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Abstract 

Questo scritto offre una panoramica sulle organizzazioni Agili, analizzandone nel primo capitolo le 

caratteristiche chiave, la storia, e la sua diffusione attuale. Sono presentati i vantaggi e svantaggi di 

questo approccio, sempre più comune oggi giorno.  

Nel secondo capitolo l’attenzione è spostata su una delle figure principali di queste organizzazioni: 

l’Agile Leader. Se ne studiano le qualità principali, con particolare enfasi sulla consapevolezza del 

sé. Come nel primo capitolo, anche in questo caso è riportato lo stato attuale delle cose. A 

differenza del metodo Agile, in continua crescita, gli studi sulla diffusione e padronanza dell’Agile 

Leadership forniscono risultati non particolarmente brillanti. 

Nel corso del capitolo vari stili di leadership vengono toccati, e nell’ultimo paragrafo si espongono 

le due metodologie Agile più usate, ovverosia Scrum e Kanban. 

Il terzo capitolo si concentra sui passi necessari per portare a termine con successo una 

trasformazione Agile, evidenziando l’importanza della cultura aziendale e il ruolo chiave del 

dipartimento di Risorse Umane, nell’alimentarla e promovuerla. Alcuni modelli vengono discussi, 

sia in merito all’individuazione e classificazione della cultura aziendale, sia in merito al suo 

cambiamento, e agli ostacoli che sono soliti sorgere in risposta al cambio.  

Chiude questa Prova Finale un breve elenco di tecniche che incarnano la mentalità Agile, la cui 

adozione non richiede investimenti economici né cambiamenti strutturali. Si prestano quindi ad 

essere usate come il primo passo per diffondere il metodo Agile all’interno della propria impresa.  
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CHAPTER I 

The Agile Organization 

 

Introduction 

In this first chapter we will discuss the characteristics of an Agile organization, its structure and its 

raison d’être. We’ll see the advantages the Agile approach brings, and its downsides. An excursus 

on the events and the precursors that led to the birth of the Agile Manifesto will be presented, 

together with an overview of the actual diffusion of Agile.   

 

The characteristics of an Agile Organization 

The McKinsey Agile Tribe (2017, p.3) describes an Agile organization as “a network of teams 

within a people-centered culture that operates in rapid learning and fast decision cycles which are 

enabled by technology, and that is guided by a powerful common purpose to co-create value for all 

stakeholders”.  

It’s not a new concept, as already in 1995 Kidd came up with a quite similar description, defining 

an Agile organization as an organization that “unites organizational processes and people with 

advanced technology to meet customer demands for customized high-quality products and services 

within a relatively short time frame” (Kidd 1995 in 21st International Conference, PROFES 2020, 

p.20).  

Meanwhile at that time the Agile approach was not widespread, nowadays with the progress of 

technology, the instability of the economic landscape and a boisterous socio-political environment, 

the relevance of the Agile organizational model is rising and acquiring more and more importance 

(Chatwani 2019, in Attar & Abdul-Kareem 2020, p.172). With the VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, 

complexity, ambiguity) environment becoming our permanent reality (Balog 2020), it’s no surprise 

that sixty-eight percent of CEOs affirms that Agility has grown into a fundamental characteristic for 

the survival of businesses (KPMG 2019), as the Gallup report “The real future of work” (2018) 

confirms, stating that the companies not Agile, that are not able to rapidly adapt to change, will be 

soon outdated by their competitors and run out of business. 
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This agility is seen as the efficiency of organizations in readjusting continuously and consistently to 

change (Haneberg 2011 in Heilmann, Forsten-Astikainen & Kultalahti 2020, p.1293). 

 

Information Technology 

One fundamental element in Agile organizations is IT, since long time considered as one of the key 

factors to allow and boost innovation (Schein 1994 in Morton & Allen 1994, pp.125-146).  

With his sociotechnical model, Schein (1994) underlined the importance of considering the 

technical capabilities and structure in the definition of the organizational culture since the first 

moment, as this would help to create tools that are aligned with the employees’ habits and values. 

The alternative, relegating the IT system to a mere tool, will slow down the company, as for 

example in the case of the development of a more efficient IT tool than the actual one, that will not 

be implemented because employees are not willing to leave their present well-known system to 

learn the use of the new one.  

Only when technical innovation is well instilled and accepted in the organizational culture, IT 

flexibility and constant improving will be possible.  

Since in a VUCA environment companies’ operating processes are frequently modified and 

adjusted, to respond to market changes, also technology must evolve constantly, in terms of 

architecture, structure and tools, to “enable quick reactions to business and stakeholder needs” (The 

McKinsey Agile Tribe 2017, p.16). 

This IT flexibility is crucial as it’s one of the primary drivers of the overall flexibility of an Agile 

organization (Plant & Murrell 1997). 

 

People-focused approach 

Agile organizations are people-centered organizations, that believe in trusting employees, 

empowering them, letting them express their opinions and act autonomously. They adopt the 

Theory Y of McGregor, the management approach that considers employees as people willing to 

work, whom motivation and commitment are the main drivers. In this vision, workers are 

considered capable of self-control and self-organization, with no need of strict micromanagement to 

control and direct them constantly (McGregor 1960 in Kopelman, Prottas & Davis 2008, p.255). 

Employees are therefore stimulated to share their ideas freely, in an organization where its values 

and culture are continuously promoted, especially by the Agile leaders (The McKinsey Agile Tribe, 

2017). 
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The structure 

The structure differs from the one of traditional organizations that adopt a pyramidal hierarchy. The 

top-management hierarchical structure is maintained, but the remaining workforce is divided in a 

network of flexible and empowered teams (Brosseau et al. 2019). It’s a flexible horizontal structure, 

as a consequence of employees’ empowerment. 

There are three main types of teams: cross functional, self-managing and flow-to-the-work pools. 

The first type is used for product development, it reunites employees with different expertise, that 

work together to reach a common goal, usually under the guidance of a product/project owner, that 

set and prioritize the objectives of the team (McDonough III 2003). 

Self-managing teams, used for sales, manufacturing or customer service, autonomously prioritize 

and delegate tasks among the team, deciding which is the best method to work (Schwaber & Beedle 

2001 in Moe, Dingsøyr & Kvangardsnes 2009, p.2). 

Flow-to-the-work pools are teams in which each member is assigned to specific tasks, that can 

change if priorities change. They are used for corporate services as HR and legal (Brosseau et al. 

2019). The teams can be changed, and members reassigned, as internal mobility is seen as positive. 

 

A stakeholders view 

The focus is not only on employees, but on any stakeholder of the company, in contraposition with 

the shareholders’ focus that characterizes traditional organizations. The goal of Agile organizations 

is not to maximize profit for the shareholders, but to create value for all the stakeholders.  

They are customer-focused, constantly in contact with customers to obtain their feedback, through 

surveys, modular products, hackathons, etc.  

Collaboration with suppliers is also fostered, to bring together different knowledge and skills to 

improve the quality of the process and the final product itself (The McKinsey Agile Tribe 2017). 

 

 

The history of Agile 

The Agile Manifesto was published in August 2001 by 17 anarchists, 17 eminent profiles in the 

field of software development. Anarchists, as they defined themselves, to detach themselves 

decisively from the classical methodologies in use at that time, which they considered rigid and 

inefficient, incompatible with the environment and the dynamic sector in which they operated. 

