning the company for agility 
and speed
Coming to understand the need to be quicker and 
nimbler is only the beginning. Developing and 
using these attributes requires thoroughgoing 
change. As Ms Heggie notes: “Speed and agility 
in isolation do not always give great results.” 
Instead, efforts to enhance performance in these 
areas – be they the adoption of new technology 
or the revamping of existing processes – need 
to fi t into a whole company that is capable of 
making use of them. Otherwise, they are as 
effective as putting a racing-car engine into 
a minivan: it brings some improvement, but 
wastes a lot of assets. In particular, our survey 
results indicate that achieving speed and agility 
requires fi rms to redesign how they operate in 
two important ways. 

I. Align the whole company around a customer 
focus

Much corporate effort to improve speed and 
agility is currently focused on where the 

customer and business interact. The areas where 
respondents are most confi dent in their speed are 
“attracting and retaining customers” (45% rank 
their fi rms as faster than their competitors) and 
“commercialising products and services” (43%). 
Looking ahead, the leading expected benefi ts 
of new technologies are improved abilities to 
develop new products and services (31%) and 
communication with customers (22%).

Customers are an essential place to start building 
speed and agility. Professor Gregersen notes: 
“Agile companies are religious about having a 
customer focus. As soon as an organisation loses 
that, it becomes an inward-oriented, politicised 
work environment that rarely delivers.” Ms 
Heggie agrees. “It could be dangerous to look 
internally at how you think you are doing, and 
insuffi cient to look at what competitors are 
doing,” she says. “Companies that have their eyes 
squarely, rigorously and unrelentingly on their 
customers are those which achieve speed, agility 
and good business results.” 
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Improved speed and agility can bring risks as 
well as benefi ts. The biggest disadvantage, 
according to survey respondents, is the danger 
that quick decisions may be inferior to more 
considered ones (cited by 37%). Increased 
costs (33%) and exposure to new risks (33%) 
are other frequently mentioned possibilities. 
Rapid transformation can also bring a human 
cost: 79% of those surveyed say they are 
experiencing personal pressure to adapt to 
change, including 38% for whom the feeling 
is signifi cant or extreme. Hugo Najera, chief 
innovation offi cer at Banco Bilbao Vizcaya 
Argentaria (BBVA), a Spanish-headquartered 
multinational bank, acknowledges that the 
human dimension, in particular, “is the most 
important challenge” in quick and nimble 
innovation.

One natural temptation would be to slow down. 
According to interviewees, however, this would 
be a mistake, especially in today’s competitive 
business environment. Indeed, according to 
the survey, those feeling the most personal 
pressure are also markedly more likely to be 
forced to learn the art of speed and agility 
quickly because of technological disruption to 
their industries. As Professor Hal Gregersen of 
INSEAD, the Paris-based global business school, 
explains: “A lot of teams are running rudderless; 

they don’t know what [fundamental customer 
problems] they are trying to solve.” Instead, 
the key to reducing the risks of speed is to focus 
on certain essential elements of planning and 
executing change well. Experiment fi rst, and 
when you have something that works, focus on 
optimising the process. 

The fi rst thing to understand is that for fast 
and agile companies some failure is not only 
inevitable – people will stumble as they try new 
things – but is also desirable. As Mr Lucas puts 
it: “The faster I fail, the more I can fi nd the right 
answers.” This, however, means managing in 
a new way. “Senior executives,” says Professor 
Gregersen, “have to decide what they can do 
to reduce the fear of failure. If not, people will 
walk slowly because it is the safest way.” 

The second is to focus all efforts on a simple, 
overarching goal. Mr Najera explains that 
such a clear objective allows a company to 
align the inevitable variety of projects that 
will be involved in the ongoing, wholesale 
transformation needed to become faster 
and more responsive. It also helps individual 
employees understand their place in them, 
thereby reducing emotional pressure. Theresa 
Heggie, chief strategy and marketing offi cer 
of Bupa, the UK-based global health insurer, 
adds that clear, aligned goals enable effective 
teamwork, which can even turn that pressure 
into a positive sense of exhilaration. 

The third is to organise processes coherently 
around speed, and optimising accordingly. Jim 
Andrew, chief strategy offi cer at Philips Group, 
explains that “going at transformation in a 
holistic way, not just doing point interventions, 
avoids many of the dangers.” This requires 
a coherent, horizontal approach to data 
distribution, resource allocation and processes 
design all at the same time.

