
Applied Human Factors and Ergonomics International

Strategic Focus on Agility

Stefan Trzcieliński 

Faculty of Engineering Management
Poznan University of Technology

60-965 Poznan, Poland

ABSTRACT

There are two current paradigms of organizational strategies of enterprises - lean enterprises and agile enterprises.
The lean enterprise is such one that eliminates or reduces the wastes. Wastes (muda) can be categorized according to
how easy or difficult they can be reduced. They are connected with the efficiency and productivity of use of the
resources that the enterprise possesses. We can presume and this is confirmed in practice, that more resources are
possessed by the enterprise bigger risk that they will not be utilized efficiently. This leads to conclusion that for big
enterprises lean is very important strategy.  The second strategy is agile enterprise. Agility is meant as the ability to
use the opportunities. It is necessary to notice that opportunities appeared in changeable environment. Usually the
environment  is  divided  into  such  segments  like:  political  and  legal,  economic,  social  and  demographic,
technological, customers, suppliers, new entrants and the competitors. The combination of events and situations that
exists in the environment creates opportunities that are the situations which are favorable to the enterprise. As the
current business environment is strongly changeable, unpredictable and turbulent, thus a huge number of events take
place. That, if they are recognized as favorable, depends on the objectives and resources of the enterprise. These
situations which are positively correlated with the objectives and create the demand for the resources are favorable
i.e. are recognized as opportunities. There is a question what features and abilities must characterize the enterprise to
be  agile?  There  are  four  features  constituting  the  agile  enterprise:  brightness,  flexibility,  intelligence  and
shrewdness. Brightness is the ability of the enterprise to perceive the opportunities, flexibility refers to the repertoire
of products that can be manufactured with use of the disposal resources, intelligence is the ability to learn and adapt
to the changing environment and shrewdness  is  the ability to achieve the goals in practical  mode. Each of the
features is based on the enterprise knowledge which is considered to be the most important resource. Knowledge is
that what results in creativity and innovations and allows the enterprise to achieve the competitive advantage. More
changeable  is  the environment  more  important  is  the knowledge.  From that  view point  it  is  interesting  if  the
enterprises became knowledge based firms and move towards agility. To get an answer for this question the research
have been undertaken if the enterprises including SMEs form their opportunities oriented strategies and shape their
brightness,  flexibility,  intelligence  and shrewdness.  In  this  paper  the results  of  the research  are  presented.  The
research was done on a sample of 150 enterprises including 45 big, 60 medium and 45 small firms. 
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INTRODUCTION

Early in 2010, the European Commission proposed the Europe 2020 strategy which was launched as the EU’s
strategy  for  smart,  sustainable  and  inclusive  growth.  The aim was  to  improve the EU's  competitiveness  while
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maintaining its  social  market  economy model and improving significantly its  resource  efficiency.  When it  was
launched the Europe 2020 strategy was a front runner in advocating a growth model going beyond simply increasing
GDP.  Today many bodies  promote  smart,  sustainable  and  inclusive  growth  as  a  crucial  element  of  economic
development. 

The Europe 2020 strategy was initiated against a background of lower growth and productivity levels than in other
developed countries and a rapidly deteriorating economic and social environment, in the wake of the worst global
financial crisis the EU has ever faced. It drew the lessons from the Lisbon strategy for growth and jobs which was
launched in 2000, renewed in 2005 and was in place until 2010. The founding document made it clear that the
"short-term priority (was) a successful exit from the crisis", but that "to achieve a sustainable future", the EU needed
"to tackle its structural  weaknesses" and "already look beyond the short-term". The ambition was to "come out
stronger from the crisis and turn the EU into a smart, sustainable and inclusive economy, delivering high levels of
employment,  productivity  and  social  cohesion  (European  Commission,  2014).  Europe  2020 puts  forward  three
mutually reinforcing priorities (European Commission, 2010):

- Smart growth: developing an economy based on knowledge and innovation.
- Sustainable growth: promoting a more resource efficient, greener and more competitive economy.
- Inclusive growth: fostering a high-employment economy delivering social and territorial cohesion.

To turn the priorities into alive, in the financial perspective 2007-2013 European Union used Structural Funds to
finance (Wrona, 2014):

- Convergence objective including human and physical capital, innovation, knowledge society, environment and
administrative efficiency,
- Regional Competitiveness and Employment to reinforce the competitiveness, employment and attractiveness of
regions as well as promotion of entrepreneurship and environment protection,
- Territorial Cooperation Objective that aims to promote cooperation between European regions on different levels.
It is divided into three strands of cooperation: cross-border, transnational and interregional.