These 17 experts, each with their own theories and methodologies for managing projects, met in 
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February 2001 in a ski resort in the snowy mountains of Utah. Their goal was to find common 

principles between their methodologies, principles generally applicable to every project, that would 

facilitate and speed up software development (Beck et al. 2001). 

Before analyzing in depth the Agile manifesto, it is interesting to analyze what were the stages and 

events that led to its creation, to the official birth of the Agile movement. 

 

During the twentieth century, many methods and theories, based on principles and values today 

enclosed under the word Agile, were developed, all with a common point: the use of an iterative 

and incremental-development methodology (IID). The IID is based on the continuous control and 

review of the various processes, on continuous feedback, emphasizing the importance of 

communication, and on providing frequent deliveries to the end-user. 

To sum up, it’s a method that accept apporting continuous changes to the project, where dynamism 

and communication are keys (Paasivaara & Lassenius 2004).  

 

Although the Agile methodology, and its precursors, were born in the IT field, more specifically in 

the field of software development, the first application of this IID methodology took place outside 

the IT world (Rigby, Sutherland & Takeuchi 2016). It dates to 1930, to the physicist and statistician 

Walter Shewart, of the Bell Company, who began to apply continuous improvement cycles Plan-

Do-Study-Act (PDSA) (Leirman & Basili 2003), to improve the quality of his products (Jiang & 

Eberlein 2009). Shewart then taught his apprentice, W. Edwards Deming, what he had learned. 

Deming treasured these teachings, and after World War II, in Japan, he was hired by Toyota, to 

train hundreds of its managers, who then gave birth to the Toyota Production System, a pivotal 

point in the development of lean management (Rigby, Sutherland & Takeuchi 2016). 

However, the main development of the methodologies prior to Agile was a reaction to the classical 

methodologies in software development (Abbas, Gravel & Wills 2008), in particular to the waterfall 

method, considered by its protesters an ineffective method (McCraken & Jackson 1980 in Lerman 

& Basili 2003; Brooks 1986 in Lerman & Basili 2003). The waterfall method assumes that it is 

possible to define at the beginning of the project’s life cycle a complete set of requirements, in 

detail, recognizing and anticipating any future changes (Beck et al. 2001). Given the growing 

dynamism and unpredictability of the sector, some considered this assumption unfounded, to the 

point of calling the waterfall method "one of the greatest time wasters, with too many unknown" 

(Gilb 1985 in Abbas, Gravel & Wills 2008).  
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Lerman and Basili (2003) collected many examples of IID applications dating back to the 70s and 

80s, in their article "Iterative and Incremental Development: A Brief History".  

One of the first IID promotion and recommendation was a 1968 report by F.W. Zurcher and Brian 

Randell of the IBM T.J. Watson Research Center, which was then passed on to IBM management 

the following year, between the development recommendations. 

Winston Royce, a few years later, in his article "Managing the Development of Large Software 

Systems" also promoted the use of IID models and his practices (1970). 

The first book that clearly mentioned and promoted IID was written by Tom Gilb, a systems 

engineer, in 1976, and approximately a decade later, in 1985, he developed the Evolutionary Value 

Delivery model, in which he underlined the importance of frequent interactions, providing the 

developing results to the end-user, and adjusting the objectives of the plan in real time. 

In 1982 McCracken and Jackson structured a system development process in which the ultimate 

result of the project was the consequence of various modifications to the first prototype, or the next 

ones, without having a defined specific product at the beginning of the project lifecycle, as in the 

waterfall method, but rather adjusting and modulating the product based on the results obtained 

along the course of the project. 

So, it was during the second half of the 20th century that the Agile methodologies spread, even if 

not so-called yet. Starting from the iterative and incremental-development methodology, many 

theories were developed, such as:  

• Extreme Programming (XP) – created by 3 of the 17 signers of the Agile Manifesto (Beck, 

Cunningham and Jeffries), it’s one of the first Agile methodologies, that takes traditional principles 

to extreme trough a number of practices, as minimalist design, pair programming, constant testing, 

refactoring, continuous integration, coding standards and small releases (Paulk 2001). 

• Scrum – conceived by the minds of Scumniotales, McKenna and Sutherland (signer of the 

Agile Manifesto), it’s composed by two primary elements. The product backlogs, precise and 

complete to-do lists, and the sprints, recurring appointments dedicated to prioritizing actions and 

setting short terms objectives. In comparison with the XP is less focused on the technical aspects of 

software development and more on the managerial trait (Schwaber 1997). 

• Feature driven development (FDD): born to solve a bank project in Singapore, by the 

collaboration of a project manager, Jeff de Luca, and the developer Peter Coad, it’s a model divided 

in 5 principal phases. The first one is the development of an overall model, a general definition of 

the final product. There’s then the building of a feature (functional requirement) list to obtain the 
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product, a planning based on those features, and then the designing and building by features, all this 

in constant communication with the client, to obtain feedback and readjust the outputs (Felsing & 

Palmer 2001).   

• Crystal Clear: created by Cockburn, one of the Manifesto signers, for IBM in 1991. It’s a 

people-centered methodology, it does not provide precise technical information about software 

development, it’s rather focused on individuating the best conditions that improves a team 

efficiency, as clear communication, high morale, a good environment, frequent interactions, and 

honest feedback (Cockburn 2004). 

 

On the beginning of the new century, more precisely on February 11th 2001, 17 of these software 

development experts reunited, to find some common principles between their methodologies.  

As Fowler and Highsmith affirm in their comment to the “Agile Software Development Manifesto” 

(2001), it was not an easy attempt, since never similar had been tried before, and some 

methodologies were even conflicting between each other.  

The uncertainty is evident in the statement of Cockburn after the three days reunion: “I personally 

didn't expect that this particular group of agilites to ever agree on anything substantive.” (The 

History of the Manifesto, www.agilealliance.org). 

In contrary with the expectations, the meeting was a success, it resulted being an historical 

milestone for a movement that rapidly spread all around the world. Beside the creation of the 

Manifesto, on that reunion a community was founded: the Agile Alliance. This organization grew 

over time and nowadays counts 72000 members (www.agilealliance.org). It organizes conferences, 

workshops, events and courses, all with a common purpose: the diffusion and the development of 

the Agile methodologies, all based on the values of the Agile Manifesto. 

At the time the 2001 reunion took place, all the experts of these new methodologies (XP, RAD, 

SCRUM…) were referred to using the umbrella-term “lightweight” methodologists.  

One of the objectives of the reunion was to find a new term, since many of the participants were 

against this denomination, as Cockburn said: “I'm not sure I want to be referred to as a 'lightweight' 

attending a 'lightweight methodologists' meeting. It sounds like a bunch of skinny, feebleminded 

people trying to remember what day it is.” (Fowler & Highsmith 2001, p.1). 