The fi nal requirement is the adoption of an 
experimental approach to test new ideas. 
Kristo Käärmann, the CEO and founder of the 
international currency exchange provider 
Transferwise, says that “if you employ an 
approach where you can test [which new ideas] 
work and are able to react quickly to risks that 
materialise”, it makes speed much safer.

Coping with life in the fast lane

How much pressure do you personally
feel to adapt to rapid changes in your
organisation?
(% of respondents)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.

Chart 5
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40

40

35%
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Compared to your competitors how would you rate your organisations speed in the
following areas?
(% respondents)

Chart 6

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.
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Too often, though, efforts have yet to go further 
than satisfying customer demands for faster, 
more personalised goods and services. In our 
survey, for example, executives are notably less 
likely to believe that they have pulled ahead 
of their peers at adapting their core business 
processes for higher speed and agility than they 
are at the aspects of customer interaction and 
product commercialisation. 

As Mr Lucas puts it: “The arms of companies 
that deal with the consumer have adapted more 
quickly than anybody else. That acceleration 
has put a strain on the more operational units. 
At some point, the company groans under the 
weight of demand as other parts of the company 
need to catch up. That is what we are seeing 
now.”

Achieving true speed and agility in dealing with 
clients, however, cannot be done simply by 
consumer-facing functions. Instead, processes 
throughout the company need to be aligned 
and optimised around the customer. What Mr 
Najera says of banking has obvious parallels in 

other sectors: “Risk management, compliance, 
security, legal – all these things need to change 
when we want to do something [new with the 
customer]. The real issue is that we want to 
be sure we are operating in the right way.” Mr 
Andrew sees the required shift as a fundamental 
cultural change across the entire company. It 
is never, though, a case of either/or. Rather, a 
customer focus can drive better speed across the 
fi rm. Mr Andrew notes further that “working to 
address internal barriers that get in the way of 
making us move faster is a whole lot easier if we 
are focused on the customer”. This approach has 
allowed Philips to reduce average time to market 
for new products by 40% between 2011 and 2013.

II. Unlearn the past and experiment widely for the 
future

Some obstacles to a customer-focused approach 
are physical and can be overcome through the 
investment of time and resources: the leading 
barrier to greater agility cited in our survey is the 
inability to effectively link technology platforms 
(37%), which are often harder to overcome than 
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intellectual or cultural issues. The second-biggest 
barrier, according to survey respondents, is the 
diffi culty of getting employees, business units or 
functions to adopt a common approach (35%). 
Indeed, the protection of technological silos 
themselves frequently arises from a failure of the 
different parts to see the company as a whole.

Developing a common agenda takes substantial 
effort. It starts with effective communication, 
according to Kristo Käärmann, the CEO and 
founder of Transferwise, an international currency 
exchange fi rm. He says that the main thing he has 
learned from his company’s rapid growth is the 
importance of “communicating a sense of purpose 
to every single person in the organisation to know 
why we are doing what we are doing, why this is 
important, and how they are contributing to the 
end goal.” 

Effective communication, adds Mr Lucas, should 
also involve rethinking how the company 
operates, especially to obtain the maximum 
potential benefi ts of new tools and processes. 
He describes a learning cycle when new a 
technology arrives: “Companies have to learn 
what they can stop doing. Everyone gets into a 
corporate cadence around a model. This is the way 
it has been done for 20 years, then a disruptive 
technology comes along when there are a lot 
of things they don’t have to do.” Recognising 
the ability to act differently can be immensely 
liberating: it allowed BBVA to rapidly introduce 
Wizzo, a new fi nancial product for young people, 
which might otherwise have been impossible. 
However, only 36% of respondents say that their 
fi rms eliminate unnecessary approvals or controls 
in the search for speed.

Essential to coming up with new models is 
allowing different parts of the company to learn 
as quickly as possible and to be able to feed what 
they have found back to the rest of the business. 
Innovation is much less effective when it is a top-
down exercise. Respondents to our survey who 
reported that most change initiatives originate 
in the C-suite were also the ones most likely to 
believe that they needed to become much faster 
in the next three years (53%, compared with 
27% for the overall respondent average). That 
said, when change is more likely to originate 
from department heads, branch heads or line 
managers, companies report more frequently that 
they are nimbler across a range of measures. This 
makes sense, as limited executive time was cited 
most frequently as the key obstacle to greater 
speed. Spreading responsibility can increase 
agility substantially. 

