
Blueprints for University Design (BUDs) 
Vignette: Strategic Agility (April 2022) 
by Ryan L. Shaw 

About the University Design Institute 
The University Design Institute (UDI) is a catalyst for transformation in higher education. Our guiding belief is that universities must become 
engines of social and economic impact. We work at the individual leader, institutional, and systems level around 6 key imperatives: University 
Mission, Leaders and Cultures, Teaching and Learning, Resource Diversification, Knowledge Generation and Discovery, and Digital 
Solutions.  

For other UDI learning products, contact udi@asu.edu
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CASE STUDY 

Design Opportunity: 
How can higher education leaders and 
institutions best detect, decide, and 
communicate in response to change?  What is 
the relationship between strategy and agility? 

About this Paper: 
Drawing on a series of American military and 
sports analogies, higher education strategist 
and professor Ryan Shaw deconstructs the 
often-misunderstood concept of agility and 
how its various components translate in a 
higher education context at both the individual 
leader and organizational levels.  U.S.-based 
Arizona State University (ASU), where Shaw 
currently advises the President, is his main 
point of institutional reference. After defining 
and deconstructing agility, he examines how 
ASU has responded to the COVID-19 
pandemic, and whether and how strategic 
agility was demonstrated.  

About ASU: 
In 2021, ASU was ranked the #1 most 
innovative university by U.S. News and World 
Report, a distinction it earned for the seventh 
consecutive year. 

Click here for more about the ASU Charter. 

Key Takeaways for University Designers: 

• Strategic agility is the enterprise-level capacity to rapidly
detect and analyze unforeseen challenges and opportunities,
and quickly respond in the manner that best promotes a more
complete realization of the institutional vision.

• Far from constraining agility, properly conceived and executed
strategy is the best way to attain it.

• The three components of individual agility - physical capacity,
environmental dexterity, and decisiveness - together with a
culture that prizes innovation and cultivates trust, supports
institutional transformation and organizational agility.

• Three principles should guide the development of any strategy for 
an organization that prizes agility:

o The more complex and dynamic the operational environment,
the simpler a strategy should be, but the more important it is
to have one.

o A strategy is not a plan – it is a top-level framework that
provides the context necessary to allow subordinates to
make their own plans.

o Strategy should not prevent action in response to
unforeseen challenges and opportunities; it should enable
action by providing a framework for rapid decision-making.

• As an example, ASU demonstrated an agile response to COVID-
19 by:

o financial stability bolstered by long-standing resource
diversification efforts (physical capacity)

o commitment to social embeddedness (environmental
dexterity)

o decentralized decision-making and increased
communication of central vision and mission
(decisiveness)

• Challenges associated with COVID-era agility include:

o staff and faculty burnout

o necessary trial and error in many areas

o concerns about broken or unclear communication channels

This case study is being featured by the University Design Institute (UDI) to provoke thought and stimulate action around 
comprehensive and adaptive planning and decision-making. The target audience includes higher education senior 
administrators, policy advocates, investors/funders and other university thought-leaders. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hclnufSM0F0
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Filiopietism:  

Excessive veneration of 

tradition  

Isomorphism:  

The tendency to emulate 

one another and become 

increasingly homogenous 

 CHARACTERISTICS OF  
HIGHER EDUCATION 

INSTITUTIONS  
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Running 

backs: 

In American and 

Canadian football, a running 

back is responsible for 

carrying the ball, moving 

quickly, and getting to 

critical places to catch the 

ball when it is thrown. 

Parkour:   

Parkour is ‘the 

practice of 

traversing obstacles in a 

man-made or natural 

environment through the 

use of running, vaulting, 

jumping, climbing, rolling, 

and other movements in 

order to travel from one 

point to another in the 

quickest and most efficient 

way possible without the 

use of equipment.

(Encyclopedia Brittanica, 

n.d.) 

`` 

 AGILITY IN ATHLETICS  

 
Wrestling:  

Is a one-on-one 

sport with the 

objective of holding your 

opponent down in a 

designated manner for a 

prescribed period of time or 

by avoiding penalties and 

outscoring your opponents.  
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 Public Enterprise is an 

operational logic distinct 

from that of government 

bureaucracy, traditional 

academia, and for-profit 

market models. It differs in 

its conception of animating 

purpose, path to public 

value, assumptions of 

faculty and management, 

funding and accountability 

mechanisms, and scale of 

impact.  

(Crow & Anderson,  
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https://asuforyou.asu.edu/
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