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Powering the edge
How local agility can unlock new  

business models post-COVID
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In 2009, former Harvard Business 
School professor John Sviokla 
suggested, “we need to reinvent what 
it means to put power to the edge 
both for our communities and our 
companies — before the next major 
disruption hits.”1 That major 
disruption has clearly arrived.

At the time, Sviokla was talking about 
the challenges of a centralised ‘hub 
and spoke’ approach – one that 
prioritised specialisation and 
hierarchy – given the demands of an 
uncertain and volatile market. It was 
clear local and agile responses would 
be needed, and more than ever in a 
crisis.

Yet since that time, we have operated 
under the assumption globalisation 
was here to stay. Organisations 
continued to optimise for the whole, 
focused on operational efficiency, and 
eliminated talent layers – often 
stripping back local management 
expertise in markets at the edges of 
their global empires.

The world’s efforts to curtail COVID-
19’s spread has turned all these ideas 
upside down. We are seeing quick 
moves to de-risk disrupted supply 
chains, prioritising supply continuity 
over just-in-time cost efficiencies and 
moving production closer to 
consumers. There is a growing trend 
towards nationalisation in a desire to 
protect the homefront – perhaps with 
the support of regional clusters. 

At the same time, expectations of 
what it means to be a good corporate 
citizen have been raised in every 
market. The social contract has 
shifted; if a business benefits from 
local government stimulus, it is 
expected to deliver value back to that 
local market – before its shareholders 
or its global headquarters. This can 
also involve complex discussions with 
different government authorities to 
respond to fast-changing policies and 
protocols.

What does all this mean for 
today’s global leadership team?

Can scale and efficiency still win, 
when globalisation has become so 
complicated? 

This paper addresses the growing 
tension between global complexity 
and local agility. We spoke to 
leaders in a range of organisations 
about how they are resolving this 
tension and re-balancing their 
global approach. 

One theme emerged consistently: 
the importance of ‘powering’ 
those at the edges to take 
ownership and responsibility. 
This has always been a hallmark 
of agile working structures – 
providing autonomy to those 
closest to customers, 
communities and partners.

A crisis can force us to re-think long-held assumptions, and act quickly to 
adapt. As organisations grapple with the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on their global operations and local responsibilities, some are 
courageously re-thinking their strategies, structures and processes to 
prepare for ‘the new global’.

A catalyst for change

1https://hbr.org/2009/05/bringing-power-to-the-edge
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Despite growing political tensions and nationalism in recent years – 
including Brexit and the Trump administration’s trade rhetoric – the 
world has never been more globally interconnected. In 2017, the DHL 
Global Connectedness Index2 hit a record high with significant 
increases in trade, capital, information and people flows across 
national borders.

All that has changed in 2020. Borders have been physically closed 
in an effort to contain the spread of COVID-19. Global demand has 
plummeted. Fewer flights means disrupted air freight. With 
business operations more interdependent than ever, this 
disruption has shone a spotlight on the fragility of our global 
supply chains.

In many cases, the risks of depending on a single supplier or 
source country have also been exposed. 

With the WTO estimating global trade could fall by as much as 
a third due to the impacts of COVID-193, it’s clear that what 
worked in the past may not be a winning formula for the 
future. The norms around a global supply chain template have 
been broken. At the same time: 

All this puts pressure on the traditional ‘efficiency 
through scale’ approach – especially when local 
regulations are evolving quickly to respond to needs on 
the ground.

The complexity and fragility 
of global trade

• The complexity of dealing with multiple regulations    
 across many jurisdictions has grown

• Few products can be sold globally without some  
 modification

• It’s harder to apply employment policies consistently  
 across a global workforce

2https://www.dhl.com/global-en/home/insights-and-innovation/thought-leadership/case-studies/
global-connectedness-index.html 
3https://www.economist.com/briefing/2020/05/14/covid-19s-blow-to-world-trade-is-a-heavy-one
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For any organisation seeking to expand 
internationally, local adaption has been 
an increasingly important consideration.

While much remains unknown – about how 
consumer behaviour may change, how 
governments will respond and when borders 
will re-open – many organisations are 
reviewing their globalisation strategy now. 
They’re re-thinking organisational design, 
reviewing their future customer base and 
reassessing their leadership and workforce 
capabilities. 