Increasingly, leading companies are seeking to 
free up different parts of the company to engage 
in experimental learning, since it increases the 
ability of those outside the C-suite to demonstrate 
the power of their ideas. Google and Amazon 
engage in hundreds of experiments every day to 
optimise their search results and web pages by 

Chart 7

What are the chief bottlenecks to achieving greater agility in
your organisation?
(% of all respondents)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit.

Multiple and potentially
conflicting initiatives

Effectively linking all our
technology platforms

The difficulty in getting employees,
business units, or functions to

adopt a common approach

Trade-offs between
quality and speed

Bureaucratic decision
making processes

The complexity of
our business

Insufficient accsss
to information

The uniqueness of our
client’s demands

A risk averse culture

37%

35%

31%

31%

31%

31%

28%

27%

23%



13© The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 2014

The challenge of speed Driving slow in the fast lane

Hugo Najera, chief innovation offi cer at Banco Bilbao Vizcaya 
Argentaria (BBVA), a Spanish-headquartered multinational 
bank, calls speed and agility the most important issues facing 
his company. As a result, the chief strategic focus at the bank 
is currently to transform itself from a predominantly bricks-
and-mortar institution into a genuinely digital bank. This 
involves far more than providing enhanced web and mobile 
services.

Mr Najera cites the example of BBVA’s recent introduction 
of Wizzo, an account managed entirely via the web or a 
mobile phone app without the use of branches or the normal 
paraphernalia of banking. The service has many of the 
traditional features of bank accounts, but goes further by 
allowing users to exchange money with friends by text or (in 
the near future) social media channels. Users can also form 
temporary social groups to contribute to a common fund to 
pay for items such as a meal out together. 

The product itself not only differs substantially from BBVA’s 
other offerings, but its creation also required the company 
to change how it innovates internally. “We just opened the 
switch, let some bloggers know, and had a digital marketing 
campaign,” says Mr Najera. “We had 4,000 customers in just a 
few weeks.”

Mr Najera explains that this is “the fi rst product we have 
launched that does not involve branches, but is just a digital 

project”. This was a major shift, he says. “To make it happen, 
we needed to open our platform and make a plug-in for a 
digital account” – something the company had never done 
before. If it had followed traditional processes, Mr Najera 
adds, the bank would have had to go through the time-
consuming creation of branch-based infrastructure and 
linkages with these new accounts. It would also have forced 
those wishing to open Wizzo accounts to go to branches, 
which would have made no sense at all. The key to the project 
was therefore not the technology itself, however central 
it was to making it possible. “The vision to plug into our 
platform is the main thing permitting us to make this new 
product,” says Mr Najera.  

By creating a digital plug-in, the company could move much 
faster – the preparation for the launch took just eight months 
– and avoid creating unwieldy, irrelevant infrastructure. 
Instead, Wizzo’s introduction resembled the sort of digital 
experiment more typical of technology companies than 
fi nancial fi rms. To succeed, says Mr Najera, “we need to 
change everything”, including how the company approaches 
innovation. 

The key lesson for speed and agility, according to Mr Najera, 
is that having the vision to open up and to change how 
we operate “is the main thing permitting us to make new 
products”.

Going digital at BBVA: New technology needs a new way of 
thinking

displaying slightly different versions of their sites 
to users and determining which ones yield the 
optimum consumer behaviour. The practice is not 
only used by technology companies. The American 
retailer Walmart and the logistics company UPS, 
for example, use fi eld trials to answer questions 
as diverse as “Which shelf arrangements most 
improve sales?” or “How effective are our driver 
training programmes?” Meanwhile, Procter & 
Gamble’s “transactional learning experiments” – 
creating a small amount of product and launching 
it to see the results – have led to the release of 
a successful probiotic supplement called Align, 
which had been set to be cancelled because of a 
small projected market size.

