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The British Army’s headquarters is the central 
hub of strategic thinking and planning for more 
than 80,000 regular and 30,000 reservist soldiers 
deployed in the United Kingdom and across the 
world. The army’s operating environment is arguably 
more complex now than ever, and the nature and 
purpose of military force have shifted significantly. 
In the field, the British Army is exceptionally agile 
and flexible in its operations (see sidebar “In 
operations, the army knows how to be agile”), being 
well prepared for volatile, uncertain, complex, and 
ambiguous (VUCA) situations—VUCA is, after all, a 
military term from the 1990s. 

As the pace of change accelerates, the threats 
faced by the British Army are myriad—particularly 
in a time of constant competition and rapid 
technological advancement. Embracing this 
era of transformation has required Army HQ 
to modernize its way of working for maximum 
effectiveness and efficiency. 

One way to bring the clarity and flexibility needed 
to prosper in an uncertain and fast-moving world is 
to adopt agile working practices and approaches. 
The British Army has initiated this transformation in 
the heart of its HQ in the Directorate of Personnel, 
which comprises 250 civilian and uniformed 
employees responsible for the design and delivery 
of personnel strategy and policy that increases 

inflow, minimizes outflow, and maximizes the 
talent of all personnel, in order to enhance the 
operational effectiveness of the army.

Some of the leaders involved in the transformation, 
Lieutenant General Ivan Jones, Major General 
Sharon Nesmith, and the directorate’s Chief 
of Staff, Colonel Karen Graham (see sidebar 

“Biographies” for more on their backgrounds), 
recount the agile journey. The following is an edited 
version of their remarks.

McKinsey: What motivated you to change the way 
the army HQ operates? 

Ivan Jones: The army-HQ environment is tradi-
tionally a hierarchical organization, where we tend 
to work in “stovepipes.” The world that we live in is 
increasingly volatile and changing, and we need to 
be much more dynamic in order to keep pace. In 
the army context, this means being able to react 
to the many different changing priorities from our 
government but also to global events. 

When I took on the role of Director of Personnel, I 
could see we had great people doing their best 
every day. But the organization lacked clarity and 
purpose, and there was little flexibility. The start 
point was to be clear on our raison d’être and ensure 
it became part of our organizational approach—

In operations, the army knows how to be agile

Clear mission
Commanders set and communicate the 
purpose of the mission. They provide ob-
jectives and goals but don’t dictate how to 
achieve the goals (for example, “We want to 
take that hill by sundown”).

Empowered teams
Teams are comprised of top talent. Individ-
ual teams make decisions within reason 
to achieve goals and have the ability to 
coordinate among themselves as a network 
of teams. Everyone across ranks knows what 
decision-making accountability should stay 
with them and what makes sense to escalate 
(for instance, “I’ll maneuver the team toward 
the left flank, but before we open fire, we 
should receive clearance from command”).

Adaptable to change
The army knows that plans never survive 
first contact with the enemy, so it remains 
flexible and always has multiple options 
(for example, “The enemy has blocked the 
bridge; we’ll need to go with plan B instead”).
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called “DNA” for “develop and nurture our people so 
they can achieve.” This helped shape our vision. 

We know how to be agile. On operations, we are very 
agile, yet somehow, we had lost this spirit in the HQ. 
We needed to figure out a way to transform the way 
we worked in HQ to be much more like operations 
and be dynamic and agile. I decided to start this 
transformation within the Personnel Directorate.

McKinsey: How did you determine the first steps  
to take? 

Ivan Jones: The transformation broke down, roughly, 
into a three-step process:

1. structurally change our organization and teams 
to be more purpose based

2. change the way the executives and teams 
worked with one another

3. provide the individual teams with both a new 
mind-set and strong set of practical tools to 
conduct their work more efficiently

These three steps collectively tackle the categories 
that we found in many other organizations that had 
undertaken an agile transformation—for example, 
structure, people, and process.1

Biographies

Personnel-Directorate Chief of Staff, Colonel Karen Graham
Colonel Karen Graham was commissioned into the British Army’s Adjutant 
General’s Corps (Staff and Personnel Support) in 1992 and spent her for-
mative years at regimental duty in a number of HR roles. She progressed to 
a variety of leadership positions and currently serves as the Chief of Staff 
of the Personnel Directorate at British Army HQ in Andover, England. 

