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Planning through 
stagflation. The role of 
agility and accountability  
in driving continued growth
Gaps in processes and poor utilization of resources can lead to inertia and 
decline. Organizations need to align, organize and adjust their operating models  
if they are to plan and execute effectively in the current volatile environment.
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Future perfect:  
A need for urgency

Introduction

“The realignment of global value  
chains along new geopolitical fault  
lines is also considered likely,” says  
the Outlook. “In the context of supply 
chain reconfiguration, companies are 
shifting from efficiency to resilience  
and are expected to prioritize  
localization over diversification.” 

This is seismic change that would have 
wide reaching impacts. Businesses have 
already witnessed first-hand how disrupted 
supply chains during the pandemic quickly 

dictated sales prospects and relationships 
with customers.  Few businesses were fully 
prepared for the challenge. Emerging from 
the pandemic, businesses were expected to 
embrace a so-called ‘new normal’ but world 
events, once again, have made markets lurch 
in another direction.

  

“All businesses, regardless of size or industry should plan. 
Planning is not an insurance policy; it is a fundamental 
business strategy but to be effective, organizations 
increasingly need operating agility and accountability.” 

Debbie Bowen-Heaton, Partner, Oliver Wight EAME
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The problem is not confined to supply chains 
either. How businesses manage resources, 
cashflow, staffing and so on is critical to  
on-going and future prosperity. Businesses 
will have to use their resources better,  
to ensure opportunities are focused  
and optimized.

That means addressing operational 
structures, to increase alignment and 
accountability. To ensure effective integrated 
planning and execution, organizations 
need to be honest, to re-assess processes 
and implement change. Planning has 
become even more critical and of course, 
the challenge facing businesses in the 
coming months is multifaceted. How can 
organizations meet those challenges, 
accurately, effectively and with urgency? 

In this paper we will look at the challenges 
organizations currently face and how 
planning and execution processes are 
fundamental to operating models and 

business viability. We will look at the role  
of accountability and business horizons  
in planning, as, after all, planning for the 
future is key to optimizing resources  
and meeting the varied needs of rapidly 
evolving customers.

1	 https://www3.weforum.org/ docs/ 
	 WEF_Chief_Economists_Outlook_ 
	 May_2022.pdf 
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1	 The Covid-19 hangover – supply chains and 
agility tested

Economically, the pandemic is far from over. As the IMF suggests3, history has shown that 
pandemics have a lasting affect on economies, so it’s important that businesses do not think that 
everything will, at some stage soon, go back to what was normal before Covid-19. Disruption to 
supply chains will continue, a problem exacerbated by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The conflict 
has added pressure on supply chains, while forcing energy prices to record levels. 

These problems are expected to last for 
a while. Car manufacturers have already 
warned that microchip shortages may last 
for years4 while Ian Wright, Chief Executive 
of the Food and Drink Federation, told an 
Institute for Government event last year that 
some changes may be here forever, with 
a “permanent” reduction in choice and 
that consumers should no longer expect all 
products to be always available.

Clearly, what worked before the pandemic is 
no longer applicable. As businesses face up 
to these new realities of supply disruption, 
the challenge is where to focus attention. 
How can the business be more agile?  
What does the business need to do, to 
manage supply chains more effectively  
and to build resiliency?

Five key challenges facing 
fast growth businesses

Section 1 – Identify the problem

2 https://voxeu.org/article/global-supply-chain-risk-and-resilience 

3 https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2020/06/pdf/long-term-economic-impact-of-pandemics-jorda.pdf 

4 https://www.forbes.com/sites/greatspeculations/2021/09/09/semiconductor-shortage-is-far-from-over-but-these-stocks-stand-to-gain/ 

“Even though the pandemic waxed and waned regionally, it 
has been global in nature. Because of this, the impact was felt 
in almost all goods producing sectors. We cannot know how 
frequently future pandemics or disruptive global events will 
occur, but it is likely that Covid-19 will continue to be disruptive 
for many months or years.”  

Richard Baldwin, Professor of International Economics at The Graduate Institute, Geneva 
and Rebecca Freeman, Trade Associate, Centre for Economic Performance, LSE2
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“To enjoy the new freedoms as a genuine digital leader, CIOs must also be prepared to 
clean up the legacy landscape that haunts most organizations today,” says a Harvey Nash 
Group Digital Leadership Report 20216. “In this respect, the CIO must help to transform 
legacy cultures, skills, systems and processes. This will require investment and top-level 
support that is often missing in today’s overcrowded board agenda.”

In his blog, Chocolate ‘shrinkflation’ takes the biscuit – but also displays how not to manage 
costs across future horizons8, Les Brookes, Partner and CEO, Oliver Wight EAME, writes;  
“I worry that many organizations that are not embracing forecasting strategies but are 
more concerned about the more immediate quarterly results are sleepwalking towards  
a more significant problem that could swallow them whole.”

Old processes - often manual paper-based 
processes - hinder an organization’s ability 
to be more productive and find efficiencies 
within the operation. These processes 
are indicative of a business that remains 
siloed by legacy technologies and business 
structures. They undermine data strategies 
and lead to inaccuracies in business 
decision-making.

