AGILITY IS AT THE HEART OF
SUCCESSFUL BUSINESSES
In a fast-moving world, the businesses
that survive are those that can pivot
swiftly to make the most of new
opportunities.
Here, Rebecca Burn-Callander looks
at the importance of agility and meets
four leaders who have found great
success by being quick to react to
external pressures and opportunities,
whether that’s moving into new
international markets, making
strategic acquisitions, or enduring
unforeseen disasters. While pivoting
a business model can be a risk, it can
also be the making of a company.
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In a complex and highly regulated healthcare sector, Yachna Tak, CEO of
Ashtons Hospital Pharmacy Services found a way to adapt and differentiate
herself from the competition.
The business initially started out as a late-night pharmacy and has evolved
to become the partner chosen by independent healthcare providers across
the country to supply medication, clinical pharmacy advice and compliance
services.
Yachna, who led a management buyout after 24 years in the business, is
pivoting the firm into becoming a healthcare technology innovator. “We created
a system to replace paper prescription charts which reduces medication errors
in hospitals,” she explains. “This technology was initially an add-on for clients,
but it became apparent that it had transformational benefits for improving
quality, efficiency, and safety. The pandemic has increased the demand for
digitisation, and Ashtons is perfectly placed to continue to develop electronic
solutions for its customers.” she says.
As the market looks set to be challenging into 2021, there are many business
leaders who have been here before.
When growth at medical-products manufacturer Penn Pharma, now part of PCI,
began to slow during the 2008 recession, then Chairman Mark Molyneux knew
his team had to find a creative solution. “I joined the business in 2006 and it
was like buying a new car,” he explains. “You start driving it and the engine is
purring and you can’t believe how great your car is. We increased profitability
by 60pc over two years.” But then issues began to emerge, he explains. “The
car started misfiring, we started missing our targets. It was a difficult time.”
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But the management team displayed the kind of nous that defines the leaders
of agile businesses: they pivoted to focus on serving a fast-growing but
underserved part of the market. “We worked with our investor at the time to
build a state-of-the-art site to facilitate a more niche type of production - it was
an example of private equity at its best,” Mark says.
Unforeseen circumstances often forces businesses to shift their strategies. This is
certainly the case in 2020, as businesses around the world learn how to trade
through a global pandemic.
Grant Mansfield has done just that. Founder of Bristol-based Plimsoll
Productions, the biggest independent production house outside London that
creates programmes for the likes of Netflix and Apple TV, has found ways to
keep the cameras rolling. “We have had to switch to using smaller, local crews
and adapt the way we film, taking into account social distancing guidelines,
for example. It’s been a journey, but we are still making great programmes,” he
says. “That’s always our number one objective.”
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It’s not uncommon for many business leaders to find themselves in a needs-must
situation where they have to adapt at record speed. Nigel Brown is the chief
executive of Microlease, now Electro Rent, which hires out electronic testing
equipment globally. He recalls the moment he found out that a fire had broken
out in its main warehouse: “Roughly £20m-worth of equipment was damaged,”
he says. “That was one of the most challenging periods in my life. It took 18
months before the insurance company would pay out. We came out a bigger,
stronger company as a consequence because we had to think of solutions fast.”
Nigel credits much of the company’s agility to its funding model. “We used
private equity to fund a management buyout and they stayed with us for 10
years,” he says. “Their courage and determination through the cycle definitely
helped our resilience.”
Nigel adds: “The key to thriving while other companies may falter is to
constantly review your model and be as nimble as possible. While you’re
always going to face adverse conditions, making sure you can make those bold
moves when necessary is key to survival.”
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