Since those days, the moniker “lightweight” started disappearing, as a new word was defined to 

refer to those new methodologies: “Agile”. 
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In the Manifesto, four key principles were defined: 

• Individuals and interactions over processes and tools 

• Working software over comprehensive documentation 

• Customer collaboration over contract negotiation 

• Responding to change over following a plan 

 

With the first affirmation, the importance of people is highlighted. In fact, the Agile methodology 

empowers the employees, inciting managers to wisely delegate, trusting their managees. Although 

recognizing the utility of good processes and tools, the main factor for a project’s success are 

people, so it’s fundamental to provide them a safe environment and focus on improving their 

morale. The other statements characterize one big difference between the classic methodologies and 

the Agile one: the different importance assigned to precise documentation and planning. For the 

classic methodologies was fundamental to write documentation in a detailed and comprehensive 

way, and to plan and study everything profoundly before starting, while Agile workers believed 

more in the “learn by doing” principle, therefore consider working on the software a constant part 

of the project. They accepted real-time changes, normalizing them, and instead of focusing on 

trying to anticipate every possible scenario, they focused on creating flexible structures and 

methodologies, able to intercept and adapt rapidly to change.   

 

 

Agile in the 21st century 

Agile organizations are widely spreading, and its expansion is recognized as one of the biggest 

trends of 2022 (Marr 2021). In the Global IT Internal Audit Survey of KPMG (2021) resulted that 

more of the 60% of Internal Audit functions started investing in Agile coaches, to make the audit 

process more dynamic and increase the rapidness of it. In addition, it was ascertained that the 

number of organizations moving forward Agile processes is increasing.  

In 2018 Gallup interviewed employees of companies all around Europe to assess the diffusion of 

Agile organizations, defined in the surveys as companies that have “the mindset and the right tools 

and processes to respond quickly to business needs” (Gallup 2018, p.3). It resulted that one 

employee out of six considered his company Agile. Even more, one out of four employees “strongly 

agree” that they were empowered to share their opinions, to experiment, try, and learn by their 

mistakes, without fear of failure. In addition, one third of the employees “strongly agree” that their 
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companies stimulated them to find different and better approaches to do things, embodying the 

essential spirit of creativity and innovation of Agile organizations. 

The employees who considered their companies Agile had also more faith in the company financial 

future, in its ability to do better of the competitors and they evaluated more positively the efforts 

made by the company to take care of their customers. 

In the 2019 KPMG U.S. CEOs Outlook, a study that involved 400 CEOs to define the better way to 

become resilient as an organization, the 63% of CEOs agreed that in the following years they would 

have had to improve their innovation mechanisms and execution. In fact, the necessity of being 

rapid and reactive to the environment is spreading year after year. The report found that 68% of the 

CEOs considered Agility a crucial factor to survive, believing that being too slow leads to bankrupt. 

This percentage grew massively, as just in the precedent report it amounted only to 14%.   

 

 

Agile: all that glitters is not gold 

So far, we have analyzed the advantages and qualities of the Agile approach, but all that glitters is 

not gold, or, as Friedman used to say, there's no such thing as a free lunch (1975).  

Elbanna and Sarker (2016) analyzed the risks of Agile, interviewing 112 employees of 28 different 

organizations that adopted the Agile Software Development methodology, 17 freelance developers 

and 8 ASD consultants. 

With this study, many common problems emerged.  

Preferring rapid changes to a well-structured and defined plan can be a double-edged sword, as 

choosing quickly can lead to hasty and inaccurate decisions, harmful in the long run. This risk 

becomes more tangible when the work is organized through Agile projects, where continuous 

deliveries to the customer are required, prior to the final product, and this increases the pressure and 

reduces the time to evaluate everything carefully. 

In addition, continuous interaction with the various stakeholders can slow down the decision 

making and complicate the process, given the different priorities of each one. 

Furthermore, the interaction between Agile teams and other not-Agile functions of the organization 

could create tension, as the operating pace is very different. Requests submitted by Agile teams may 

not be met on schedule, and this could lead to slowdowns and generate conflicts. 

A different type of problem is given by the autonomy granted to each Agile team. Even if this 

freedom can be empowering and motivating, it comes with some issues. 
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Each team decides the tools and the Agile software management to use, and there’s no trouble until 

the members of each team remain the same. But this lack of standardization can cause various 

problems. Merging teams becomes challenging, as the tools used are different, and this not only 

creates hostility in the choice of which tools integrate and which abandon, but it also requires time 

to learn how to use and master the new tools. The same problem arises when an employee is moved 

from a team to another. 

There’s also an economic aspect to take into consideration: having a toolset so various decreases the 

negotiation power with the tool owners, and the possible economies of scale in licensing. 

It’s fundamental to also take in account how the Agile desire to reduce documentation and intensify 

face-to-face communication provokes a reduction in knowledge retention. So, in case of turnover, 

the new arrivers could have difficulties in adapting rapidly, as there’s little written data to rely on.  

Same thing happens when a new team takes a project previously managed by another team, the lack 

of conspicuous written documentation will slow down all the process, causing then the exactly 

opposite effect of the Agile objective of accelerating everything. 

Furthermore, Agile teams can adopt leaderships styles where there is not a figure more 

hierarchically powerful than the other members of the team (Miller 2018). This aspect will be 

further analyzed in the second chapter, while describing the Scrum Framework. 

This approach can create misunderstandings and uncertainty when it’s time to hold accountable the 

leader, since leadership is shared. 

 

Conclusion 

Agile has become an organizational structure and approach well spread, and the number of people 

aware of this concept, officially born in 2001 but in development since the 70s, is growing year by 

year. The characteristics to have in order to be perfectly Agile are many, as are its advantages, but it 

is important to do not underestimate its disadvantages. 

To have an Agile organization, it is essential that the various Agile theories and techniques are 

disseminated and efficiently applied, and this is the task that the figure of the Agile leader, which 

we will analyze in the next chapter, must complete. 
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CHAPTER II 

Agile Leadership 

 

Introduction 

After having defined Agile organizations, in this chapter we’ll deeply analyze the importance and 

the characteristics of an Agile leader, with a brief overview on empowerment leadership and shared 

leadership, and the two most common Agile methodologies, Scrum and Kanban.  

 

The characteristics of an Agile Leader 

The main distinctive traits of an Agile leader are flexibility and openness to change, the core 

principles of the Agile concept (Fowler & Highsmith 2001). 

Agility is becoming compelling due to the actual VUCA market, therefore having the ability to act 

rapidly anticipating the future changes of this complex and volatile environment, embracing them, 

is the prime skill required to an Agile leader (Horney, Pasmore & O’Shea 2010).  

In fact, it’s only with continuous changes that leaders can sustain success (Horney, Pasmore & 

O’Shea 2010), as the new normality requires adaptability and transformation, being it based on 

constant appearance of new possibilities and opportunities (Michels 2019).  

Therefore, the capacity of fast and judicious decision-making, in an ambiguous and uncertain 

environment, is what characterizes an Agile leader (Joiner & Josephs 2007). 

All these above-mentioned changes must be done with a broad view, considering different 

perspectives and priorities, having clear in mind the strategy and the objectives of the organization. 