For Mr Brown, this kind of experimentation 
involves a fundamental rethinking of the 
company to focus on those active at the cutting 
edge of the business rather than those at 
the corporate centre. “Look at the number of 
companies that have satellite operations. They 
used to be just sensing operations, but now they 
can build stuff and try it. Because of the cloud, 
now they have global reach. This is a whole new 
way of being for large corporations, but the same 
idea is fertilising new start-ups at a fast and 
furious rate. That is where the action is.”
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Conclusion

is increasing consumer demand. Companies that 
respond reluctantly may make some changes 
in customer-facing functions, but much less 
elsewhere in the company. These will miss the 
greater advantages of speed and agility, which 
call for process change across the business.

 Unlearn the old. When a new technology 
emerges, it is initially used to improve old ways of 
doing things. But only when new methods based 
on that technology emerge does it reach its full 
potential. Doing so, however, requires companies 
to be willing to drop traditional approaches and 
processes where they are no longer relevant.

 Experiment with the new. In business 
conditions that reward rapid learning, companies 
need to encourage activity that helps them to 
better understand customer needs and optimise 
processes as rapidly as possible. Finding ways 
to allow people throughout the company to 
experiment – and sometimes to fail – is a much 
faster way of doing so than directing everything 
from the top. When combined with appropriate 
unlearning, this is the fastest road to optimise 
the use of current technologies. Rather 
than applying IT to existing processes, this 
comprehensive approach is the most effective 
way of enhancing speed and agility.

Adopting these approaches, or taking them 
further, will go a long way towards helping 

Speed and agility have long been essential for 
companies, but rising customer expectations, 
the availability of new technological tools for 
businesses and increasing global competition are 
leading to a quantum leap in their importance. 
Although European companies seem to 
understand the importance of these attributes 
on the surface, digging deeper shows that they 
are in worryingly short supply. Worse still, this 
lack of speed too often goes unrecognised. 
Many executives believe that their companies 
are sleek speedboats rather than the lumbering 
supertankers they see among their competitors. 
European companies may even be whistling in the 
dark because addressing the issue would be too 
culturally, or even emotionally, diffi cult. 

This study indicates that, in order to develop 
the speed and agility needed in the current 
environment, companies need to do the 
following.

 Be honest about their own and their competitors’ 
abilities. It may be comforting to say that speed is 
part of one’s culture, but executives at companies 
that cannot change rapidly or react quickly to 
events have no basis on which to make such a 
claim. Failure to face reality makes improvement 
much less likely.

 Align the company around a customer focus. One 
driver of the need for greater speed and agility 
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companies to achieve the speed and agility 
that have become essential to success and will 
become even more important in the future. 
If overconfi dent companies fail to adopt 
this approach, any number of self-professed 
speedboat captains may be watching helplessly 
as the supertankers that they have stranded on 
sandbanks are stripped by the salvage crews of 
their competitors.
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Appendix:  
Survey results

UK

Germany

France

Italy

Spain

Netherlands

Switzerland

Sweden

Denmark

Finland

Norway

Belgium

Portugal

Greece

Ireland

Poland

Hungary

Austria

Other

19

10

10

10

8

7

7

1

1

1

14

7

5

4

3

2

1

1

1

(% respondents)
In which country are you personally located?

Note: Other countries include Malta, Czech Republic, Russia, Serbia, Estonia, Romania, Isle of Man, Latvia, Macedonia, Belarus, Luxembourg, Ukraine.
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Functional (organised by primarily department such as finance, R&D, human resources)

Leadership is organised by geography (city, country or region)

Matrix (employees belong to both functional and product groups)

Single leader (all employees report directly to a single person)

Network (small group of managers who manage outsourcing to external suppliers)

Other (please specify)

30

30

27

7

6

0

(% respondents)

Which of the following management structures best describes the way your company is organised? Please select the most
appropriate answer

Significantly slower

Somewhat slower

No change

Somewhat faster

Significantly faster

1

13

35

44

7

(% respondents)

Is your primary business function changing faster of more slowly than other functional areas within the organisation?
Please select the most appropriate answer where 1 is significantly slower and 5 is significantly faster

No pressure

Limited pressure

Moderate pressure

Significant pressure

Extreme pressure

2

19

41

35

3

(% respondents)

How much pressure do you personally feel to adapt to rapid changes in your organisation? Please select the most appropriate
answer where 1 is no pressure and 5 is extreme pressure

1 Speedboat (manoeuvrable and fast) 2 3 4 5 Supertanker (unwieldy and slow)

My organisation is like a:

Our competitors are like a:

31435399

4284522

(% respondents)

Organisations are often compared to supertankers or aircraft carriers, which take a long time to change direction. Using this
metaphor, how would you characterise your organisation and those of your competitors? Please select the most appropriate
answer for your organisation where 1 is a speedboat (manoeuvrable and fast) and 5 is a supertanker (unwieldy and slow)
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Significantly slower

Somewhat slower -30% to -11%

Slightly slower -10%

No change 0

Slightly faster +10%

Somewhat faster +10% to +30%

Signficantly faster >+30%

0

2

8

16

41

25

8

(% respondents)

Compared with the past three years, how much faster does your organisation currently need to change in order to adapt to
changing business conditions? Please select the most appropriate answer

Not at all

Slight

Moderate

Significant

Extreme

1

13

40

40

6

(% respondents)

How important is the ability to carry out rapid organisational change for your company? Please select the most appropriate
answer where 1 is not at all important and 5 is extremely important

1 Not at all 2 Slight 3 Moderate 4 Significant 5 Extreme

In the last three years

In the next three years

424

625

43

27

28

28

2

14

(% respondents)

To what extent has your industry been exposed to technology-led disruption over the past three years? And to what extent do
you expect such disruption to affect your industry in the next three years? Please select the most appropriate answer where 1 is
not at all and 5 represents extreme disruption

1 Significantly slower 2 Somewhat slower 3 On par with competitors 4 Somewhat faster 5 Significantly faster

Developing new products or services

Commercialising products or services

Accessing business critical information

Adapting your core business processes

Recruiting new staff

Complying with regulation

Attracting and retaining customers

Optimising your supply chain

Adopting new technology

Developing new partnerships

53043212

73736183

72639216

62938198

526401910

83143154

103536163

72642205

73334215

52842206

(% respondents)

How would you estimate your organisation’s speed in the following: Please select the most appropriate answer where 1 is
significantly slower than your competitors and 5 is significantly faster than your competitors
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Effectively linking all our technology platforms

The difficulty in getting employees business units, or functions to adopt a common approach

Multiple and potentially conflicting initiatives

Trade-offs between quality and speed

Bureaucratic decision making processes

The complexity of our business

Insufficient accsss to information

The uniqueness of our client’s demands

A risk averse culture

Other (please specify)

37

35

31

31

31

31

28

27

23

1

(% respondents)
What are the chief bottlenecks to achieving greater agility in your organisation? Please select the top three

Time constraints on the relevant executives

Poor governance of change management

Bureaucratic process controls

Lack of a clear business case

Legacy technology platforms

Access to relevant information

A culture opposed to change

Lack of skills internally

34

29

26

25

21

20

18

16

(% respondents)

What are the most significant barriers to accelerating the pace of your company’s core business processes?
Please select the top two
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Customer base

Composition of your workforce

Composition of senior management 

Geographic footprint

Cost structure

Product mix

Supply chain

Technology platforms

Financing sources 

Core business processes

Other (please specify)

22
22

32
30

38
31

26
31

34
32

28
28

20
20

34
41

30
28

23
26

1
1

last three years Next three years
(% respondents)

Which three aspects of your company’s underlying business model have changed the most over the last three years?
Which three do you expect to change the most over the next three years? Please select the top three responses in each column
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Developing new products or services

Commercialising products or services

Improving your core business processes

Recruiting new staff

Attracting and retaining customers

Optimising your supply chain

Adopting new technologies

Accessing business critical information

Regulatory compliance

Developing new partnerships

32
29

36
38

39
40

34
29

32
37

27
29

37
37

22
22

20
16

11
15

You expect the most change in the next 3 years? Adapting to change is most crucial for your business
(% respondents)

In which of the following areas of your business do you expect to see the most significant change from current practices over
the next three years? And in which of these areas is adapting to change most crucial to your company’s competitive position?
Please select the top three in each column

Technology

Marketing

Operations

Finance

Strategy

Customer service

Sales

Human resources

Risk management

Compliance

R & D

None/not applicable

43

29

28

27

26

25

23

22

20

19

18

1

(% respondents)

In which of the following functional areas does changing at speed, without full consideration of all elements, present the
most risk to your business operations? Please select the to three
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We have a lot of ideas for how we need to change, but lack the ability to execute well

The organisation’s leadership is clear about how the organisation must change

There are competing, inconsistent change initiatives in my organisation

The organisation’s front-line employees are clear about how the organisation must change

The entire organisation is mobilised around a well-defined collection of changes

We have the ability to execute well, but lack a clear direction for change

We have the ability to rapidly re-engineer business processes

My organisation can rapidly adapt to unexpected market opportunities, customer requirements, technologies, and competitors

We have immediate access to business critical data to support business decision making

43

36

36

35

30

30

29

24

22

(% respondents)

Thinking about the changes that you anticipate in your organisation over the next three years, which of the following
statements accuately describes your own own company?

