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Agility is the state of high responsiveness, speed, adaptiveness and continuous ux envisioned
by moving to an Agile way of working (by adopting an Agile framework or otherwise). Building
on and being the product of the combination of its people, construction and history, agility is a
unique and continuously evolving state that is unique to a speci c organization. Throughout
the work to restore and increase an organization’s agility, the associated learnings are
ingrained and injected into an organization’s DNA. The decision to adopt the new, Agile
paradigm is a decision to leave the old (industrial) ways behind. A traditional (industrial)
approach to becoming more Agile actually keeps the industrial paradigm intact. It delivers no
more than an illusion of agility, followed by the hard wake-up call of the de ation by reality.

About ‘Agile’
The term ‘Agile’ refers to the mindset, the views
and the preferences expressed in the Manifesto for
Agile Software Development1. It is not a xed
process, method or practice.
In the absence of a concise, speci c de nition I
prefer describing ‘Agile’ in terms of three key
characteristics2:
✦ People driven. Because Agile replaces “followthe-plan” instructions with the continuous
collaboration of people facilitated through
servant-leadership.
✦ Iterative-incremental. Because work products
are created piece by piece while the built pieces
and the resulting total product are frequently
revisited to assure the overall integrity.
✦ Value as the measure of success. Because
impact, usage and appreciation are much better
indicators of progress, success or viability than
volume is.
These are the traits that are typical to an Agile way
of working or Agile processes and frameworks.
These are the traits that can be expected to be at
the heart of any approach, process, framework or
regime claiming to be ‘Agile’.

shows in the desire to adopt an Agile process or
framework. The adoption of Agile processes can
indeed be an important foundation for agility. But
agility in itself is much more than following a new
process. It is more about structural changes that
support changes in behavior.
Agility is a unique signature containing imprints of
all involved people and their relationships and
interactions, of used and abandoned tools,
processes and practices, of the constructs and
many ecosystems that exist within and beyond the
external boundaries of an organization.
Agility is a unique state that re ects the way in
which speci c annoyances and hindrances were
and are overcome, the many inspections and
adaptations that occur. It is a speci c state as it
re ects the unique lessons and learnings that an
organization and its inhabitants went and go
through. The absorption of such learnings is what
equips organizations for the unknown future
challenges that will demand distinct responses,
responses that no cookbook can provide.

Exhibit 2: “Agility” (A de nition)

1 agilemanifesto.org , agilemanifesto.org/principles.html
2 “Scrum - A Pocket Guide” (3rd edition), Van Haren Publishing, 2021

About ‘Agility’
Agility is the state that is to be the outcome of
moving to an Agile way of working. The desire to
acquire and increase such state of agility often
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Exhibit 1: “Agile” (A de nition)

There are a few basic truths that are fundamental
to any transformation aiming at increasing agility2:
✦ Agility can’t be planned. Because there is no
way of predicting the pace at which the change
will spread and take root.
✦ Agility can’t be dictated. Because intrinsic
motivation and engagement can’t be forced
upon people or downloaded into them.
✦ Agility can’t be copied. Because no model,
blueprint or copy can predict, outline or capture
the unique signature that Agility is.

✦

Agility has no end-state. Because it is a state of
continuous adaptation where each status-quo is
challenged, by our own will or by external
turbulence.
“All models are wrong, even the ones that are
right. Some are just less wrong than others .”

Every serious attempt to move toward a more
Agile way of working can be expected to cause
signi cant organizational turmoil. Regardless
whether such an attempt holds introducing an
established or a self-devised method or some
hybrid composition, without accepting these
essential truths the door to increased agility will be
closed rather than opening up to a gateway of
opportunities. These basic truths must be in the
hearts and minds of every person managing,
guiding, facilitating, living or leading an ‘Agile
transformation’ (or whatever it is called).
And even then it will still take time for agility to
settle in the hearts and minds of the people
impacted by the transformation. After all, people
have been instructed in non-Agile behavior
through the industrial paradigm for a few decades,
and often longer.

A Factual Status-Quo
Many of today’s organizations have their roots and
their cultural beliefs in the past, industrial age. As
they feel the need and the pressure to increase
their agility, they naturally revert to recipes they are
familiar with:
✦ They undertake cautiously planned attempts to
slowly introduce and impose Agile practices
(although they need to leap) via separate
change projects (although their organizations
need hands-on and go-see re-construction).
✦ They look around to imitate what other
organizations do. They copy-paste what others,
regardless of economical or business domain or
context, claim was successful for them.
✦ They enforce uni ed, generic ways of working
and practices in a cascaded and massproduction way on teams, thereby forcing them
to work in the exact same way, regardless of
their product, technology or human connection.
✦ They rely on text-book models with generic, preempted blueprints for organizational structures.
Additionally, all too often, organizations limit
themselves to just squeezing individuals together
in arti cially constructed groups, conveniently
called ‘teams’, without considering the scope,
cohesion or value of their collective work. They
don’t replace the traditional top-down line
organization (typically consisting of a silo structure
with its separation of skills and expertise) with
multi-disciplinary teams, shared purpose and
commitment. Essentially, the predominant
disconnectedness that existed is not resolved.
“More Agile teams does not make a more Agile
organization.”