 

Beside this first trait, the characteristics of an Agile leader are multiple: he/she is empathetic, 

understanding and emotionally intelligent (Stine 2016; Edmondson 2021), able to guide 

multifunctional teams in transversal projects, overcoming obstacles as generational and cultural 

differences, and geographic distance, meanwhile keeping up engagement and morale. Furthermore, 

he/she has to maintain an equilibrium between focusing on tasks and on relationships (Horney, 

Pasmore & O’Shea 2010). 
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With an open-minded approach, the Agile leader needs to be receptive and unbiased, capable of 

understanding when the actual methods have become inefficient, due to a VUCA environment, and 

not fall for the sunk cost fallacy (Coleman 2017). In fact, as Meyer and Meijers (2017) affirm, being 

an Agile leader means being able to alternate various leadership styles and methods, depending on 

the situation and the changing environment, and on what leaders desire to achieve in that situation.  

As Medinilla wrote (2012, in Attar & Abdul-Kareem 2020, p.184), Agile leaders repudiate the 

chain of command principle, practice shared management, regularly communicate and strengthen 

common vision and persistently seek the development of employees, organizations and the society 

as a whole. 

In fact, as a people-centered person, the Agile leader strives for the improvement of his/her team, 

providing them the necessary tools for skills development, as for example trainings (Edmondson 

2021). 

Moreover, the Agile leader declares his/her commitment to create a safe environment where 

employees feel comfortable to express their skills and creativity, aiming for innovation and acting 

as a collective identity ready to embrace change (Akkaya, Koçyiğit, & Tabak 2018 in Attar & 

Abdul-Kareem 2020, p.183). In doing so, the Agile leader improves the overall company dynamism 

(Akkaya 2020). There are many terms to define these actions, for example Xu and Shen (2018), 

who categorized the various roles that an Agile leader needs to assume, indicate the leader who 

nurtures a protected environment as the Cultivator.  

To create this environment, the Agile leader must be an ambassador of the corporate culture, 

promoting the Agile approach to all the stakeholders, and making the employees aware that change 

is not only accepted, but considered an opportunity to improve the company business, adapting to 

the VUCA world (Horney, Pasmore & O’Shea 2010). 

The Agile leader not only aims to improve the technical skills of his/her team, and to guarantee a 

safe space in which the employees can express themselves, but, through empowerment leadership, 

actively promotes the assumption of responsibilities, and increase autonomy.  

Increasing autonomy has many positive effects, the most important one is that there’s a positive 

causal correlation between the worker autonomy and his/her happiness (Allas & Schaninger 2020). 

This is achievable through psychological empowerment and structural empowerment. Psychological 

empowerment is the “individual’s cognitive state characterized by a sense of perceived control, 

competence, and goal internalization” (Oladipo 2009, p.121). Employees can reach a state of 

psychological empowerment thanks to organizational values and culture that promote it, and with 
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the help of structural empowerment. With structural empowerment, actions and initiatives that 

stimulate employees’ conduct are applied, to foster decision-making, increase the manifestation of 

personal opinions and improve teamwork (Tessem 2014 in Xu & Shen 2015, p. 3). An example is 

the scheduling of recurrent meetings in which each employee must express his/her opinion 

regarding a determinate matter. This helps shy and introvert employees, that usually would not 

share their opinions, to open to the other team members and communicate, increasing self-

confidence and assertiveness.   

The Agile leader is also responsible for creating strategies and implementing mechanisms that 

facilitate the becoming of an Agile organization (Attar & Abdul-Kareem 2020), as for instance 

promoting the organizational culture and engaging in change management (Holbeche 2015 in Attar 

& Abdul-Kareem 2020, p.184). 

 

One remarkable swift that marks Agile organizations, in comparison with the traditional concept of 

organization, is the importance given to all stakeholders, removing the focus on the shareholders 

(The McKinsey Agile Tribe 2017). 

It’s then evident the role of the Agile leader in nurturing a hyper-connected environment where 

bonds between employees, suppliers, customers, and partners are nudged.  

Collaboration is promoted, especially with the key profiles (suppliers, customers..) with which a 

relationship would have a positive innovative impact for both sides. 

Another goal of the Agile leader is to avoid having departmental silos, a familiar concept to 

pyramidal rigid organizations. To achieve this goal, teamwork and joint participation between 

departments must be fostered, through transversal projects and a strong feeling of belonging to the 

company (Horney, Pasmore & O’Shea 2010). 

 

Self-awareness: a fundamental skill 

To achieve all these objectives, there’s a crucial characteristic that an Agile leader must master: 

self-awareness (Edmondson 2021).  

In order to be Agile and bring agility to the company, being aware of own qualities and flaws and 

how these characteristics affect behavior is required (McPherson 2016). 

Furthermore, self-awareness is the steppingstone to achieve emotional intelligence, a key 

component of a successful manager (Goleman 1995).  



 

13 

 

The benefits of self-awareness are many, as it makes us more confident and creative (Sala 2003 in 

Eurich 2018 p.2), key qualities to be Agile and embrace the constant change of this VUCA world 

serenely. Communication improves (Sutton, William & Allinson 2015 in Eurich 2018, p.2), it 

becomes easier to establish strong relationships (Fletcher & Bailey 2003 in Eurich 2018, p.2), 

leaders become more effective (Bass & Yammarino 1991 in Eurich 2018, p.3) and companies more 

profitable (Okpara & Edwin 2015 in Eurich 2018, p.3). Self-aware leaders are keener to accept and 

use others’ opinions that go against their owns, and therefore are more open to change (McPherson 

2016), the essence of the Agile approach. Self-awareness can be divided into two categories: 

internal self-awareness and external self-awareness. The former refers to the knowledge that a 

person has of himself/herself, in terms of values, flaws, qualities, passions, and the consciousness of 

how these factors influence feelings, emotions and self-control. Internal self-awareness is directly 

proportional to relationships satisfaction and job satisfaction, and to happiness, while is inversely 

proportional to stress, depression, and anxiety.  

On the other side, being externally self-aware signifies knowing how the others consider us, in 

terms of the same elements listed above. People with high external self-awareness are more 

empathetic and more able to understand the others’ perspectives. Leaders with this skill realize 

easier how they are seen by their employees, and this allows them to improve themselves and the 

relationship with them (Eurich 2018). 

A clear communication between managers and employees is a distinctive feature of Agile 

organizations, as the Gallup report “The Real Future of Work” (2018) showed, finding out that in 

Agile companies the percentage of employees who receives daily (or almost daily) feedback by 

their managers is more than double of that percentage in no Agile organizations.   

This aspect has a critical relevance in the life satisfaction of employees, as Allas and Schaninger 

(2020) highlighted in their article “The Boss Factor”. 

As shown in Figure 1, between our life satisfaction drivers, job satisfaction occupies the second 

place, as it weighs the 25% of our total satisfaction. The main factor that generates satisfaction in 

our jobs is the interpersonal relationships we have in the workplace. In comparison with the weight 

of the relationships with the colleagues, the relationship with the management has a weight 

staggeringly higher, as it’s accountable for the 86% of the satisfaction that interpersonal 

relationships at work produce. 



 

14 

 

 

Figure 1: “The Boss Factor”, Allas & Schaninger, 2020. 

 

Therefore, having a leader with high external awareness is crucial for employees’ happiness, as it 

will help the relationship and improve communication. 

It also affects leaders, as research tend to indicate that managers who believe they are helping other 

people consider their role more meaningful, and their happiness is positively influenced by it (Allas, 

Schaninger 2020). 