Major General Sharon Nesmith
Major General Sharon Nesmith was commissioned into the British Army’s 
Royal Corps of Signals in 1992. Her path has taken her from Regimental 
Duty in Germany, to commanding the 1st (United Kingdom) Signal Brigade 
on promotion to Brigadier. Key staff appointments have included Assistant 
Director of Capability Plans and Head of Manning (Army). She was 
appointed Director of Personnel at the Army HQ in March 2019.

Lieutenant General Ivan Jones
Lieutenant General Ivan Jones was commissioned into the British Army’s 
Corps of Royal Engineers in 1989 and served in a variety of roles, includ-
ing Chief of Joint-Force Operations and Chief of Staff, Field Army. He 
was appointed as the Director of Personnel in May 2018 and assumed 
the appointment of Commander, Field Army, on March 20, 2019. He is 
also the Army’s Gender Champion.

1 See Wouter Aghina, Karin Ahlback, Aaron De Smet, Gerald Lackey, Michael Lurie, Monica Murarka, and Christopher Handscomb, The five  
 trademarks of agile organizations, January 2018, McKinsey.com.
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The three steps seem clear now in retrospect, but 
at the time, we knew the transformation would 
require a level of learning on the go. We made sure 
we had the right team, charted out the first key 
steps, and set off, comfortable with the fact that not 
everything was planned 100 percent. Sometimes in 
a transformation it is hard to cross the Rubicon, but 
we decided to take that first step.

Karen Graham: To overcome organizational inertia, 
we focused on crafting a North Star vision. From 
there, we redesigned our previous hierarchical 
structure into purpose-based teams, and we rapidly 
implemented the structural change that got the 
transformation going.

One of the benefits of our structural change was 
being able to set priorities for the work of each team. 
This freed resources for a change team to focus on 
the most important work across the directorate.

While this reorganization made us more responsive 
to change, we quickly realized we could not truly 
achieve agility by simply reorganizing our floor plate. 

McKinsey: How did you gather the right momentum 
and alignment across the organization? 

Karen Graham: We have a very strong and unique 
team culture in the army. This culture helps us 
understand agility because we fundamentally know 
what it feels like from operations. The challenge was 
figuring out how to embed this team culture across a 
diverse workforce within a strategic HQ.

We really wanted our staff to feel part of this 
transformation. So from the start, we focused on 
cocreation and listening. This involved running team 
health-check sessions to understand pain points 
and strengths. We also ran the first team training 
with just the team leads—colonels—to ensure early 
buy-in and input.

It was important that this transformation was co-led 
by the teams themselves, so we crafted the training 
around a series of team-level interventions. Team 
training consisted of three full days of both learning 

and reflection, allowing teams plenty of time to just 
talk and figure things out together.

In our fast-paced world, we rarely take this much 
time out to invest in our own development; every 
team member appreciated this. On reflection, I 
think the uniqueness of the army’s team culture 
and our ability to develop a flexible training solution 
significantly contributed to our overall success.

McKinsey: What has changed for the executives 
and other leaders in the directorate? 

Sharon Nesmith: We are in one another’s minds—
we think and act as a leadership team. This really 
started from our two-day off-site [meeting] for the 
senior leaders, focused on agile leadership mind-
sets and behaviors, where we also got to know 
one another much more deeply. We collectively 
developed a vision of where we wanted to take the 
directorate and the type of leadership we want to 
breed within our respective teams. This thinking 
formed the team-level work crafted by our Chief of 
Staff, Colonel Karen Graham.

