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Abstract: Leadership faces its biggest transformation in decades. The age of data and information
as well as the associated digitalization are the driving forces behind fast and radically changing
markets. Sustainability, diversity and self-organization are subjects modern companies and their
leadership culture must address. There is plenty of literature on agile leadership and many practi-
tioners and coaches work on building an agile leadership culture. However, we realized that there is
a lack of scientific research and understanding regarding what characterizes agile leadership. This
paper aims to present a scientific baseline for agile leadership to start closing the gap between prac-
tical knowledge and scientific investigation. We conducted three workshops with agile experts to
elicit their understanding and experiences with regard to agile leadership and aggregated them into
an overview of categories and characteristics. Practitioners can use these insights to identify poten-
tial for improvement in their leadership culture, while researchers can build on the results in their
future research.

Keywords: Agile Leadership - Agile Organization- Culture - Organizational Design - Organiza-
tional Agility - Expert Workshops - Self-Organization - Continuous Improvement - Customer -
Goals - VUCA - Top Management.

1 Introduction

Whole branches face disruptive market changes because of the digital transformation, new
customers and players, digital business models and changing requirements. In this VUCA
(Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous) environment, companies need to react
quickly to constant changes and stay flexible while developing a complex product in a
likewise complex environment. Leaders at every level need to buy into agility as an or-
ganizational value, which has a large effect on the challenges modern leader must face.
Traditional organizations emphasize stability by centralized decisions, a hierarchical or-
ganizational design and a “command and control” mentality. However, these structures
have proven to be less effective when acting within complex and volatile environments.
Since the 1990s, agile frameworks, methods and practices as well as the agile mindset and
corresponding leadership approaches were introduced and constantly developed to cope
with the VUCA world. It became necessary to replace slow, hierarchical organizational
structures with a more fluid and adaptable designs [MGO06].

All this highlights the importance of a new understanding of leadership. Until today
though, there is no appropriate scientific base that addresses the benefits of agile leader-
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ship on an organizational level. Even though there are many technical books and consult-
ing offers, the agile way of leading a non-technical department or even a whole organiza-
tion is still far from common knowledge. Thus, we aim at getting a better understanding
of the characteristics defining agile leadership.

In 2019 we decided to focus our research distinctly on agile leadership and management
and published a corresponding systematic literature review [TPKS20]. The goal of this
was to create a better understanding of what leadership and management can look like in
the context of an agile organization. Further, it was meant to provide an overview of ex-
isting work on this topic and present preliminary results. The analysis of the identified
papers focused on the definition and motivation of agile leadership. Further, we wanted to
create a baseline for modern leadership and management from the existing scientific liter-
ature. The results highlighted, that agile approaches are being used increasingly beyond
software engineering, where they originated.

Based on this previous work we wanted to go further and conducted three workshops with
agile experts to elicit their understanding and experiences regarding agile leadership
throughout the whole organization. One result of these workshops was the identification
of seven categories on which agile leadership is based. Another finding is that the category
of “Self-Organized Teams” is completely new compared to traditional leadership. This
aspect didn’t exist until the beginning of the agile movement in the 1990s. In the following,
we will describe the insights and results from these workshops and propose a characteri-
zation of agile leadership.

The remainder of the paper is structured as followed: Section 2 presents the background
and related work, followed by an explanation of the research method in Section 3. The
results are presented in Section 4 and discussed in Section 5. Finally, we conclude our
paper in Section 6.

2 Background and Related Work

According to previous studies, such as the surveys by Digital.ai (formerly VersionOne)
[Di21], many agile initiatives start at the level of clearly defined projects, mostly with a
great tendency towards IT or software development projects. The studies mention a focus
on technical areas rather than the agile development of an entire organization [KTK18].
Various studies already investigated agile leadership and different leadership styles on
team level. Especially the leadership aspects of the Product Owner and Scrum Master roles
[DKZ15] received attention by research. Leadership is not described as the responsibility
of a single role, but that of the whole team [GR18] [SGHW20].

About ten years ago, the agile trend has reached non-technical areas and thus increasingly
lead to the areas of agile organizational development as well as agility on all management
levels. Around that time, the first books [Ap11] appeared with a description of what mod-
ern leadership inside agile organizations might look like. A maturity model for agile or-
ganizations was proposed that also addressed management as a key factor [Kr16]. [Kr17]
discusses agile leadership and management in the context of a traditional environment as
well as the role of an agile leader to unite both worlds. At this interface, challenges re-
garding project planning or reporting are discussed by [TD18]. Gloger [GI117] describes
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six levels (or building blocks) of what should be considered in large scale projects. In
[GR17] or [HZ20], the authors give a clear idea about what a modern leader should look
like and what the challenges are they have to face. In order to not neglect agile culture, an
approach to transition must be chosen that takes both technical and cultural agility into
account [DKZ15]. [GL20] identifies challenges regarding group dynamics that are not
covered in most process-focused agile frameworks, which shows the important role of
agile leaders during an agile transition.