Surprisingly, internal and external self-awareness show almost zero correlation between them 

(Eurich 2018). 

  

Research of Hougaard, Carter and Afton (2018) analyzed more than 1000 leaders, spread in almost 

800 companies (in 100 countries) and results showed that the level of self-awareness of high-level 

leaders is higher than the one of low-level leaders. 

Unfortunately, effective self-awareness is far from being widespread, as the Eurich study (2018) 

found out, in which only 10-15% of the 5000 participants fitted the criteria to be really considered 

self-aware. It’s then a rare skill, which development both in employees and leaders would be of 

great help for the company’s Agility. Even adopting a broader perspective, the average skills set of 
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current managers is below what is necessary to be a great leader, data in hand only one in ten people 

has all the necessary skills (Beck & Harter 2014). 

Self-awareness was included by Joiner and Josephs (2007) in the four key competencies for an 

Agile leadership, under the denomination “self-leadership Agility”. As in the two above mentioned 

studies, also Joiner and Josephs found out that only a minority (10%) of the leaders master the 

required skills for being an Agile leader in an effective way.  

The other three competencies of their model are: context-setting agility, stakeholder agility and 

creative agility. 

The first one refers to the ability of an Agile leader to deeply analyze the present environment, in 

order to foresee big changes and establish initiatives to undertake, defining their scope and expected 

outcomes. It also includes the capability of maintaining a visionary perspective, being able to focus 

both on the short and the long term. Xu and Shen (2018) indicate the leader who continuously scans 

the environment as the Observer, and the leader who guides the other employees to common goals, 

to reach a shared vision, as the Navigator. The Navigator, also referred to as transformational leader 

(Johnson et al. 2019), is fundamental especially at the beginning of a project, with new employees, 

and during organizational culture’s changes, as it’s in these moments that instilling a common 

purpose and common objectives is more important, as it will affect all the work done successively. 

The efforts made in this direction need to be increased, as nowadays almost half the employees 

globally have not a clear vision about what are the expectations of the company about them (Gallup 

2018). 

As for the stakeholder Agility, it’s vital to individuate, for each project or initiative, the main 

stakeholders, with whom collaboration will benefit the activity and improve its quality, thanks to 

the new inputs obtained. 

Creative Agility indicates one of the crucial abilities required to an Agile leader, creativity, 

fundamental for operating in a constantly changing environment, full of new opportunities and 

threats. 

 

 

Agile methodologies: Scrum and Kanban 

The Agile methodologies developed over the years are many (Scrum, XP, Crystal, Kanban, RAD, 

etc.) (Fowler & Highsmith 2001), but which are the most used?  
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Digital.ai, a platform that fosters digitalization and Agile methodologies, answers this question 

every year, with his “Annual State of Agile Report”. The 15th State of Agile Survey took place 

between February and April 2021, with more than 1380 participants, coming from small, medium 

and big companies of more than 100 different countries all around the world.  

Here there’s the result: 

 

Figure 2: “15th State of Agile Survey”, Digital.ai, 2021. 

 

Scrum turns out to be the most used Agile approach, without comparison with the other 

methodologies. 

The second most widely used methodology, variants of Scrum aside, is the Kanban framework. 

These methodologies share the same goals: break down complex problems in small tasks, avoid 

work overload, and help with time and task management (Huang & Kusiak 1996; Schwaber & 

Sutherland 2020).  

These techniques gained relevance within Software Development (S.D.), but over the years they 

started to be applied outside of the S.D. field (Schwaber & Sutherland 2020). Due to this fact, and 

since this work does not concentrate on S.D. but on Agile methodologies and organizations with a 

broader perspective, the following explanation of Scrum will not be particularly technical, as it 

could be if referred strictly to S.D. 
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Scrum is divided in various phases. The first one consists in creating a list of all the requirements 

and actions needed to obtain the final objective of the project (Initial product backlog). In the next 

step, all these requirements will be prioritized and divided in groups (Sprint backlog). The team will 

then start work on one of these groups, and complete the requirements in a prescribed time period, 

that usually lasts 2-4 weeks. This procedure is called Sprint. Once the Sprint is set, it’s not 

permitted to change it or to add new requirements. The intent of this rigid rule is to avoid work 

overload (Popli & Chahuan 2011). 

During the Sprint, and between a Sprint and the successive one, there are various structured actions 

that need to take place.  

After the Sprint started, to keep each member updated on the Sprint process, daily Scrum meetings 

are planned.  

When the Sprint is completed, the team gathers to have the so-called Sprint review, where the 

results of the Sprint are shown. In addition to that, to reflect and improve, a Sprint retrospective 

meeting is organized, in which it’s discussed what went smoothly during the Sprint, and what could 

be changed and improved.  

The Scrum team has a set of defined roles: there’s the Scrum master, the Product Owner, and the 

developers. 

The Product Owner is the bridge between the external stakeholders and the developers, his/her 

responsibility is to understand the needs of the end-users and transmit them to the team, during the 

Product Backlog and the Sprint Backlog.  

The Scrum master is the person that assures that all the Scrum phases and rules are carefully 

followed and respected. 

In this framework there’s not a designed Agile leader, as the principle applied is the one of shared 

leadership. Each member of the team has a role, but no one has more authority than his/her 

colleagues. The team is self-organized, it has the power to do everything considered significant to 

accomplish the final objective; decisions are not centralized, there’s no single manager that decide 

and delegate the tasks (Schwaber & Beedle 2001 in Moe, Dingsøyr & Kvangardsnes 2009, p.2). 

With this approach, leadership rotates, each time it’s attributed to the individual that has the better 

skills and characteristics to face the current problem that the team is dealing with. 

It’s a technique that can work only in small teams, where each member is highly competent. If not, 

with one or two members outstanding the others, in terms of hard and soft skills, leadership rotation 
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will not happen, as those above-average members will end becoming the leaders of the team (Moe, 

Dingsøyr & Kvangardsnes 2009).  

Giving this high autonomy to employees improves commitment, augment participation and increase 

the emotional attachment to the company (Fenton-O'Creevy 1998 in Moe, Dingsøyr & 

Kvangardsnes 2009, p.2).  

Nonetheless, this leadership approach can generate arguments, in the case of contrasting opinions, 

since everyone has the same authority. It’s also a problem in terms of accountability: when roles 

and authority are precisely structured, it’s easier to point out a responsible in case something is not 

going as it should. With various leaders who have partial responsibilities, but not its entirety, it’s 

complex to understand who must be hold accountable (Miller 2018). 

 

Let’s now analyze the Kanban approach, and his similarities and differences with Scrum. 

Kanban is a method which main goals are offering visualization of the work and limit the work in 

progress (WIP), to avoid work overload. 

As in the Initial Product Backlog, the first step is to write down all the requirements and actions 

needed to complete the project. These tasks will be written on note cards, that will be then 

positioned on a Kanban board. It’s a board usually split in three categories: To Do, In Progress, 

Done. All the cards are initially positioned in the To Do column in order of priority, then the ones at 

the top are passed on In Progress. The particularity is that in this second column there’s a limit of 

cards that can be positioned, a limit decided at the beginning of the project. When the limit is 

reached, no card can be added to the second column, and that’s to limit the WIP. 