“There is space and opportunity to build 
positive change,” Europcar Mobility Group’s 
Alberic Chopelin told us in March. “We see 
recovery happening at a local level, and 
regional rebuilding will take time.”

What you do with that time may ultimately 
determine the future of your organisation. 
Alberic believes this has to start with how 
you define your company: 

 
“You need clarity on what you want to be, as 
well as what you don’t want to be. And then, 
what functions will be central, regional or 
local.”

No matter what your answer is, you will need 
to power the people at the edges of your 
markets to make it happen.

 

“There is space and 
opportunity to build positive 
change. You need clarity on 
what you want to be, as well 
as what you don’t want to be”  
 - Alberic Chopelin,  
 Europcar Mobility Groups

4

• Are you truly global, or 
 
• Are you a locally based organisation   
 exporting products or services    
 internationally? 
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1. Who do you want to be? 

2. Who do you serve?

Re-thinking organisational structures and processes

Reviewing future customers 

3 steps to  
powering the edge

3. How do you engage local communities? 

Reassessing leadership and purpose 
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The question of organisational purpose is 
an important one in the new global cycle. 
Through this crisis, we have seen purpose 
replace strategy as a driving force. 

Although scenario planning would be the 
usual response to any crisis, this is 
pointless when facing a series of 
unimaginable consequences. 

Scenario plans have been replaced by 
having the capabilities to respond in real 
time to execute on a clear and uniting 
purpose. 

And while there is no right or wrong 
answer, this starts with a conscious 
decision about being global or local – and 
putting appropriate business structures 
and capabilities in place.

1. Who do you want to be?

• Truly global organisations 
 Are grappling with increased complexity at a  
 local and regional level. The old structures and  
 processes – such as sending expats out to  
 markets to propagate the head office culture  
 – no longer work. 

• Locally-based companies  
 Can still export their knowledge or products to  
 the world. But they will increasingly depend on  
 an ecosystem of trusted partners on the   
 ground if the leadership team is operating at a  
 distance.

• Hybrid businesses  
 Will (at least in the short term) straddle both  
 global and local. This can be more complex,  
 because it still requires the ability to flex at the  
 edges by reducing layers of governance.

 
The three fundamental 
considerations:
1. Where are your customers? Are certain   
 emerging markets now more attractive in the  
 short and long term?

2. Where is your talent? Who are your leaders at  
 the core and the edges?

3. How much localisation will your product or  
 service need to adapt to different markets? 

Global, local,  
or both?        

6

Re-thinking organisational structures and processes
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For Ranieri, that means a leaner organisation at the 
core – smaller teams with the right people making 
faster decisions – and a new production process 
that can respond faster to consumer preference 
swings and supply chain disruptions. 

“We will need to completely re-think the lines; we 
had started this process but now we need to 
accelerate.” 

What was a 14-year product cycle – four years from 
first meeting to delivery and then a 10-year model 
lifespan – is no longer appropriate. Especially when 
there are additional disruptions, such as electric 
vehicles, on the horizon. 

“This also results in a greater need for deep 
regional expertise, to understand local regulations 
and requirements,” Ranieri said.

COVID-19 has accelerated a shift to regional 
clusters. Strong partnerships in adjacent markets 
can help you leverage your organisation’s strengths 
to better serve customers in target areas.

Organisational agility to combat  
economic fragility 

Overturning all the norms in your business is a 
much simpler decision when revenue is strong. 
For example, Johnson & Johnson now has a 
thriving medical supply business and is working 
on the frontline on research and development for 
recovery. It has had to focus on local supply chain 
needs in high-demand markets like China and 
Japan, restructure responsibilities, and rapidly fill 
new talent roles.

On the other hand, it requires a great deal more 
courage to re-evaluate your operational model if 
your major income streams and supply chains 
have been curtailed by a global pandemic. 

“Structure matters for having a global mindset,” 
observed Ponz Pandikuthira, Global Head of 
Connected Vehicle Services with Nissan. “How is 
the organisation set up? How many global roles 
sit outside HQ?” 

He points to PSA Group’s financial turnaround in 
Europe under the leadership of new CEO Carlos 
Tavares, who has been praised for his disciplined 
approach – including tightening the Citroen and 
Peugeot ranges, investing in used car platforms 
and focusing on aftermarket part deliveries.4 

“You need to be well localised – solid local 
leadership, local manufacturing and distribution 
channels,” Ponz said. 