There is not much scientific literature that discusses agile leadership on an organizational
level. [AA20] highlights the importance of agile leadership in establishing organizational
agility. Organizational agility is defined and the concept of agile leadership as well as
competencies of agile leaders (that are necessary to achieve organizational agility) are
described. Finally, our systematic literature review summarizes the state of the art on agile
leadership [TPKS20].

3 Research Method

We decided to carry out expert workshops for data collection in order to facilitate discus-
sions among participants and thereby get more interesting results.

3.1  Research Questions

For our workshops, we formulated the following research questions (RQ):

RQ1: What are important characteristics of agile leadership?

Since there is no common baseline for agile leadership, we wanted to elicit experts’
opinions on how they perceive the concept. Therefore, this RQ aims to understand
how agile leadership can be summarized.

RQ2: What are tasks and responsibilities of agile leaders?

The concept of agile leadership needs individuals that embody its core as agile leaders
within an organization. They, in turn, are defined by the tasks and responsibilities
demonstrated on a daily base. To get an understanding of what can be expected from
agile leaders, we formulated this RQ.

RQ3: Which preconditions exist for agile leadership?

The introduction of agile leadership is seldom an easy task and relies on certain pre-
requisites. This RQ investigates the aspects that are important in this regard and there-
fore necessary to provide a foundation on which agile leadership can thrive.

3.2 Data Collection

Our choice of participants consisted of people who have been part of the agile community
for a long time and who professionally deal with the concept of agile leadership. We used
our network within the agile community to invite 28 people to participate and offered three
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possible dates in June 2021 for the workshops to take place. Ten experts from Germany,
India and the USA accepted our invitation, offering perspectives from across the globe.
They all occupy leadership roles in an agile environment, such as CEO of an agile com-
pany or agile coach working with leaders either from within an organization or as external
consultant. Each of them has minimum 5-10 years of practical experience in their respec-
tive role and some are known authors of literature on agile subjects. Five of them partici-
pated in the first workshop, three in the second one, and two in the last one. Due to the
international distribution of our participants, all workshops were held online on a digital
whiteboard and using a video conference tool. Each workshop lasted 90 minutes. The main
part of each workshop was divided into three rounds, covering the research questions from
above. At the beginning of each round, we explained the respective question to make sure
everybody had the same understanding of the topic at hand. Afterwards, the participants
were given time to formulate their perspectives and write them down on notes. These notes
were presented and explained to the other participants followed by a group discussion.

3.3  Data Analysis

After data collection, the notes of our participants were already available in a suitable state,
so we decided to use them as a basis for the data analysis as they were. We then applied
axial coding to these notes in order to reach a higher level of abstraction. The whole coding
process was conducted by the first four authors through individual analysis followed by
joint discussions. We formed concepts from the notes and clustered similar concepts to
find different categories that describe agile leadership. To explain our coding process in
more detail, (Fig.1: Example of notes, concepts and category) illustrates how we derived
the category “Continuous Improvement” from the data.

Notes Concepts Category

"

“Remove impediments and oil the whee|57 Removal of Obstacles
»Remove roadblocks”

“Ensures the teams have what they
need to do their stuff”

“we take care of obstacles that negatively Encourage Learning Througho—u_t_________ Continuous
affect our productivity/progress” the Organization / Improvement
»Remove blockers” Constant Challenging

“Helping in whatever way is needed Constant Measurement and

(depending on the situation)” Observation

Fig. 1: Example of notes, concepts and category

On the left side of (Fig.1: Example of notes, concepts and category), some examples of
our participants’ notes can be seen. From these notes, we derived the concept “Removal
of Obstacles”. This was then again grouped with similar concepts such as “Encourage
Learning Throughout the Organization”, “Constant Challenging”, and “Constant Meas-
urement and Observation”, which came from different sets of notes. Finally, we formed
the category “Continuous Improvement” from these concepts in order to achieve a last
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level of abstraction. This process was conducted for all notes collected during our work-
shops. For a more self-explanatory use, “concepts” are referred to as “guiding principles”
in the following.