The  first  priority  financed  from the  Structural  Funds  is  directly  aimed for  development  of  Knowledge  Based
Economy. Making the transition to a knowledge-based economy requires  effective action within a four-pillared
framework that expresses the prerequisites for effective use of knowledge for economic growth. The pillars are:
(World Bank Institute, 2007):

- An economic and institutional regime to provide incentives for the efficient use of existing and new knowledge
and the flourishing of entrepreneurship.
- An educated and skilled population to create, share, and use knowledge well.
- Information and communication technology to facilitate the effective creation, dissemination, and processing of
information.
- An efficient innovation system of firms, research centers, universities, consultants and other organizations to tap
into the growing stock of global knowledge, assimilate and adapt it to local needs, and create new technology. 

The  above  actions  lead  to  situations  that,  for  the  presumption,  favour  the  development  of  innovativeness  and
therefore the competitiveness of enterprises and European economies. Because of this it seems to be rational to ask a
question if the conditions created by knowledge based economy are recognized by the enterprises as opportunities
and help them to convert themselves into knowledge based enterprises. To get an answer for the question a research
project has been undertaken at the Faculty of Engineering Management at Poznan University of Technology (project
N N115 293838). The changes that take place in the enterprises are investigated in the following cross sections: the
strategic focus, human capital, organizational structure and the information and communication technologies of the
enterprise.  

THE SUBJECT AND METHOD OF THE RESEARCH 

A hypothesis has put forward that in the increasingly changeable environment the enterprises enhance their agility.
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The agility is defined by four features of the enterprise that are brightness, flexibility, intelligence and shrewdness
(Trzcieliński and Trzcielińska, 2011). The brightness of the enterprise is its ability to perceive the events that happen
in the environment, match them and categorize into favorable or unfavorable situations that is either opportunities or
threats. Flexibility is a feature of achievable resources that depends on the possibility of extending the scope of their
use, and the same on extending the repertoire of the task which can be executed with use of these resources. The
intelligence of the enterprise is its feature that depends on the enterprise ability to cumulate the knowledge, benefits
from the  knowledge  and  developing  it  in  the  purpose  to  adopt  itself  to  the  changes  in  the  environment.  The
shrewdness of the enterprise is its feature to use the appearing opportunities effectively and efficiently.

The subject of the research is the changes of the strategic focus of the enterprises aimed at enhancement of its agility
that is its brightness, flexibility, intelligence and shrewdness. The research was done on a sample of 150 enterprises
in Poland including 30% of small, 40% medium, and 30% big firms. The data were collected from the owners or top
levels managers. The research was done in August and September 2012.

The model of the analysis of the relations between the strategy and the agility of the enterprise consists of: 

-  Areas of strategic decisions which are (Pierścionek, 2003): developing the resources  and competencies of the
enterprise,  appointing  new directions  and  scope  of  utilization  of  the  resources  and  competencies,  shaping  the
organization  of  the  enterprise,  and  affecting  the environment  to  make some of  its  components  favor  with  the
enterprise objectives.
- Features of the enterprise’s agility i.e. brightness, flexibility, intelligence and shrewdness. 
- The relationships between the areas of strategic decision and the features of the agility.

 In this paper the analysis has been limited to the changes of the enterprise flexibility, intelligence and shrewdness. 

SOME RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH 

Flexibility of Enterprise

Flexible enterprise is able to adapt to the changing environment. Thus flexibility can be assessed by the enterprise
involvement into implementation of actions that adapt it to the changes. The adaptability of the enterprise can be
described by: implementation of concepts  and methods to manage the business in the changeable environment,
initiatives in adjustment the structures, procedures, technologies and resources as well as by orientation on using the
short life time opportunities.

The implementation of such managerial concepts and methods was analyzed as: process management, workflow
systems, principles of lean enterprise, TQM, JiT, empowerment, network structures and continuous improvement.
At present any involvement in implementation of the above concepts and methods is observed by 22,22% of small
and 20% medium enterprises. Comparing with 2007 this percentage decreased in group of small, medium and big
enterprises by 11,11%, 1,67% and 2,22% appropriately.  The small and big enterprises are the most involved in
implementing continuous improvement (51,11 % and 80%) when among the medium firms the most common is
process management (58,33%). The involvement of the firms was measured in scale from 0 (lack of involvement) to
5 (fully implemented). Comparing with 2007 the involvement has been increased of 11,11%, and 13,33% in small
and medium enterprises appropriately.

