
Even as complexity increases, manufacturers must become more adaptable in how, 
and how quickly, they respond to everything from shifting customer expectations 
to natural disasters that threaten supply chains. At a recent meeting of the Man-
ufacturing Executive Leadership Council, leaders discussed the organizational,  
cultural, and leadership qualities that enable adaptability. E d i t e d  b y  J e f f  M o a d

A PASSION  
FOR AGILITY
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hat does adaptability mean to you? 
Does it mean being able to change 
over production lines quickly, re-
spond more rapidly to customer de-

mands and service requests, customizing products for new 
markets, or something else? 
Serpico: Our business is all about launching new items, so 
adaptability is talked about quite frequently. With respect to 
the ability to move quickly, to see a market trend and to jump 
on it, manufacturing and the supply chain have to be in line 
with the marketing and 
sales thinking. Our key 
mission is to be fast and 
good in order to supply 
what’s needed to the cus-
tomer. Our CEO asks us, 
“We have to get this to mar-
ket by X. What can you do to trim the timeline, make it faster, or 
get it into the hands of the consumer faster?” Many of the con-
versations revolve about what we can do to adapt the timeline.
Gercak: For us, we have to have people who work in a more 
matrix organization and who are able to communicate 
across multiple functions, be open-minded and open to new 
things. That’s on the structure side.

From the execution side, it’s us getting better at anticipat-
ing, getting better at planning, getting better at meeting ma-
ture market demand as well as emerging market demand 
overall, and we’ve got varying degrees of maturity across the 
organization in those. 

Brousell:W
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Gagel: You have to plan for adaptability. 
Think about supply side volatility and dis-
ruption—your continuity plans. How are 
you planning for things that might happen? 
A great example is the tsunami we had last 
year in Japan and the floods in Thailand, and 
their impacts on the supply chain. I would 
say our approach has been very similar to 
others, but I do think that this is something 
that you have to have top of mind all the time; 
otherwise, you’re going to get caught.

Sade: We took a mission two 
years ago where we went out to 
our customer base, took our 
top 50 customers, and did an 
old-fashioned survey of the 

market and our performance. The survey 
came back to us, and it was very clear that 
we had some distinct advantages in the mar-
ketplace versus our competition. One of 
them was the way we handled customer ser-
vice and have adapted over the years from a 
technical-based organization to one that fo-
cuses on speed to the customers, of getting 
information from them through a design to 
the shop floor and into manufacturing. 
Then we looked at the adaptability of our 
suppliers because, in our industry, every-
thing is about the materials that we use in 
our production and how quickly we can 
turn raw material into finished products, 
and get them out to the marketplace. 

We’ve done a lot of work with trying to 
look internally at what we had to do with 
adapting our workforce and ERP system 
to formulate this new business plan. We 
have an older workforce here. Some of our 
operators on the floor have been with the 
company 25 years. Our customer service 
people have been here 30 and 40 years. So, 
getting them to change the culture and 

look at the [markets] in terms of speed and 
service has really been the adaptability that 
we’ve focused on for the last two years. 
Brousell: How is it going?
Sade: We’re about 80% into it, and we’ve 
seen quite a good result within the market-
place and picking up some market share. 
We’ve seen it in the bottom line, in profitabil-
ity, too, so the business plan definitely was a 
step in the right direction.
Brousell: One of our most recent polls 
showed that our community is moving 
very, very strongly to on-demand produc-
tion models. The old build-to-stock model 
is now [maybe] a fifth of the readership 
base, and the rest of the base is rapidly em-
bracing different models, whether it’s engi-
neer-to-order, assemble-to-order, or some 
variation thereof. Do you feel underlying 
business trends such as this are compelling 
the need for greater adaptability? 

Jacko: We have an engineered 
solutions business as well as a 
standards business. I would 
say that as we look ahead, 
more of  our customers are 

moving toward an engineered solution 
versus a standard. Now, that’s something 
that we are constantly working on. How 
do we have one of our businesses maybe 
be a little bit more adaptable than the oth-
er side of our business?
Brousell: How do you factor in adapt-
ability criteria when you’re looking at 
suppliers, when you’re deciding whom to 
go with, structuring agreements, etc.? Is 
there some formula you use for that?