4 Results

This section presents the results of our workshops. Therefore, one can see an overview of
all categories and their corresponding guiding principles below in (Tab.1: Overview of
categories and guiding principles), followed by an explanation structured along our re-
search questions.

Categories Guiding Principles
Continuous Improvement Encourage Learning Throughout the Organization
Removal of Obstacles
Constant Challenging
Constant Measurement and Observation
Framework and Conditions Values and Mindset

Definition of Framework
Management and Definition of Roles
Situational Leadership

Customers and Delivery Stakeholder Management
Customer Centricity

Right Characteristics of Leaders Assume Responsibility
Flexibility

Empathy

Charisma

Availability

Agile Skill Set
Communication
Ensure Motivation
Role Model

Vision and Goals Creation of Goals
Ensure Alignment

Commitment of Top Management | Willingness to Change
Enable Transformation

Self-Organized Teams Enable and Encourage Self-Organization
Provide Psychological Safety

Team Legitimization of Leadership
Ensure Integrated Teams

Tab. 1: Overview of categories and guiding principles

4.1 Continuous Improvement

Description: The first category of agile leadership we identified is about continuous im-
provement. According to our participants, the most important aspect of improvement is to
encourage fast learning throughout the organization. That is, not only single teams should
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learn but the organization as a whole. This is important to enable adaptability to change
and a resilient organization.

Preconditions: For continuous learning, openness to risk as well as space and time for
reflection are important. Learning means that there has to be room for false decisions and
mistakes. Therefore, the willingness to make mistakes, take risks, and conduct experi-
ments has to be present in the organization. Further, continuous learning includes con-
stantly making observations, performing measurements, and gathering feedback.
Tasks and Responsibilities: To drive the learning process and create a learning environ-
ment, agile leaders must constantly challenge the status quo and question the way of work-
ing in order to look for improvements and better ways of working. They must be the force
that constantly provokes and initiates discussions about improvements. Also, the encour-
agement of learning begins with self-learning. It is less about changing others and more
about leading by example and thereby encouraging change. To make experiences useful
to the whole organization, agile leaders have to ensure that failures are admitted, and les-
sons learned as well as success stories are shared. In this way, everyone contributes to the
learning process of each other. Another important aspect of constant improvement is to
remove obstacles and create an environment, in which teams can thrive and deliver value.
For agile leaders, this means that (depending on the situation) they will help in whatever
way necessary to ensure that teams have all they need. Obstacles that hinder the produc-
tivity of teams have to be identified and removed.

4.2 Framework and Conditions

Description: Every company has a chosen organizational design that defines how to op-
erate in specific areas and situations as well as specific frameworks and guidelines regard-
ing the operation within projects, programs and portfolios. Further, there are values defin-
ing how one wants to work together that also strongly influence corporate culture. All of
this directly impacts leadership culture. For example, in a very strict and hierarchically
designed organization it might be difficult to find leaders that encourage self-organization.
Preconditions: The participants of our workshops stated that silos have to be dissolved
and a more flexible organizational designs should be strived for. It is important to set a
framework with certain parameters for the whole organization in which the teams can then
operate. A major part of the definition of the framework are clear roles and responsibilities.
Another precondition for agile leadership is that all people at all levels of the organization
(especially top management) live the agile values and also work with agile approaches.
Tasks and Responsibilities: For agile leader it is crucial to separate work management
from people management. Agile leaders need to manage work and delegate tasks and re-
sponsibilities, but they should not manage individuals and how they do their work. Instead,
they should enable employees to evolve, foster them individually and recognize that eve-
ryone can be a leader at some point. Agile leaders have to adjust to the conditions that they
are in. Some situations demand that they give direction and make decisions. Other situa-
tions require a more serving and supporting attitude of agile leaders. The challenge is to
find the right approach to leadership in a given situation. To do so, agile leaders need an
appropriate toolbox of leadership techniques they can use. Sometimes agile leaders need
to focus on individuals or teams, but they should always keep the organization as a whole
in mind and therefore lead both horizontally and vertically.
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4.3  Customer and Delivery

Description: One of the core principals in the agile manifest is that delivering value to the
customer is more important than following contract negotiations.

Preconditions: Identifying the right partners for business in the first place and finding a
common goal to continuously work towards.

Tasks and Responsibilities: Understanding the customers perspective and creating valu-
able outcomes are the most significant criteria for success. In traditional leadership, the
customers need played an important role as well, however, the agile movement demands
that all tasks are pointed towards creating customer value. Agile leadership puts an em-
phasis on customer value and makes it the basis for all decisions. It is much more important
to create real value (outcome) than simply producing “as much as possible” (output).