In Italy, Lamborghini is focusing on local agility. 
“We need to learn from this crisis – we will not 
look the same when we exit it,” said Ranieri 
Niccoli, Chief Manufacturing Officer and Industrial 
Director with Lamborghini. 

 

“We need to learn from this 
crisis – we will not look the 
same when we exit it.”  
 - Ranieri Niccoli,  
Lamborghini

4https://www.autonews.com/executives/how-tavares-turned-around-psa-and-gms-
former-opel-unit
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Reduce the hierarchy –  
highly agile organisations typically 
have three to four levels. 

Group interdependent functions – 
bring similar capabilities together. 

Think big and versatile –  
build accountable teams that can 
quickly pivot.

Engage the ecosystem –  
turn old-school supply chain 
procurement into a collaborative 
partnership.

Build Communities of Expertise – 
fluid cross-functional teams that  
can shift to act quickly on 
opportunities.

1

2

3

4

5

In Korn Ferry’s recent report ‘Accelerating through the turn’5, we 
noted how people have had to break down old, siloed organisational 
boundaries to get things done in response to the pandemic. For 
many, the pandemic has forced a shift to speedier decision-making 
and improved collaboration. 

In the process, two elements have proven essential: 

Flatter, non-hierarchical structures, and  
Talented people who can make things happen. 

However, unless organisational structures change permanently, 
people are likely to return to the old way of doing things once some 
sense of normality emerges – and all the positive behaviours that 
have emerged through the crisis will be lost.

Agile organisational 
structures can empower 
local teams

8

Five ways to re-organise structure:

5https://www.kornferry.com/challenges/recovery
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2. Who do  
you serve?
The risks of putting all your manufacturing and 
customer eggs in one basket have been 
exposed by COVID-19. So the second 
consideration involves a deeper understanding 
of who your customers are – now and in the 
future.

When Chinese factories were forced to close, 
many organisations realised how little flexibility 
there was in their supply base.6 Many other 
sectors – from health care to consumer goods 
– also realised how dependent they had 
become on Chinese demand.

Hence it’s likely that supply chains will diversify 
– potentially into adjacent regional markets 
such as Vietnam, India and Mexico – and 
manufacture closer to destination markets. But 
this doesn’t necessarily mean closer to home.

Southeast Asian markets still represent a 
promising opportunity for growth, despite the 
vulnerabilities of developing nations to this 
pandemic. The IMF World Economic Outlook 
predicts a strong rebound in 2021 for China, 
India and ASEAN-5 (Indonesia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, Singapore and Thailand)7. The 
fundamentals are still there: an upwardly mobile 
population, a relatively low-cost labour base 
and robust infrastructure. 

These emerging markets have very different 
expectations, however – particularly when it 
comes to the clock speed of innovation.

9

6https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/05/this-is-what-global-supply-
chains-will-look-like-after-covid-19/ 
7https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2020/04/14/weo-
april-2020
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This is where technology can become a vital 
differentiator. It can provide the customer-
centric insights needed to make smarter 
decisions at a local level – effectively 
connecting the core to the edge and back so 
new needs can be anticipated and met. 

Technology is also the enabler of more 
efficient workflow – the rapid prototyping, 
iteration, testing and learning that is essential 
to accelerate development and generate 
faster business returns.

The head of innovation in China for a leading 
global car manufacturer sees this as a great 
time for innovation. “We are refocusing and 
relooking at the business. Anecdotally, we are 
seeing evidence that markets are no longer 
just serving consumers but also solving real 
problems.”

He has seen a strong push to relocate supply 
chains to Southeast Asia (in part due to trade 
war implications, in part due to costs). But he 
believes it will take more than this to gain a 
new competitive edge. 

“Revolutionary ideas will be few and far 
between, and differentiation depends on 
unique execution and processes – because 
most technologies get commoditised,” he 
said, pointing to ‘off the shelf’ hardware 
– including robotics – now emerging in 
industrial sectors. “Increasing the pace of 
innovation also requires a culture change.”