Gagel: I think everybody that 
has dealt with suppliers knows 
that there are so many things 
that go into picking a supplier: 
ability to deliver, cost, and via-

bility of that supplier. I think what we might 
be faced with in our industry is the supplier’s 
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ability to adapt on the fly. Would [the suppli-
er] be able to do more than one, two, three, 
or four models for us? It’s definitely some-
thing you’ve got to consider, but it’s just a 
piece of the larger pie when you look at your 
relationships with your suppliers.

Dean: In a lot of the work 
we’re doing around opera-
tional risk management, we’re 
seeing adaptive organizations 
starting to look at how they re-

spond to changes in the marketplace, both 
positively and negatively. With wars, natu-
ral disasters of flooding in Thailand, all 
that stuff, as well as getting into new mar-
kets and launching new products, the com-
plexity of your supply chains is starting to 
increase as well. Operational risk manage-
ment is also something that we’re seeing as 
really rising in terms of focus around an 
adaptive organization.
Brousell: Is simplification a core compo-
nent of adaptability? Do we have to push 
simplification of processes, of ideas, the 
way we build things, the way we go to mar-
ket, in order to be adaptive?

Gercak: I think it’s twofold. We 
are seeing that the complexity 
is going to continue, certainly 
from a customer-facing per-
spective. I think from the per-

spective of the execution in meeting those 
customer requirements, we definitely have 
an approach of simplification and stan-
dardization through our Eaton business 
system, etc. So, it’s not easy, but I think it is 
twofold. I think on the front end, the cus-
tomer-facing side, it is certainly going to get 
more complex. We’ve got multiple types of 
orders and engineer-to-order, make-to-
stock, assembly, etc., depending on the cus-
tomer. But certainly our approach is to try 
to simplify and standardize from an execu-
tion standpoint. 

Symonds: The routine pro-
cesses, there’s always an effort 
underway to streamline, to 
Lean out not only the manu-
facturing processes but the cus-

tomer-facing processes. But I think product 
complexity, complexity of the offerings is 
not going to abate. We’re seeing micro-seg-
mentation in a lot of different industries. 
The cycle times for products are shrinking. 
Product complexity, manufacturing com-
plexity will increase, but I think the process-
es will continue to be Leaned out.
Brousell: How do you do strategic plan-
ning when you’re trying to consider adapt-
ability so strongly as part of your way of 
operating? Is it possible actually to do a 
five-year plan, or is there some way to make 
the planning much more responsive, much 
more flexible going forward? Is there such a   
thing as a long-term plan anymore? 

Serpico: You have to have a 
long-term plan in general. 
The danger is getting too spe-
cific. I think you have to keep 
it in a general sense and keep 

it at a macro level. Otherwise it gets a little 
bit cumbersome and not very fruitful.

Part of  our strategic discussion is al-
ways what our Plan B is. You always need 
a secondary plan to address the needs—
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Our CEO asks us, “We have to get 
this to market by X. What can you 
do to trim the timeline, make it 
faster, or get it into the hands of 
the consumer faster?”

—Vince SeRpico

senior Vice President, oPerations 
nortH america, L’oréaL
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capacity concerns, market concerns. So, 
yes, that’s more and more part of our dia-
logue and a necessary one to handle the 
uncertainties of the future.
Gercak: From a project planning process, 
our horizons have gotten shorter. We do 
identify—and they get pretty specific—
what we call key strategic issues, or KSIs, 
and develop some actions around them. 
Those actions have varying contingencies 
as well as the Plan A, B, and C on the ex-
ecution over the next year. So, we do both, 
but I think in general it has gotten a little 
less specific, a little bit more macro. Cer-
tainly, the time horizon has changed.

Davis: When we get into this 
discussion of agility, we find 
ourselves looking pretty 
heavily at that layer of deci-
sion in the operations that 

has to do with tradeoffs and risk. The no-
tion there is to ask, “How do we actually 
plan and move our organizations toward 
thinking about how to deal with those 
tradeoffs?” This gets back into the com-
plexity question because we find our-
selves saying, “Let’s simplify around spe-
cific kinds of data, perhaps even simpler 
models.” But how do you move an organi-
zation toward a systems engineering way 
of thinking, especially around the trad-
eoffs? What information do you select? 
What standards do you use? How do you 
move your workforce? And how you do 
all of these things all together? 