Ironically, these are exactly the old-school,
industrial recipes that limit these organizations in
their growth and impede their agility. These
approaches are the reason why they are unable to
adequately deal with rapidly changing
expectations and turbulence. These are the exact
ways of working that they need to abandon in
order to enter and survive the new worlds, the
worlds that require a higher…agility.
Such approaches ignore the essence of Agile:
dealing with complexity and uncertainty via
collective intelligence, learning from wellconsidered steps of experimentation and iterativeincremental progress. These organizations
conveniently ignore that learnings and hard work
are needed to acquire a sustainable agility that is
in tune with the organization’s speci c context.
The mismatch is fundamental. These organizations
need and want to hose down their industrial ways,
yet they end up re-enforcing them. No more than
an illusion of agility is created as a result of this
factual status-quo.
This is painfully revealed when the de ation by
reality hits hard, often after several years of
investments. It happens when organizations nd
out that their actual increase in agility is not what
they were told it was, up to the point of the actual
increase being negligible. What was hoped would
be achieved, is not achieved:
✦ The people creating the company’s products
and services are not more engaged or
motivated (instead, they keep leaving and no
new talents can be attracted).
✦ The people funding the work are not more
pleased (not achieving the savings, gains or
returns hoped for).
✦ The people buying and consuming the
organization’s products and services are not
more satis ed (as a result, usage and satisfaction
keep declining).
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Exhibit 3: ‘Teams’ in a traditional organization

What most ‘agile transformations’ deliver

It is not an Agile transformation if it doesn’t
simplify how you work. Because the overly
complicated structures from the industrial age
impede rather than enhance Agile ways of
working.
✦ It is not an Agile transformation with Scrum if it
doesn’t engage people. Because Scrum frames
the self-organized and committed interaction
game that people play.
The new reality mandates that we act in the
moment, more than we ever had to do before.
Getting the most out of the possible starts with
accepting the unwritten state of the future and the
inability to predict what that future will bring.
Embracing that uncertainty also offers a great
potential. In the end, living the art of the possible
against unpredicted outcomes has the bene t of
engaging people as it shapes their future too.
Not ruling out options upfront is a helpful, viable
and future-proof strategy. We also need to remind
ourselves, regularly, that we are not alone in this
and that all individuals, no matter their function,
level, position or silo within the organization, can
contribute. After all, it is their future too.
Acceleration comes from vision, determination
and dedication, from the courage to move away
from following a plan or copying a model to
continually shaping and re-shaping your future.
Regardless an organization’s past attempts and
choices to increase their agility, the path of hard
work is always a workable way out, a way to avoid,
break or overcome the illusion of agility. A
framework like Scrum might help.
✦

Exhibit 4: The illusion of agility

Imagine the painful experience. Imagine the lost
time. Imagine the missed opportunities. Imagine
the actual increase in agility if the time had been
spent trying, learning, falling, getting back up,
trying something else and gradual expansion.

Increasing Agility Is a Path
As said, agility has no end-state. Rather, it is a path.
Unpredictability cannot be ruled out, but can be
addressed. Agility, as a state of high adaptiveness,
is achieved by regularly…adapting. Adaptations
only make sense upon inspections of actual work
and observable results. Think feedback loops.
The new reality mandates adaptiveness. Because
what works today might not work tomorrow. What
works for one company (being a complex and
interwoven system of interconnected people,
processes and tools) might not work for another
company. What works for one combination of
teams, technology and business might not work
for another combination.
The ‘hard work’ mentioned in this paper refers to
exactly that sort of continual exploration: of what
works (practices, tactics, structures) in a speci c
context (teams, technology, business).
From such exploratory Agile transformation, new
processes and structures emerge, together with a
new organizational culture of learning, improving
and constant adaptation, and restored respect for
the intelligence and creativity of people.
Next to identifying the traits that are typical to an
Agile way of working, following are signposts that
might help you detect whether you are in danger
of creating an illusion of agility, rather than
effectively increasing your agility:
✦ It is not a transformation if it doesn’t change how
you work. Because real change can’t be
captured in plans, reports and documents but is
expressed in how teams operate and interact
with each other and others on the work oor.

Scrum, with its distinct rules, is a tangible way to
get a grip on the new, Agile paradigm. It allows
immediate action while assuring the long-term
absorption of the new paradigm. Using Scrum,
people develop new ways of working. They
enter a new state of being, a state of agility. It
makes their organizations transform towards a
higher state of agility too, while freeing up time,
people and energy for being innovative (again).
Nevertheless, despite its minimalism,
experience shows that adopting Scrum often
represents a giant leap. This may be because of
the uncertainty induced by letting go of old
certainties, even if those old certainties have
proven not to be very reliable or…certain. It may
be the time that it takes to substantially shift. It
may be the determination and hard work that is
required. Over and over again it is shown that
Scrum is simple, not easy.
Many organizations adopt Scrum using pastworld strategies without updating their pastworld structures. They twist Scrum to t their
current organization and create no more than an
illusion of agility as a result. Imagine they would
re-imagine their Scrum in order to re-emerge
their organization and rm up their agility…
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How Scrum helps

What most ‘agile transformations’ deliver
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