To role-model that, we now provide more timely 
guidance and support through our coaching and 
enabling mind-set. We seek early opportunities to 
help one another unblock our work, and we have 
raised our horizon—so increasingly, we have more 
time to think and plan ahead rather than to be fixed 
with the today.

Practically, what this means is that the directorate 
is running with a new, much faster cadence: what 
we call a “battle rhythm” [Exhibit 1]. We developed 
a way to scale agile beyond just the teams, and this 
has provided a structure for operating that supports 
the new type of coaching and enabling leadership 
really well.

The directorate took elements of various scaled 
agile frameworks, like quarterly business reviews 
and big-room planning, adapting them to fit the 
army context, to create a repeatable cadence 
of interactions across teams that ensures 
transparency and surfaces risks. Teams working in 
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2 In agile terms, in a civilian context, this would be seen as the quarterly business-review process. 

this new battle rhythm have the means to raise risks 
and issues for support, resulting in leaders spending 
more time problem solving with their teams and less 
time trying to gain situational awareness.

McKinsey: As you implemented the approach 
across the directorate, when did you feel was the 
tipping point? When and where was impact felt? 

Sharon Nesmith: For me, I knew this felt different 
at an early executive team meeting—in our new 
executive stand-up, we were prioritizing outputs 
against the army’s command plan. Amazingly, this 
was a task that we hadn’t done as a team in the 
past, and yet there we were around the glass wall, 
armed with sticky notes, debating cross-directorate 
tasks, highlighting the synergies and areas for 
collaboration between teams, and deprioritizing 
activity. Only when armed with the full picture could 
you take a balanced view. In the end, not only did 
we have a clear single vision on what we were set to 
deliver, but we decided to tidy up our work and keep 
it on this glass wall. We made it double sided and let 

the entire directorate and our stakeholders engage 
with our prioritization. As a leadership team, it felt 
like we were leading: we were engaged, transparent, 
and collaborative.

I believe all organizations that are running at full 
steam need to take the occasional pause to reflect 
on how their leadership team is providing direction.

Karen Graham: For me, the tipping point was 
after our first directorate sync, a “scrum of scrum” 
of sorts. We started to observe how teams were 
becoming more resilient. It was evident that team 
leads had a clear view on what their priorities were, 
had already deprioritized work to enable more 
focus, and were more confident exposing tasks 
where they thought they needed additional support, 
advice, or resources. This level of cross-directorate 
transparency enabled immediate resolution of a 
number of issues raised, with only a few needing 
further escalation. This ability to prioritize and 
resource what’s important at the team level was 
further reinforced after our big-room planning,2 

Exhibit 1
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An established ‘battle rhythm’ helps British Army headquarters run at a faster pace.
Operating structure

Executive
team

Yearly Quarterly Fortnightly Weekly Daily

Cross-
team

Team

Review of long-
term objectives

and strategy

Review of
business

objectives

Big-room
planning

Cross-team
sync

Quarterly
planning

Sprint planning,
reviews, and
retrospective

Executive-
team planning

Daily
stand-up
meetings

Daily
stand-up
meetings

5Building agility in the British Army’s headquarters



where, for the first time, I felt, as a directorate, we 
had agreed on clear priorities for the next quarter—
and, perhaps more important, had made some key 
decisions on what we were going to stop doing to 
ensure we achieved them.  

McKinsey: The public sector—and the military, in 
particular—is often thought of as a hierarchical 
place. How did you face into that and steer away 
from the command-and-control mentality? 

Karen Graham: One of the foundational pieces we 
set in place early was a set of values that reflected 
the kind of agile organization we wanted to be 
[Exhibit 2]. These values are based on the original 
Agile Manifesto and the five trademarks of agile 
organizations.3 We provided early training on the 
values expected in an agile organization and asked 
the exec and teams to translate each of these values 
into a set of behaviors they would collectively relate 
to and hold each other to account on. 

One of these values revolves around connected 
leadership, which requires leaders to have much 
more of a coaching mind-set, providing timely 
guidance and support to their teams rather than 
traditional command and control. 