“Businesses need to decide what 
technologies are core to their competitive 
advantage,” Victoria Coleman suggested. As 
former CEO of Atlas AI, she understands how 
businesses can use machine learning and 
data to predict scenarios and make better 
decisions in times of uncertainty. “Think of 
Tesla’s advances with electrification, and 
consider what is better developed through 
collaboration, and what is better to acquire.” 

“Businesses need to decide 
what technologies are 
core to their competitive 
advantage.”  
- Victoria Coleman,  
former CEO of Atlas AI

10



The 7 rights
So what does it take to understand talent at the edges of markets? Are your 
people best placed to serve future customer needs? 

Korn Ferry assessments can guide better workforce planning decisions.  
And the current crisis is the ideal opportunity to re-think role and capability 
assumptions within the ‘7 Rights’ framework.

11

Right  
source

Right  
site

Right  
size

Which tasks should be performed by machines, rather than 
humans – to protect workers and to mitigate productivity 
loss?

Are your people working in a safe and productive physical 
environment?

Do you have enough people with appropriate skills, and 
can you flex up or down to respond to market shifts?

Right  
shape

Right  
skills

Right  
spend

Does the structure distribute work and responsibilities 
effectively between local offices and HQ, and between  
people and technology?

Do you have the capabilities to achieve future goals – what 
reskilling is needed?

Are you investing good money in great people 
(and not overinvesting in mediocrity)?

Right  
style

Do you have the right culture and values to 
empower your talent to perform, and adapt 
quickly to the changing environment?



12

Reassessing leadership and purpose

Markets at the edge of your organisation are now 
struggling with new realities. The immediate crisis 
response has meant prioritising employee health and 
wellbeing, and working closely with local government, 
NGOs and other stakeholders to ensure new protocols are 
followed.

Typically, country managers are having to step up to fulfil 
this far more complex leadership role. And they may not 
have the capabilities or networks needed to respond.

One client has adopted a new approach to advisory 
groups, creating a dynamic and diverse network of 
advisors who are ready to engage either as individuals or 
as a group, to serve specific market needs. They bring a 
broader perspective to leaders on the ground and enable 
them to make better tactical decisions without depending 
on the core for direction.

Europcar’s Alberic Chopelin says he sees, “gaps in how 
well managing directors are connected. Their skill sets 
now need to go beyond commercial and sales. They need 
to know how to steer a complete business and have a 
360-degree view with direct lines of communication to all 
key functions.”

His organisation has set up a separate workstream to 
focus on recovery – selecting executives who have the 
right mindset for this task, and taking them away from 
crisis management ‘firefighting’.  

Former World Bank and McKinsey adviser Janamitra 
Devan believes companies will need to invest more in 
bringing their strategic thinking to governments. “Stop 
thinking of it as lobbying, and start seeing it as ‘intellectual 
partnering’,” he suggested. “The world has become so 
complicated, we can’t do this on our own. But most 
companies are myopic – they hold their cards close to 
their chest and won’t have dialogues across industries.”

3. How do you 
engage local 
communities? 

12
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The new breed of leaders will need  
to break down barriers 

They may need to make the right decision for 
their region – even if it doesn’t serve the interests 
of the home market.

“Leaders will need to be truly global to navigate 
this complexity,” Nissan’s Ponz Pandikuthira said. 
“But local market conditions – including 
manufacturing or franchise connections – will 
determine who the right person is to motivate 
and lead in each market.”

Lamborghini’s Ranieri Niccoli described the ideal 
future leader as one, “that is agile enough to 
navigate this, but can also connect with society to 
understand what resonates with consumers.”

In 2019, Korn Ferry research found two-thirds of 
global investors believed today’s leaders are not 
fit for the future, given the rapidly-changing 
business environment.8 Those leaders are 
currently being put to the test, with the future 
being fast-forwarded under trying conditions.

Korn Ferry’s Self-Disruptive Leadership model 
defines what it takes to be that future-ready 
leader: the abilities to ADAPT – anticipate, drive, 
accelerate, partner and trust.