Data analytics

The internet of things

Mobile internet

Cloud technology

Automated personalisation

Augmented reality

3D printing

Wearable displays (eg. google glasses)

Other (please specify) 

29

16

15

11

10

7

6

5

0

(% respondents)

Which of the following technologies do you believe have the biggest potential to improve your organisation’s ability to adapt
quickly over the next three years? Please select the top answer

Improved ability to develop new products and services

Improved communication with customers

Better information access

Improved handling of client transactions

More efficiency distribution network

Improved employee collaboration

Lower back office costs

Better recruitment and retention

31

22

16

11

9

5

3

2

(% respondents)

For the technology you selected in the previous question, in what area will adopting most improve your company’s business
processes? Please select the best answer
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Fast decisions may be inferior to those made with more time, thought or input

Rapid operations are more expensive

The company is exposed to new, unmitigated risks

Too little consideration is given to stakeholder buy-in

Decreased employee retention

Losing customers

Compromising the quality of products or services

Lose access to information

Other (please specify)

37

33

33

31

28

28

25

21

1

(% respondents)

What are the most significant disadvantages that you have observed in your organisation related to pressure to change
quickly? Choose up to three

Directors, vice-presidents

Department or branch heads

The C-suite

Line managers

Front-line employees

Other (please specify)

36

24

20

16

3

1

(% respondents)
Change initiatives in my organisation most often originate in:

Yes - we execute quickly to keep up with changing external cirumstances

Yes - we can continuously modify change initatives as they are executed to align with external circumstances

No - by the time a change initiative is complete, the priorities have shifted

No - our execution is too slow to match the need for change

Other (please specify)

26

57

9

7

0

(% respondents)
Do your organisation’s change initiatives keep up with the changes that are required?
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We use technology extensively to enable greater speed

We minimise internal barriers to rapid action (such as unneccessary approvals or controls)

We share best practices related to speed

Meaningful access to business critical information is an issue for our executives

We have assigned formal responsiblity for managing speed to an individual or department

Our ability to change quickly is slowed down by a bureaucratic management

We track which employees are significantly faster or slower than average

We assess or benchmark processes for speed

Speed is not in our culture

36

36

33

33

30

29

25

24

8

(% respondents)
Which of the following statements accurately describes your organisation? Please select all that apply

Financial services

Healthcare

Government/Public sector

Education

Manufacturing

Professional services

Retailing

Energy and natural resources

Construction and real estate

Consumer goods

IT and technology

Automotive

Telecoms

Entertainment, media and publishing

Pharmaceuticals

Transportation, travel and tourism

Aerospace and defence

Logistics and distribution

Chemicals

Biotechnology

Agriculture and agribusiness

16

13

12

12

9

6

1

1

1

1

1

0

4

4

4

4

3

3

2

2

2

(% respondents)
What is your primary industry?
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Under $100m

$100m to $500m

$500m to $1bn

$1bn to $5bn

$5bn to $10bn

$10bn to $15bn

$15bn or more

10

38

28

14

2

2

6

(% respondents)
What are your organisation’s global annual revenues in US dollars?

Board member

CEO/President/Managing director

CFO/Treasuer/Comptroller

CIO/Technology director

Other C-level executive

SVP/VP/Director

Head of Business Unit

Head of Department

Manager

Other

2

10

17

4

16

23

4

18

4

2

(% respondents)
Which of the following best describes your title?
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Finance

General management

IT

Operations and production

Marketing and sales

Risk

Human resources

Legal

R&D

Information and research

Customer service

Procurement

Supply-chain management

Other (please specify)

28

20

11

11

9

5

4

3

2

2

1

1

0

1

(% respondents)
What is your main functional role?
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