Meanwhile in Scrum when a Sprint is set the requirements cannot change, Kanban is more flexible, 

so cards can be moved back and forth between columns, according to the actual priorities. In 

addition, in Kanban there are no required time boxes, as in the Scrum Sprints.  

To sum up, Kanban is a simpler and less structured method in comparison to Scrum, there are no 

recurrent meetings, so continuous improvement is not fostered (as it’s in Scrum with the 

Retrospective meeting), there are no time limitations neither specific defined roles, and there’s more 

flexibility regarding the modification of requirements, and its priorities (Huang & Kusiak 1996; 

Burrows 2014; Schwaber & Sutherland 2020).   

The most important element of Kanban is the Kanban board, a useful tool that helps visualize the 

work flow and the state of the project, physically or also digitally, with applications as Trello, 

ProofHub or Kanbanize. 
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Since its utility, the habit of having a visualization board has been integrated into the Scrum 

framework, to the point that many of the Scrum masters applies these two methodologies together. 

This fusion has taken the name of Scrumban, a Scrum approach that uses some of the Kanban 

characteristics, to increase flexibility and have a clearer visualization of the actual state of the 

project (Schwaber & Sutherland 2020).  

 

Conclusion 

There are various Agile leadership styles, each one with their pro and cons, and many Agile 

methodologies that can help organize and speed up work, but one of the main difficulties is to find 

the right Agile leaders that can efficiently implement the organizational change to become an Agile 

organization. As we have seen, research shows that only a small minority of leaders have what it 

takes to be an Agile leader (Joiner & Josephs 2007; Beck & Harter 2014; Eurich 2018). It’s 

understandable, as to be an Agile leader a great variety of skills are required. Great intrapersonal 

and interpersonal skills are necessary, emotional intelligence must be at a high level, the ability to 

anticipate future changes is fundamental, as it is the open-mindedness to constantly accept changes, 

renouncing to the current tools and strategies, to periodically learn new things and design new 

plans. It’s evident that the Agile leader cannot succeed alone, without support. Where does this 

support come from? It’s the question to which the third chapter will try to answer, analyzing the 

fundamental role of Human Resources in an Agile organization. 
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CHAPTER III 

HR for Agile & Agile for HR 

 

Introduction 

As we saw, leaders are a key component for organizations that want to become Agile, but as 

individuals their power is limited. An infrastructure is needed, that can launch and sustain a 

structured process to foster Agile, to support and increase the efforts of individuals. 

This is the role that the Human Resources department must undertake (Gómez 2021). 

It’s in fact this department the responsible for internal communication in the company, and for 

promoting its culture and vision (Dias 2011).  

In this chapter we’ll see what organizational culture is, how Human Resources influences it, which 

are the factors to take into consideration before and during an organizational change, and some 

specific Agile techniques. 

 

Organizational culture 

On paper, organizational culture represents “the deeply rooted values and beliefs that are shared by 

personnel in an organization” (Sun 2008, p.137). Or as Schein (1991, p.313) explained in detail, 

“organizational culture is the pattern of basic assumptions which a given group has invented, 

discovered or developed in learning to cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal 

integration, which have worked well enough to be considered valid, and therefore to be taught to 

new members as the correct way to perceive, think and feel in relation to those problems...it is the 

assumptions which lie behind values and which determine the behavior patterns and the visible 

artifacts such as architecture, office layout, dress codes, and so on”. 

If companies were people, it would be the personality of them. Organizational culture it’s reflected, 

in fact, in the collective patterns of behavior and thinking of the employees (Sun 2008).  

The top management can try to create a culture from scratch, writing down the core values of the 

organization and its way to do things, but not always what is on paper represents the actual reality, 

nor can be translated to it. It’s mainly the responsibility of Human Resources to successfully 

propagate and instill it in the employees and in the company everyday life.  
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No matter what the culture sustains, the basis to spread it consists in clear communication, both 

written and verbal, through email, videos, or meetings, and with blackboards and posters spread 

around the offices. 

Specific events and workshops can be organized, to share the culture or some specific aspect of it.  

For instance, if care for the environment is one of the core values, a workshop to inform the 

employees about how to make more sustainable day-to-day actions would be a possible option to 

reinforce this value.  

If the company marks the importance of continuous personal improvement, a coherent action would 

be to frequently organize trainings. For companies who aim to affirm themselves as distinctly 

international, offering language courses to the employees would help to reach the objective and 

strengthen this aspect of the culture.    

Each culture is distinct and malleable, and evolves during time (Bellot 2011). Each individual is 

different, and has different values, so not every type of organizational culture works for everyone. 

Trying to change people’s mindset forcing them in believing values not compatible with their 

personalities is difficult and requires a lot of time and effort.  

To deal with this problem at its root, during the selection processes importance must be given not 

only to the technical skills of the candidates, but also to their personalities, evaluating them 

according to the organizational values, to understand if they would be a good fit in the work 

environment. 

Communication, events organization, recruitment, trainings, are all functions of the Human 

Resources department (Rubió 2016).  

So, if a company decides to begin a transformational change toward an Agile culture, the Human 

Resources department will play a fundamental role (Gómez 2021).  

The first step to take once it’s been decided that a change is necessary, is to understand the starting 

point, to analyze carefully the current situation, and then establish an action plan. 

Unfortunately, it is not always easy to understand deeply one's corporate culture, especially if it was 

not precisely defined from the beginning but it arose spontaneously over time.  

Moreover, culture is not an evident phenomenon, but it’s composed by unwritten and nonverbal 

actions that are “undetectable most of the time” (Cameron & Quinn 1999 in Bellot 2011). 

To overcome this problem, many tools were developed over the last century, aimed at 

understanding and analyzing corporate cultures. Over time, the methods that acquired more and 

more importance have been the mixed ones, those that combine qualitative and quantitative 
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analysis, giving rise to complex systems consisting of field observation, surveys, interviews, focus 

groups and questionnaires (Bellot 2011). Mixed systems are considered the most successful in 

explaining error variance, allowing a deeper comprehension of the culture as a construct (Alvesson 

& Berg 1992 in Bellot 2011), and offering more opportunities for data analysis (Fleeger 1993 in 

Bellot 2011). 

One of the most cited in the scientific literature, and most based on the scientific method (Bellot 

2011) is the Organizational Culture Assessment Instrument (OCAI; Cameron & Quinn 1999). 

The OCAI is based on a six-dimensions assessment, aimed to “identify existing organizational 

culture, as a prelude to cultural change” (Heritage et al. 2014, p.1). It’s a survey (Figure 3) that can 

be completed by anyone in the organization, and the authors suggest providing the survey to various 

people, of different roles, to increase diversity in the cultural analysis. 
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Figure 3: “Organizational Culture Assessment Instrument”, Cameron & Quinn, 2011. 
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The assessment is formed by 24 questions based on six dimensions:  

• Dominant characteristics 

• Organizational leadership 

• Management of employees 

• Organizational glue 

• Strategic emphases 

• Criteria of success 

 

Once the survey is completed, a series of averages are calculated, to identify the organizational 

culture with a four-factor model, “falling along two bisecting continua: stability versus flexibility in 

work approaches, and internal versus external focus of the organization”, as shown in Figure 4 

(Heritage et al. 2014). 