To  adapt  to  the  changing  environment  the  enterprises  inspect  and  adjust  their  personal,  procedures,  and
organizational  structures.  In  this scope any activities are  present  among 22,22% of small  and 18,33% medium
enterprises and no changes in this percentage were evidenced from 2007.

Another symptom of adaptability of the firms to the changing environment is when they undertake short life time
opportunities  (Trzcieliński  and  Trzcielińska,  2011;  Trzcieliński,  2011).   The  move  towards  shorter  life  time
opportunities  can  be  evidenced  by  increase  of:  small  value  contracts,  short  term  contracts,  diversity  of  used
technologies and number subcontractors (see Table 1). 
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Intelligence and Shrewdness of the Enterprise

By the end of 90’ of XX century a concept of intelligent organization was introduced to the management science in
result of development of the concept of learning organization. As March (1999) says, it is confirmed by numerous
studies that learning can improve the performance, and thus the intelligence of organization. The ability to learn is a
condition  the  organizational  intelligence.  The  learning  organization  is  that  one  that  cumulates  the  knowledge.
According to Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) “knowledge is created by that very flow of information, that is anchored
in the beliefs and commitment of its holder”. The intelligent organization not only cumulates the knowledge but
benefits from it and develops it intentionally to cope with changes that appear in the environment. 

Table 1. Change of some features of flexibility in 2007-2011 - percentage of firms (Trzcieliński, 2013a)

The change No. of small
value contracts

Diversity of used
technologies

No. of subcontractors No. of short term
contracts

Small enterprises

Decrease 13,33 2,22 8,89 4,44

No change 39,13 63,04 54,35 52,17

Increase 37,78 22,22 11,11 17,78

Medium enterprises

Decrease 8,33 3,33 6,67 6,67

No change 56,67 55 61,67 63,33

Increase 20 25 16,67 15

Big enterprises

Decrease 20 2,22 4,44 6,67

No change 28,26 41,30 43,48 43,48

Increase 35,56 35,56 31,11 26,67

To  increase  its  intelligence  the  firm  can  employ  highly  competent  specialists  as  well  as  staff  with  basic
competencies who next are trained. As it is presented at the Figure 1, particular the SMEs lead rather conservative
human resource development policy and during a period of 5 years no significant changes took the place. In big
enterprises  the  policy  oriented  on  strengthening  the  intelligence  was  found in almost  50% of  them mostly  by
employment of highly competent staff.
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a) b)

a) Employment of staff with basic competencies and training them; b) Employment of high competencies staff

Figures 1. The percentage of firms which changed the staff employment policy (Trzcieliński, 2014)

The SMEs personal policy does not support the development of the firms’ intelligence. The percentage of small and
medium enterprises that employ no less than 20% of highly competent staff is no bigger than 47% and these that
employ at least  50% of the specialists is lower than 35% Particularly the weak human capital  is present in the
functions like R&D and marketing and sale (Figure 2).
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a) b)

a) No less than 20% of specialists in each function; b) No less than 50% of specialists in each function

Figures 2. The percentage of firms that employ highly competent specialists (Trzcieliński, 2014)

Although by the end of 2011 the state of human capital was not satisfying, it seems that from the view point of the
future the more important is how it has been changed since 2007. The improvement has been found in 24,4% small,
21,7% medium, and 42,2% of big enterprises (Figure 3). 
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Figures 3. The percentage of firms that have enlarged the employment of highly competent specialists (Trzcieliński, 2014)

The increase affected partly the employment of specialists in functions that are crucial for shaping the intelligence of
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the enterprise.  As it is presented at Figure 4, among the enterprises that employ no less 50% highly competent
specialists in particular function, there is no more than 7% small,12% medium, and 23% of big enterprises.
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Figures 4. The percentage of firms with increase of high competencies specialists and their participation in particular functions no
less than 50% (Trzcieliński, 2014)

The intelligent enterprise develops its resources and competencies to use them to innovate the products and enter
new markets. The percentage of firms that during the 5 years period at least once did extend the line of product and
entered  new  sector  not  exceeds  14%,  15%  and  25%  appropriately  small,  medium  and  big  enterprises.  The
percentage of these that did this at least four times is about three times smaller (Figure 5).
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Figures 5. The percentage of firms that used their resources and competencies for new implementations (Trzcieliński, 2014)