4.4  Right Characteristics of Leaders

Description: This category highlights the characteristics an agile leader should possess
(see tasks and responsibilities below).

Preconditions: First of all, agile leaders are sophisticated characters who build trust by
showing vulnerability and act as role models who live by and demonstrate an agile mind-
set. They are driven by purpose and use this to motivate and inspire others, thereby in-
creasing productivity. On an interpersonal level, agile leaders are empathetic and charis-
matic individuals as well as good listeners.

Tasks and Responsibilities: Agile leaders are able and willing to assume responsibility
by making focused decisions, especially in uncertain circumstances. They are highly vis-
ible and available to the people they are responsible for, always have an open ear, provide
feedback regularly, and offer support whenever needed. Furthermore, agile leaders are
great communicators, who think in an interdisciplinary manner and can foster collabora-
tion between otherwise unrelated areas of expertise. From a more practical point of view,
agile leaders have the mental flexibility to learn about and quickly familiarize themselves
with new and relevant subjects that will inevitably arise. They are willing to take (sensible)
risks and can not only deal with, but actively lead change. Finally, they possess extensive
knowledge of agile skills and innovative methods, which they can apply to a multitude of
situations and problems. Agile leaders are focused on being flexible and adaptable in all
kinds of situations. Agile leadership provides psychological safety and an error culture
where individuals are allowed to make mistakes.

4.5 Vision and Goals

Description: The importance of vision and goals are related to the big picture an organi-
zation pursues, its overall purpose, the challenges and needs that are addressed, as well as
the outcomes that should be achieved.

Preconditions: The vision and goals need to be understood as means govern the strategy
regarding projects and activities, influence the culture of the organization, and provide
direction for teams and individuals.

Tasks and Responsibilities: It is the task of agile leaders (and in a sense the prerequisite
to agile leadership itself) to clearly define such vision and goals and actively communicate
and demonstrate them to the people in the organization. It is imperative that the big picture
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is widely understood, and all relevant factors are aligned accordingly. It should also be
noted that vision and goals are neither written in stone nor self-sustaining. They may re-
quire adaptation to stay relevant over time and translated into tangible actions.

4.6 Commitment of Top Management

Description: This category highlights the commitment of top management as a prerequi-
site for agile leadership.

Preconditions: Only if the top management communicates what kind of leadership is as-
pired for the organization and supports its transformation, such a cultural change can be
successfully implemented. In order for this to happen, top management needs to be open-
minded and fully committed to the journey instead of just trying to achieve an arbitrary
objective or half-heartedly following a trend.

Tasks and Responsibilities: Agile leaders need to demonstrate the willingness to change
and transform the organization and even themselves. This includes having the patience,
providing the resources and generally enabling change agents to bring about a lasting
transformation.

4.7  Self-Organized Teams

Description: While the other categories show a fundamental change in focus and behavior
a modern (agile) leader must display, the category of “Self-Organized Teams” is totally
new and might be the most remarkable change modern organizations and especially lead-
ers have to undergo while transforming. The idea and concept behind self-organized teams
brings fundamental changes to the traditional view and idea of building up and leading
teams and organizations. Certain aspects of traditional leadership, such as the “command
and control” management of teams, have become obsolete. This influences the organiza-
tional design that is needed in order to run self-organized teams successfully.
Preconditions: Teams need to be empowered and enabled to effectively manage them-
selves. Therefore, leadership that can guide teams to self-realization [GR17] is needed.
This also includes and is reinforced by organized participation in important decisions that
may influence them and their work. It also implies giving teams more responsibility while
trusting them to do the right thing. In this case, agile leaders should focus on setting up
the right conditions and providing guidance if need be.

Tasks and Responsibilities: Agile leaders should perceive and treat teams holistically.
This means supporting and promoting teamwork but also ensuring that a team has the
ability (and thus the skills) to achieve its goals effectively and independently. For that to
happen, it is important to facilitate personal and professional development of the respec-
tive individuals in order to help them become a cohesive unit and ultimately succeed. To
further foster (rather than undermine) such unity, metrics regarding organizational goals
should also be applied to teams as a whole. Another key factor in this regard is psycho-
logical safety. On one hand, this describes a safe space characterized by trust (rather than
control) that embraces creativity. On the other hand, this includes a culture that accepts
mistakes as an integral part of learning and improvement instead of penalizing them and
thereby impeding the latter. Finally, it should be mentioned that leadership in the agile
context is, first and foremost, legitimized by the willingness of people to follow someone
rather than a person being formally appointed as leader.
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5 Discussion

This section first addresses the results, focusing on the perceived change of focus in lead-
ership. Afterwards, the threats to validity of this research are discussed.