Brousell: Rich Sade was say-
ing that the adaptability formu-
la is one part concept, one part 
planning, one part process, and 
at least two parts of culture. 

What cultural changes are required?

Singh: The point around culture was very 
important. We have used a three-pronged 
approach internally to create agility. One 
is that we have moved away from a com-
mand-and-control structure to an enabled 
structure where management is now col-
laborating to enable the innovation and the 
agility that is required for the customer. 

The second is meant to ensure that the 
employees and workers within our orga-
nization are passionate about what they 
do. If  they are, the outcomes are much 
better. So, we have tried something we 
call the employee passion index, and it’s 
published to all management. It indicates 
how passionate their team workers are 
about their roles and responsibilities. If  
they are not passionate, [we ask] what can 
we do to make sure we can unlock the pas-
sion that results in outcomes that enhance 
the value chain within manufacturing? 

Third, we have made the system com-
pletely automated, with very simple approv-
als, very simple workflows for everything. 
Brousell: I’m particularly intrigued by 
this idea of  trying to measure passion. 
How do you go about measuring passion?

Singh: We have a tool that is de-
ployed on the Internet portal. 
It’s customized to an employ-
ee’s goals and ambitions that 
are captured when he joins the 

company or when his review is going on. It is 
also linked to [employees’] performance ap-
praisals. We can tell what’s very important 
for them and what it is that they would like to 
see from their managers. We measure that as 
part of this index. 
Brousell: You brought up a very impor-
tant point, Sanjay: this whole notion of 
collaborative organizational structures 
and the fact that you’re moving away from 
command-and-control structures. That 
fits almost perfectly with a recent poll we 
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published in the January issue of the Man-
ufacturing Executive Leadership Journal; 
the poll shows that only about 18% of our 
readership is still holding on to command-
and-control structures. Most in the next 
few years see collaborative organizational 
structures emerging. Do others see this?
Dean: Our company, a long time ago, went 
to a council orientation that is very open, 
very collaborative. It’s about as far away 
from command-and-control as you can get. 
The global reorganization we had this past 
year was a recognition that we went way, 
way, way too far to the other side of open-
ended collaboration in how we structure and 
how we run the business on a global basis. 

Yes, I would agree that there’s a move-
ment away from command-and-control, 
but there are also pitfalls in going way too 
far to the open collaboration side as well, 
so there’s got to be a happy medium. 
Gercak: I agree with that. We see that par-
ticularly in the functional areas here. I think 
you can go too far down the road of hav-
ing too many councils and not enough ac-
countability and ownership.  It’s a balance.

Moad: What are the leader-
ship qualities that are needed 
to promote adaptability, and 
how do you go about bring-
ing people into your organi-

zations who can improve adaptability? 
Jacko: One of  the takeaways that we 
have come to is that a lot of it is a lead-
ership issue. We profile our people who 
go through leadership programs here at 
Kennametal, and we use the two As—
adaptable and agile. We’ve got to start 
thinking more of how we bring people in 
who are a little more adaptable and who 
can allow us to get into new spaces maybe 
that we haven’t been in before. 

We haven’t gone down four or five levels 
in the organization, but at the top couple 

of layers we’re having a lot of discussions 
around being adaptable. We announced an 
acquisition today. I would say to you that 
a lot of our people might have had trouble 
adapting to that in the past, and we’re try-
ing to make sure they’re getting ready for 
our business as it grows and changes and as 
we come out of the recession.

Nickel: You were asking San-
jay about how to do the met-
rics on some of this. We are 
just implementing a pilot right 
now where we’re looking for 

what we call promoters. [These are people 
who do things] in a way that [makes] peo-
ple want to promote them, not just up the 
ladder, so to speak, but promote them as 
people for other people to engage with in 
our highly decentralized environments. 

The goal there is to understand who is best 
at enabling collaboration, who is best at pro-
mulgating collaboration between disparate 
points of view, understanding how points 
of difference and diversity can actually 
strengthen what we do. We want to recognize 
that and somehow incent it, reward it. 
Brousell: What does the ideal leader in an 
adaptable organization need to be able to do? 
Gercak: Learn on the fly, David.    M
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