One recent poll7 found that 61% of data 
leaders point to manual processes and siloed 
data access tools as the culprit slowing 
down their data projects. In short, these 
outdated processes are costly both in terms 
of finance but also in terms of productivity 
and planning. Businesses need to address 
legacy technologies and transform digital 
architectures to enable data strategies and 
improve workflow and productivity.

Pre-pandemic and current challenges, 
businesses could to some extent predict 
tomorrow's likely success based on 
today's results. That has now changed. 
Businesses that now lack visibility of their 
existing resources and customers cannot 
plan, and therefore become vulnerable to 
volatility. Short-termism is a significant risk 
to businesses, especially in the current 
climate of disruption.

How can businesses transform to build 
a longer-term picture of viability? Should 
organizations de-centralize decision-
making and inventory, for example, or 
should they retain a top-down, centralized 
strategy? Both can work but what will 
work best for your particular business and 
customer base?

2	 Outdated processes are creating  
workflow bottlenecks

3	 Short-term reactive decision-making is 
killing business

4 https://www.forbes.com/sites/greatspeculations/2021/09/09/semiconductor-shortage-is-far-from-over-but-these-stocks-stand-to-gain/ 

5 https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/events/border-supply-chain 

6 https://www.nashsquared.com/dlr-2022

7 https://venturebeat.com/2022/05/06/report-61-of-data-leaders-say-that-manual-processes-slow-down-their-projects/ 

8 https://oliverwight-eame.com/news/chocolate-shrinkflation-takes-the-biscuit-but-also-displays-how-not-to-manage-costs-across-future-horizons 
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According to Gartner9, businesses are being hit by multiple factors when it comes to 
recruitment and retaining skills. “HR leaders are under more pressure than ever to fill roles 
with those with critical skills to meet market needs and drive organizational change,” 
it says. “While there’s an urgency to obtain scarce, critical capabilities, there’s also an 
effort to optimize costs in the current economic climate.”

The pressure on skills can hurt businesses 
looking to transform, to create digital 
structures and improve data strategies. 
It is not an easy problem to solve. Data 
literacy across the organization becomes 
increasingly important, which demands 
internal training and upskilling. Automation 
also becomes a factor but this requires 
connected departments and a unifying 
data strategy and plan.

Ultimately businesses have to look at their 
existing workforce and determine whether 
current roles and responsibilities within the 
business match the strategic plan.

4	 Skills shortages are  
undermining productivity

9 https://www.gartner.com/smarterwithgartner/9-future-of-work-trends-post-covid-19 

10 https://hbr.org/2020/02/does-your-team-have-an-accountability-problem 
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“A lack of accountability is rarely intentional,” writes10 Melissa Raffoni in the Harvard 
Business Review. “More often, it’s the result of an underlying issue, such as unclear roles 
and responsibilities, limited resources, poor strategy, or unrealistic goals. This is why 
leaders who default to a plea for accountability often end up hitting a wall and feeling 
even more frustrated.”

Many may recognise this description of 
accountability in their organizations. The 
problem is that disjointed planning leads 
to a lack of ownership, which in turn can 

lead to inaccuracies and errors in decision-
making. This undermines business agility 
and resiliency leaving organizations 
exposed to economic volatility.

5	 A lack of accountability is leaving decision-
making exposed to error
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11	https://oliverwight-eame.com/resource/white-papers/analyze-redefine-transform-the-art-of-creating-a-proactive-aligned-strategy-fit-for-
future-growth

A foundation for change: 
joining the dots

Section 2 – Building foundations

Organizational alignment is key to accurate business planning. By analyzing 
existing structures and processes, redefining the business architecture and digitally 
transforming, companies can begin to implement the change required to drive more 
intelligent decision-making.

In our whitepaper, Analyze. Redefine. 
Transform. The art of creating a proactive, 
aligned strategy fit for future growth11 we 
outlined that when looking to implement 
a transformational plan, there are some 
fundamental questions to ask about 
organizational alignment, adjustment  
and planning. 

Addressing the challenges of transformation 
is essential for any business faced with 
the complexities of current markets and 
economies. The difficulty is in knowing 
the optimal sequence for change and to 
ensure your leadership team are aligned and 
thinking cross-functionally with a clear vision 
of what the future deliverables are and how 
to achieve them.

If a business wants to achieve an improved 
business performance, with cross-functional 
collaboration and standard roles and 
processes, it needs an integrated approach 
to management, demonstrated leadership 
and organizational change management.

For any business that is experiencing 
organizational silos, inconsistencies in 
processes and decisions, a fire-fighting 
reactive culture and poor business 
performance, implementing an alignment 
strategy is essential.

“Having the alignment of people, process and tools is 
pivotal to achieving full business potential.”  

Claus Jensen, Business Development Manager – Digital Supply Chain, SAP 
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5 key questions to ask:

Where does accountability sit 
within the organization?