Enabling better collaboration across the directorate 
at the team level has also been key to breaking 
down branch silos. Pan-directorate, fortnightly 
syncs have enhanced transparency between team 
leads, identified key dependencies earlier, and 
reduced the need for detailed command and control 
from the exec. This meeting has formed the central 
core around which a clear and repeatable process 
cadence, or battle rhythm in army lingo, can be 
communicated out directorate-wide—and beyond, 
to our stakeholders.

McKinsey: What are the priorities in sustaining  
this transformation? 

Exhibit 2
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A set of values guides the British Army Personnel Directorate’s agile e�orts.

• We will strive to ensure   
 enduring and consistent  
 goals across all levels
• We will always provide   
 clear goals and guidance  
 to our teams
• We will strive to   
 understand our team   
 members’ aspirations

• We will encourage our   
 team to challenge new   
 requirements and help   
 reprioritize as needed
• We will always   
 consider the impact   
 of short-notice tasks   
 on the team
• We will clearly   
 articulate which   
 decisions reside in   
 the team’s scope

• We will invest in  
 learning our team   
 members’ strengths,   
 development areas,   
 and working   
 preferences
• We will set aside time 
 where our teams can re�ect 
 on our ways of working
• We will have frequent   
 face-to-face interactions  
 with the team
• We will make sure the   
 team has a common 
 space in which to meet
 and collaborate

Direction
and purpose

Devolved
decision makingCollaboration

• We will celebrate   
 small, incremental   
 successes
• We will focus on listening  
 rather than controlling   
 outcomes
• We will lead by example  
 and acknowledge what   
 we know and what   
 we don’t know
• We will admit errors   
 and create a safe   
 space for testing
 and learning

Trust and
authenticity

• We will communicate 
 our team’s purpose and   
 achievements in the   
 directorate and outside
• We will delegate   
 responsibilities but 
 retain accountabilities

Connected
leadership

3 Agile Manifesto, February 2001, agilemanifesto.org; the manifesto set out the principles for agile software development. Wouter Aghina,  
 Karin Ahlback, Aaron De Smet, Gerald Lackey, Michael Lurie, Monica Murarka, and Christopher Handscomb, The five trademarks of agile  
 organizations, January 2018, McKinsey.com; the report set out the characteristics and practices of agile organizations in their approach to  
 strategy, structure, processes, people, and technology. 
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Sharon Nesmith: We, as an executive team, are 
continuing to discuss what investments are still 
needed for the long-term sustainment of the new 
mind-set, culture, and way of working. One of the 
things we are focusing on is how we make sure 
that new people that join the directorate quickly 
understand our way of working. An induction 
process that includes agile will be key.

We are also measuring how well we are doing in 
embedding agile. Teams are producing end-of-
sprint self-assessments, and we intend to reissue 
our health check after six months. These data points 
will be key for us to know how we will continuously 
improve—a key aspect of any agile organization.

McKinsey: Would you share your reflections with 
regard to the potential use of agile more widely in 
other organizations?  

Ivan Jones: As I reflect now, looking back at the 
directorate and what it has achieved, I think there 

are really exciting opportunities in how agile 
reorganization could be rolled out—not simply 
across the army but also more widely. We have 
demonstrated the ability to deliver three profound 
benefits: improved productivity, a more empowered 
workforce, and a greater ability to respond to an 
ever-changing world.

Sharon Nesmith: For other organizations, I believe 
there is a real balance to be achieved between 
planning and just taking the first steps. We spent 
the right amount of time to set our aspirations 
before stepping forward and testing the waters. We 
really benefited from the learnings gained from the 
first steps, like our initial training sessions, allowing 
us to adapt and improve our approach. I would 
advise other organizations to spend the up-front 
effort in thinking through their aspiration but also 
to identify the right pilots or first steps to get going 
and iterate with your teams. The learnings will be 
invaluable and mitigate the risk of only looking for 
incremental improvements.
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