5.1 Change of Leadership

We presented seven categories as a baseline for agile leadership. The latter largely consists
of the same categories that also characterize traditional leadership (as described e.g. by
Kotter [K090]) though the goals of each category and the way of leading people to achieve
them has changed. One participant of our workshops even mentioned that good leadership
in the past might (quite likely) still be good leadership in the present. However, we realized
that there is a change of focus when in agile leadership. Below, two distinct differences
compared to traditional leadership are described:

e The categories we found might, for the most part, fit traditional leadership, how-
ever, goals and responsibilities in modern (agile) leadership differ. As mentioned,
traditional leadership is focused on stability by centralized decisions, a hierar-
chical organizational design as well as a “command and control” structure. Agile
leadership emphasizes sustainability, diversity and self-organization in order to
achieve the ability to react quickly to changes, stay resilient in fast growing, rad-
ically changing markets and to deal with complexity in general. An example to
highlight the difference in mentality: traditional leaders might gather lessons
learned roughly every 6 to 12 months, after finishing a project or a working pe-
riod. Agile leaders however might promote so called retrospectives every 2 to 4
weeks on project level and every 4 to 6 weeks on the top management and stra-
tegic level.

e The category of self-organized teams is completely new to leadership since it
didn’t really exist before the rise of agility in the 1990s. Our results show that
agile leadership generally strives to abolish the need for traditional management.
Only the supporting disciplines (see guiding principles above) are maintained and
merged with leadership roles. The controlling and planning tasks (at the core of
traditional management) move to the teams resulting in self-organization that en-
ables better communication and faster development. However, self-organization
has to be actively encouraged and supported in order unfold its potential.

5.2 Threats to Validity

Our research is subject to certain threats to validity. According to Maxwell [Ma92], we
will discuss descriptive, theoretical, and interpretive validity and generalizability.

Descriptive Validity: Descriptive validity considers the correctness of the made observa-
tions. In order to mitigate this threat, we let all participants write down their thoughts and
explain it to the other workshop participants. Whenever a point was not self-explanatory
enough or unclear, clarification was requested from the participant and documented. The
first four (of five) authors participated in the workshops to facilitate this process.
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Theoretical Validity: Theoretical validity considers the extent to which we were able to
collect relevant aspects. To mitigate this threat, we conducted a systematic literature re-
view (SLR) before the interviews [25]. The questions the SLR left open served as basis
for the research questions stated above. The latter were extensively discussed among the
authors and constantly refined. Further the chosen format for data collection (workshops)
enabled all participants to discuss their thoughts and provide different views. We also en-
sured that they were given extensive time to do so for each research question. During the
selection of participants, we also focused on agile experts that are sufficiently experienced
in the field.

Interpretive Validity: The interpretative validity considers the conclusions drawn from
the data. The results presented in this paper were mentioned multiple times by different
participants. We let the participants discuss their thoughts so they could come to a common
understanding. The coding process was conducted by the first four authors together. A
consensus on codes, concepts and categories was reached among the authors and the mono
researcher threat was eliminated.

Generalizability: In order to reach a high generalizability, we invited 28 experts to our
workshop. The 10 actual participants provide experience that is not limited to only one
country but rather spreads across America, Europe and Asia). However, we cannot guar-
antee that every potentially relevant aspect has be mentioned.

6 Conclusion

Agile leadership on organizational level has not been sufficiently investigated by research
so far. To better understand the topic, we conducted three workshops with experts in the
field of agile leadership. During these workshops, we investigated characteristics of agile
leadership, the tasks and responsibilities of agile leaders, and preconditions needed. We
discovered seven categories (comprising several guiding principles) that characterize agile
leadership. To summarize, the latter is about fostering self-organization, setting up the
right framework and conditions to enable effective and efficient work, and alignment
through vision and goals. There is an increased focus on customers and delivering value,
as well as continuous improvement. Agile leadership relies on suitable leaders with the
right characteristics and needs commitment of top management. We further identified that
self-organization is the only really new aspect compared to traditional leadership. How-
ever, the results highlight that agile leadership differs in the focus and the concrete imple-
mentation of the other categories. In future work, we want to conduct a detailed analysis
of this shift of focus between agile and traditional leadership. Another follow-up research
could address the current state of agile leadership in organizations and potential actions to
enable improvement.
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