1
How aligned is your organization 
to an overall strategy?

4

Are there isolated departments, 
data silos and/or gaps in 
operational processes?

5

Do you plan? If so, how far out 
do you plan?

3

Do you have visibility of the 
entire value chain?

2
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Planning for growth:  
Align and conquer

Section 3 – Integrated planning

Every business should have an effective operating model to integrate the strategy and 
execute the plan. This plan should support the strategic goals of the organization and 
reflect the challenges in the market. There should be short, medium and long terms 
plans that cover both strategic and tactical functions, enabling the business to align 
processes accordingly to reach intended goals. In short, there is an urgent requirement 
for end-to-end planning with modelling that enables the organization to prepare for 
departmental impacts and needs.

For any fast-growth business, this is 
increasingly important, so as to avoid 
unnecessary costs and complexity. 
Economic volatility and growing concerns 
around stagflation mean that strategic re-
evaluations are understandable but if the 
organization is not aligned and there are 
inconsistencies in processes and data, this 
re-evaluation will be incomplete.

This becomes an acute problem when faced 
with pressing challenges. Customers, once 
again, are changing habits and priorities. 
How does this impact the overall business 
strategy? Can businesses plan accordingly? 
How do businesses decide on central and 
regional controls, inventories and logistics? 
What impacts will this have on recruitment, 
supplier contracts, finances and so on?

Businesses need to understand how the plan 
ripples through the company. The Covid-19 
pandemic gave organizations a taste of 
how disrupted supply chains, for example, 
can impact entire organizations. An annual 
strategic plan (which reviews portfolios, 
suppliers and customer demand, as well as 
management structure and finance) needs to 
be supported with short and mid-term horizon 
planning. Each plan considers the changing 
market and the ability of the business to meet 
those changes, analyzing everything from 
goods receipts to sales orders and inventory.

Integrated Business Planning enables global 
visibility and a structure for organizations to 
follow. The goal is less complexity, improved 
decision-making and increased business 
agility and viability.

12	https://www.gartner.com/smarterwithgartner/9-steps-successful-functional-strategic-planning

“The strategic planning process, especially during volatile 
times, should eliminate everything that isn't necessary and 
be sufficient to communicate an effective strategy.”12  

Jackie Wiles, Gartner 
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5 critical questions that can be answered by 
effective planning:

What is our current return on 
investment (ROI) from assets?

1

Which customers are a potential 
liability? 

4
What is our cash operating 
cycle – ie. How long does  
it take to turn inventory  
into income?

2

Where is our growth opportunity? 

5

Where is our supply chain risk?

3
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Businesses need accurate strategies that align with the capabilities of the business and 
the needs of the market. Business agility is overtaking efficiency as the key competency 
required to thrive in unpredictable economies. 

Agility is built on knowledge. This means businesses need a planning structure that is capable 
of connecting all departments, delivering data that can drive the sort of intelligence required to 
enable oversight but also align processes and accountability.

With this oversight, businesses can start to plan, knowing how decisions affect departmental 
needs and resources. It provides intelligence, on what is required, from staffing through to 
inventory, products, sales and logistics.

This is where processes such as Integrated Business Planning can thrive, but businesses need 
that end-to-end planning structure, to re-align and focus. Anything less will lead to frustration, 
costly errors and unhappy customers. Every business needs to re-evaluate their strategy to 
respond to volatile supply chains and market forces. By aligning, organizing and adjusting 
operating models, businesses can get a level of global visibility that will help them do that.  
If ever there was a time for planning to be core to business thinking, that time is now. 

Kirsty Braines
Oliver Wight 
Partner

Debbie  
Bowen-Heaton 
Oliver Wight 
Partner
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Re-align and focus towards 
agility and growth

Conclusion
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We use the term 'partner' to refer to both individual members and the authorised representative of corporate members of the LLP. A list of the members of the LLP 
(and their authorised representative) is available at our registered office. 

The information contained within is proprietary to Oliver Wight International and may not be modified, reproduced, distributed or utilised in any manner in whole or  
in part, without the express prior written permission of Oliver Wight International.

About Oliver Wight

When you talk to Oliver Wight about improving your business, we’ll 
assume you want results, not just better processes – things like increased 
revenues and margins and greater market share. If you have the ambition, it 
is possible to make improvements that truly transform the performance of your 
organization and create more fulfilling roles for the people within it. We believe 
this can only be delivered by your own people. So, unlike other consultancy 
firms, we transfer our knowledge to you; knowledge that comes from over  
50 years of working with some of the world’s best-known companies.

Oliver Wight has a long-standing 
reputation for innovation and we 
continually challenge the industry 
status quo, so you always get the  
latest in new thinking. Your Oliver 
Wight partners will use their real-
world experience to ensure your 
people, business processes and 
technology are fully aligned and 
integrated right across your 
organization.

They will coach, guide and inspire 
your people to drive change 
throughout your organization, 
allowing you to create a culture 
of continuous improvement and 
innovation that simply becomes for 
you ‘the way we do things around 
here’. It’s a proven, sustainable 
approach that will deliver results 
straight to the bottom line.
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