 

“Leaders will need to be 
truly global to navigate this 
complexity. But local market 
conditions will determine 
who the right person is to 
motivate and lead in each 
market.”  
 - Ponz Pandikuthira, Nissan 

8https://www.kornferry.com/content/dam/kornferry/docs/pdfs/korn-ferry-disruptive-leader.pdf



ADAPT to lead with purpose 
More than two-thirds of global investors say leadership will become more 
important to company performance within the next three years. For leaders to 
succeed in the future, and continually self-disrupt, they will need to ADAPT:

A

D

A

P

T

Anticipate

Make quick judgments and create  
opportunities; provide clear direction.

Drive

Energise people and give purpose; keep people 
hopeful, optimistic, and intrinsically motivated.

Accelerate

Implement ideas and empower innovation;  
use agile processes and quick prototyping.

Partner

Connect across functional and organisational 
boundaries; enable exchange of ideas and  
enable high performance.

Trust

Integrate diverse perspective and values;  
center on individuals.

14
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A phased recovery 
as a catalyst for 
change

There is no clear timeline for recovery, with the way we 
work, transact and trade in the future still uncertain. 
Leaders will need to anticipate emerging signals – 
effectively seeing around corners – and have the authority 
and skills to respond accordingly to each new phase of 
recovery. 

In each market you serve, the timing of these phases will 
vary. By building capabilities in each market to respond at 
the coal face, you can empower those closest to emerging 
signals to make the right decisions and the right time. 

Three phases of recovery

The crisis.  
Prioritising staff, customers and cash flow.  

The recovery.  
Revitalising the organisation, and rebuilding the 
model for resilience. 

 
 

The reimagined organisation. 
Challenging the norms to establish new behaviours, 
structures and ecosystems.

15
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If you go for global… 

Talent at the edges of your markets will 
be crucial. They will need: 

• Skills and resources to make smart 
decisions in their local markets,

• Networks to gain a broader perspective, 

• The ability to leverage market   
opportunities – from new supply chain 
partners to government support.

If your cash flow permits, lean into 
recruitment. 

And while ‘fail faster’ has become the 
innovation mantra, don’t double down on 
a strategy if it’s not working. Test quickly 
and look for returns. If they aren’t there, 
don’t keep repeating those mistakes.

 If you focus on local market and 
export opportunities…

Keep seeking perspectives outside your 
core, or you’ll fall into the confirmation bias 
trap – reinforcing the beliefs within your 
bubble. 

Look for adjacent opportunities – if you 
need to diversify your supply chain and 
source partners, consider: 

• Markets closer to home,

• Expanding your regional network,

• Clusters of like-minded partners.

A regional mindset may work best in the 
short- to medium-term. For example, in the 
automotive supply chain 59% of trade is 
already intraregional.9

If you need to do both… 

Depending on your industry, you may need to straddle the demands of a global core and 
increasingly flexible local teams. This takes courage: an intentional loss of control, a 
dismantling of governance. Your model still needs to be lean and agile enough to allow 
local teams to move differently, move faster and gain market share.  

No matter which path you choose, make sure you can allocate human and financial capital 
effectively. In 2018, global EY research found only 40% of CFOs believed they could 
change their capital allocation quickly enough to respond to new opportunities.10  
Now is not the time to lock down planned investments or tie up capital. 

While your competitors are still working through their tactical 
response to the crisis phase, now is the ideal time to prepare for 
rebuilding. This starts with the fundamental question: who do 
you want to be as an organisation?

16

9https://www.economist.com/briefing/2020/05/14/covid-19s-blow-to-world-trade-is-a-heavy-one 
10https://www.ey.com/en_au/transactions/capital-allocation-strategy-driving-shareholder-return
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There is no doubt the old ways of operating will no longer work 
in a post-pandemic world. Customer and employee expectations 
have changed. The old structures and processes we depended 
on have been disrupted – permanently – and economic 
shockwaves are likely to continue for some time. 

But there are still opportunities for growth. Addressing these is 
likely to require both local understanding and agility, and global 
capabilities and networks. The underpinning philosophy is 
simple: centralise information and decisions at the core only 
when it adds value to the whole. It’s no longer a case of building 
for scale and optimising for efficiency at the expense of local 
needs and agility.  

By powering those people at the edges of your markets, you can 
get new perspectives on opportunities you might have been deaf 
to before – and leap ahead of competitors you may not 
otherwise be aware of. In doing so, you can re-imagine your 
organisation to be more resilient to disruptive forces which will 
inevitably continue to emerge. 

Power the edge

17
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