The percentage of firms that entered at least one or four new foreign country market is presented at Figure 6.
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Figures 6. The percentage of firms that entered new foreign countries markets (Trzcieliński, 2014)

It  seems that the crucial  for  new implementations of the enterprise’s  resources  and competencies  is the human
capital employed in functions like R&D and marketing. However as it is presented at Figure 7 the correlation is
rather weak and in case of small enterprises it is very weak.
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Figures 7. The percentage of firms that used at least once their resources and competencies for new implementations and employ
no less than 20% specialists in particular functions

The intelligent  enterprise  is  also able  to  adjust  its  organization  to  use  the  market  opportunities.  Particular  this
concerns the implementation of lean management principles. To be successful the knowledge about new concept
and management practices is needed. Such knowledge should be possessed by staff responsible for improvement of
the firm organization and management. The percentage of enterprises that are involved in lean implementation with
intensity of 2 in the scale from 0 (lack of involvement) to 5 (full implementation) and employ no less than 20% and
50% specialists in the organization and management function is presented at Figure 8.
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Figures 8. The percentage of firms that with intensity no less than 2 (0-5) implements lean management and employ no less than
20% or 50% specialists in the function of organization and management (Trzcieliński, 2014)

The intelligent and shrewd enterprise is able influence on its environment. One of symptoms of such influence is the
change of bargaining power against its customers and suppliers. The crucial competencies for that are connected
with strategic management. The percentage of firms that increased their bargaining power and employ no less than
20% specialists in the function of strategic management is presented at Figure 9.
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Figures 9. The percentage of firms that increased their bargaining power and employ no less than 20% specialists in the function
of strategic management (Trzcieliński, 2014)
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Small and medium enterprises are not big because their business basis on using short life time opportunities. With
the increase of its changeability the environment generates more opportunities (Trzcieliński, 2013). The enterprise
that is able to use short life time opportunities is considered to be agile. Agility is what extends the firm life time.
Therefore it could be expected that SMEs should head themselves for agility. However to be agile the enterprise
have to posses such features like brightness, flexibility, intelligence and shrewdness. The results of the undertaken
research allow stating the following:

1. Although majority of SMEs keep their flexibility unchanged, the percentage of these that increase their
flexibility is bigger than these that became less flexible (see Table 1). The increase of flexibility is caused
mostly by the accessible technology. The technology is available not only to SMEs that enhanced their
flexibility but to most of the firms. Therefore that what explain the biggest portion of enterprises that did
not changed their flexibility is probably relatively low brightness of the firms. To improve the ability to
perceive the opportunities the firms must develop human capital  so the staff would be able to observe
systematically the environment and analyze it.

2. The intelligence of SMEs is relatively low. The enterprises poorly invest in the development of human
capital (see Figure 1). This concerns particular the small percentage of highly competent specialists who
are employed if functions like: strategic management, R&D, organization and management, finances and
marketing. Comparing with SMEs the situation is much better in big enterprises. (see Figure 2). To make
some improvement in this matter the SMEs should use a wide market of labor force created by the students
and graduates of university.

3. The percentage of SMEs that increased the employment of staff with high professional competencies is
relatively low (see Figure 3). However these firms that did this, had employed the specialists mostly in
other functions than strategic management, R&D, organization and management, finance, and marketing.
Probably the increase of employment was mainly in production functions. This is of course positive as it
leads to bigger efficiency and higher quality of product and processes. However the increase of specialist in
production functions should not be contradictory to employment of specialists in functions that are crucial
for development and competitiveness of the whole enterprise (see Figure 4).

4. SMEs relatively seldom innovate products and enter new sectors or new foreign countries markets (see
Figure 5 and 6). This can be partly explained by poor involvement of the firms in looking for opportunities
and deficit of staff that is able make product, process and marketing innovations (see Figure 7) as well as
organizational innovations (see Figure 8). Even if the specialists look for opportunities they mostly limit
their observations to local or home country market.

5. SMEs have rather weak bargaining power against the players in the environment. This is understandable as
they usually act at the competitive markets. That what can strengthen their position against their customers
are innovations. However this requires investment in development of the knowledge and the same in the
human capital.

In the light of the above results it can be stated that Polish SMEs are relatively low agile. Their agility is mostly
affected  by  relatively  good level  of  flexibility.  However  to  be  truly  agile  they  must  develop  their  brightness,
intelligent and shrewdness.
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