 

 

Figure 4: “Validation of the Organizational Culture Assessment Instrument”, Heritage et al. 2014. 

 

Based on these factors, the company will be classified as a clan, an adhocracy, a hierarchy, or a 

market.  
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A clan is a family type organization, where commitment and loyalty to the company are highly 

valued, the environment is friendly and personal information are shared, leaders are seen as 

mentors, the focus is on people, and morale, teamwork and cohesion are considered vital for the 

business. 

In an adhocracy, the focus is on entrepreneurship, creativity is fostered, and employees are 

encouraged to try and take risks, and leaders themselves are innovators, with low-risk adversity. 

In a hierarchy, all the company is precisely structured and organized, everyone has a precise role 

and the chain of command is clearly defined. The focus is on efficiency and smooth functioning. 

In a market culture, focus is put on competitiveness, KPI’s achievements, and outperforming the 

competitors. It’s a goal-oriented environment, demanding and ambitious. 

The assessment will also reveal the ambitions of the company in terms of organizational change, 

and depending on the starting point and the objective, some strategies are suggested (David et al. 

2018). 

 

 

The change process 

Once the present situation is well understood, there are various steps to follow to obtain an effective 

change. It’s complicated to outline a detailed plan, especially if the transformation toward Agile has 

been dictated and made necessary by a volatile and ambiguous environment. However, it is possible 

to stick to some guiding principles, such as the 5 devised by Melanie Franklin (2014), an Agile 

change expert: 

 

1. Define and establish (reasonable) deadlines for the change. It will positively influence the 

productivity and will make the project more concrete. 

2. Consider the change process a collaboration activity between all the stakeholders, and not a 

top-down decision. If change is seen as an imposition, and not as a voluntary choice, it could 

result ineffective, vanishing all the efforts.  

3. Be sure that the change meets a business need. Define the expected benefits and the 

acceptance criteria to consider the change a success. 

4. The plan is flexible and an evolving solution. It’s not possible to calculate every aspect of 

the change process, even more so in a VUCA environment, so it’s normal to modify and 
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adjust the plan during the change process. As with the Kanban approach, it’s clear in 

advance that new requirements and priorities, unexpected at the beginning, could come up.  

5. Adopt an iterative approach (the core of Agile), develop one aspect of the change, realize it, 

analyze and reflect on the results to see what can be improved the next time, as in Scrum 

with the Sprint retrospective meeting. 

 

Adhering to these principles, the change can be initiated. Various models concerning change 

management have been developed, which adopt different perspectives, some focusing on the 

practical steps to follow, such as Kotter's 8 Steps to transformation (Kotter 2012) and the ADKAR 

model (Hiatt 2006), others on the psychological dynamic process that change arouses in the human 

being, like the Kurt Lewin's 3 Step Model (Schein 1996). 

In his work "Kurt Lewin's Change Theory in the Field and in the Classroom: Notes Toward a 

Model of Managed Learning", Schein (1996) brilliantly analyzed the profound and unconscious 

fears that push the human being to hinder the change, often making useless the attempts done to 

change organizational culture, also known as “the way things are done around here” (Drennan 

1992). 

In general, human change can be seen as the psychological dynamic journey that involves “painful 

unlearning without loss of ego identity and difficult relearning as one cognitively attempted to 

restructure one's thoughts, perceptions, feelings, and attitudes” (Schein 1996). 

The first step of Lewin’s model is the Unfreezing. The first problem when trying to instill change is 

to overcome the status quo, to successfully alter the “quasi-stationary equilibrium” (Sarayreh, 

Khudair & Barakat 2013), or, in other words, to unfreeze it.  

To do so, it’s necessary to create a driving force that alters the equilibrium, a need for change. It can 

be done showing the flaws of the present situation, his disadvantages, and the benefits that change 

would apport. This action it’s effective if it causes “survival anxiety” (or “survival guilt”), the 

understanding that not changing will generate negative consequences that can prevent us from 

reaching our goals. Acceptance of the necessity of change could be denied even when clear 

evidence is present, if the change (consciously or unconsciously) frightens us, as this fear causes in 

us what’s called “learning anxiety”. Learning anxiety is the feeling that accepting that the actual 

situation is wrong or imperfect, means that a new phase of learning and adjustment will be required, 

and this unlocks our inner fears of failing, of not being able to learn and become effective in the 

new system proposed, with a consequent decrease of self-esteem and happiness.   
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To reduce this sensation and make survival anxiety prevail against learning anxiety, some degree of 

“psychological safety” must be provided to the employee. 

This safety can be provided understanding the fears hidden behind the hostility shown against 

change and proposing tools and initiatives that decrease them. It can be done offering high quality 

trainings that will help employees understand the new system, personal coaching to the ones most 

reluctant or most in difficulty, encouraging teamwork and through fostering a work environment 

where errors are accepted and seen as an inevitable part of the process.  

To fasten the process, leaders must lead by example, being promoters of the change, as they 

increase the psychological safety of employees and act as a role model, source of inspiration 

(Schein 1968, Van Maanen and Schein 1979 in Schein 1996, p.32). 

After unfreezing and change, the last phase of Lewin’s model is refreezing, intended as a 

consolidation of the change, to avoid regression to the old way. The objective is to create a new 

quasi-stationary equilibrium. Lewin considered possible change only as a group activity, because 

individual change in behavior it’s not sustainable if the environment of the individual is not aligned 

with it. Lewin believed that “the group to which an individual belongs is the ground for his 

perceptions, his feelings and his actions” (1948, in Sarayreh, Khudair & Barakat 2013). For 

instance, it’s ineffective for a manager to go taking a course on employees’ empowerment, if when 

he goes back to work his company’s culture allows only an autocratic behavior, where 

micromanagement and strict control are required (Schein 1996). 

Other models, as the ADKAR and the Kotter’s one, share the same principles, even if with a less 

psychological approach.  

In both models the first steps are generating awareness of the change and, more importantly, 

creating desire for change, through emotions and a sense of urgency, comparable to the “learning 

anxiety” of Lewin (Hiatt 2006; Kotter 2012). The next phases of the ADKAR model, after 

Awareness and Desire, are Knowledge, Ability and Reinforcement. As in Lewin’s model, after 

having informed and inspired the employee to change, and explained the benefits expected 

(Awareness & Desire), trainings, coaching and all the necessary tools must be provided, to make the 

change possible and easy to the employee (Knowledge). 

Once all these actions have been taken, a welcoming environment where the employees can try and 

experiment the knowledge acquired must be created (Ability), and celebration and rewards of the 

changes, once obtained, should be awarded (Reinforcement). 
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We have seen the utility of leading by example (Schein 1996), and the 2nd step of Kotter’s 8 Steps 

of transformation (Kotter 2012) focuses exactly on this point, offering a structured and practical 

way to do so. Kotter suggests uniting the efforts of the various managers, creating a “powerful 

guiding coalition”. A single person, even if charming and charismatic, does not have all the skills 

set (power, expertise, relationships etc.) necessary to overthrow the status quo, apart in the case of 

small organizations. That’s the reason to create a coalition of the people in the company that most 

believe in the change, making sure to include some of the top management, to make the coalition 

more powerful and respected. 

As Franklin (2014), also Kotter highlights the importance of having a clear well-defined vision, and 

proposes a quick rule-of-thumb: if you cannot explain the vision behind a change process in five 

minutes or less, generating comprehension and sparkling interest, there’s a problem. 

Since organizational change is a mid-long term process, Kotter suggests planning short terms 

objectives, that can be celebrated once reached, to keep high the commitment and the motivation to 

change.   

 

To realize the organizational change toward an Agile company, beside all these aspects, some 

specifics factors must be taken in account. For a traditional hierarchical company, becoming 100% 

Agile is a huge transformation. As one CEO said, “We are 3,000 people on a giant cruise ship. But 

what we need to be is 3,000 people in a few hundred yachts. So, how do I get my people safely into 

those smaller boats?”. It requires to restructure the entire governance setup, to review the internal 

budgeting as funding decisions will be taken more often, to change the performance management 

system from one that usually rewards individual performance to one that prioritizes teamwork, to 

reorganize the physical spaces, as multiple teams would have to work side by side, interacting 

frequently, and to redefine roles and career paths, as new positions will arise (Product Owners, 

Scrum masters, Tribe leads etc.). New skills, new knowledge, and a brand-new mindset must be 

acquired, and doing so internally would result incredibly difficult. The habit is to hire Agile coaches 

and organize intensive bootcamps, to rapidly obtain a switch to Agile mentality, without which all 

efforts are useless (Brosseau et al. 2019). 

This is perfectly coherent with the results of Naslünd and Kale’s (2020) literature review on Agile 

transformations, which find out that the most cited critical success factors are: 

providing trainings for the employees; creating an Agile mindset; facilitating internal and external 

coaching. 
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Another key factor, one of the most important for the authors, is having the top management 

committed and supporting the employees. This is not strictly correlated to Agile transformations, 

but to change processes in general (Naslünd & Kale 2020). Kotter believes that without the 

commitment of at least the 75% of the managers, any change will fail (Kotter 1995 in Naslünd & 

Kale 2020, p.500).   

 

 

Agile techniques 

There are various ways to organize the change. It could be an “all-in”, a transformational change 

that include all the organization at the same time, or it could be used a “step-wise” approach, a more 

common way, where many small tests are conducted (Brosseau et al. 2019), then expanded to 

various teams, one entire department, and so on till reaching a full transformation. 

Gómez (2021) suggests using the second approach, and that the first department that can try to 

become Agile should be the Human Resources one. Doing so, when the time to expand Agile to all 

the organization will come, the HR department will already have experienced what works and what 

doesn’t, which are the main obstacles, and the most useful Agile practices, and this will allow a 

more efficient communication to the other departments, facilitating the transformation. 

Keeping in mind that Agile is a way of being, a mindset, and not just a set of techniques, let’s see 

some practical Agile methods which can be implemented quite easily and without elevated costs, to 

start the transformation toward Agile (Gómez 2021). 

 

Daily stand-up meeting 

Usually used during the Sprints of the Scrum framework, it can be adjusted to other contexts.  

It’s a brief meeting of 10-20 minutes (depending on the number of participants), where each person 

must answer some questions like these ones:  

-What did I do yesterday of what I planned to? 

-What will I do today? 

-Was there some obstacle that I overcome? What did I learn in doing so? 

The particularity of the meeting is that everyone is standing and has just 1-3 minutes to talk, to 

avoid prolongating the meeting uselessly.   
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The goal of the meeting is to create an environment where everyone has a bigger picture of what’s 

going on, feels part of a community where can share his/her learnings, and furthermore in this way 

internal silos will be avoided.  

If the people participating are not sharing a common project or tasks, the frequency should be 

reduced to 2-3 times per week. It all depends on the specific situation. 

 

Retrospective meeting 

Based on the iterative and incremental approach, the scope of this meeting is to reflect and improve.  

It’s a monthly meeting, that involves all the HR department, that should last between one and two 

hours.   

This meeting is not about business, rather about people.   

During it, reflections and experiences are shared, about the way of doing things, the obstacles and 

difficulties encountered, the personal improvements made, the problems between colleagues, the 

emotions felt, especially if someone experienced often negative emotions as stress, anxiety etc., as 

they could lead to burnout, if ignored. As sensible points could be touched, it’s fundamental to 

approach the meeting with an open mentality, without getting on the defensive, and maintaining 

calm tones, dialoguing, and not arguing. 

The objective is to improve communications, relationships between colleagues, the way work is 

done, both individually and as a team, and the work environment, sharing all the problems 

experienced and proposing solutions.  

There are some procedures (set of questions) that can be followed, to structure the meeting and 

make it work smoothly. All these questions must be first answered individually in writing, then put 

together, for example writing them on post-it and then putting them on a blackboard. 

1. Mad – Sad – Glad:  Write one thing that during the last month made you mad, one sad and 

one glad.  

2. 4 Quadrants: Considering the way of working, what did you saw and heard? What did 

surprise you? What did you realize? What would you do differently? 

3. The ending: before ending the meeting, create a plan of action for the next month, based on 

the following questions: what will we keep doing that help us improve? What will we start 

doing that help us improve? What will we stop doing that did not help us improve? 
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MoSCoW Prioritization with TimeBoxing 

The MoSCoW is a method that helps prioritizing tasks, to proceed faster and efficiently. 

Before starting a project (or a workday) divide all the tasks in four categories: Must, Should, Could, 

Won’t, in order of importance and urgency. 

The things that go in the first category are the most important or urgent ones, without them the 

project could not proceed. Be sure to check with the client (if there’s one) that your Must list is 

correct. It can help you adding things on Must that you had not considered so important, or on the 

contrary it can reduce the workload, if the client says that some of the things are not so urgent.  

Before starting to complete the tasks, a time box (time limit) to each task should be assigned, to 

help concentration and focus, and to avoid the Parkinson law, that states: “work expands so as to fill 

the time available for its completion” (Parkinson 1957, p.2). If we have an entire morning to create, 

for instance, a PowerPoint presentation, it will require us all morning, even if we would have been 

able to complete it in just two hours, having scheduled a time box (Parkinson 1957; Gómez 2021). 

 

Collaborative feedback  

In the previous techniques results evident that transparent communication and good teamwork are 

important for efficient Agile. To achieve so, feedback must be delivered frequently and in an 

effective manner. Collaborative feedback is a way to do so. Based on the NonViolent 

Communication of Rosenberg (1999, in Gómez 2021), its goal is to provide feedback in an 

objective and assertive way, and it’s divided in three phases:  

1. Describe objectively the event, without comments or opinions. 

2. Explain how this event or action make you feel, and why. 

3. Propose different behaviors for next time.  

When the same situation happens, and the person behaves differently, be sure to make him/her 

know that you noticed his/her change and appreciated the effort. 

 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter we saw the factors that must be taken into consideration during an organizational 

change, highlighting the importance of organizational culture. As it’s complex to change the entire 

organization at the same time, and it’s more recommendable to do it slowly, point by point 

(Brosseau et al. 2019), we saw some Agile techniques that could be implemented to start the 
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transformation, as they require no economic investment, and they can help changing the mindset 

toward an Agile one.  
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