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Abstract: In increasingly complex and dynamic environments, implementing 
agility is essential for companies to secure long-term economic stability. 
However, companies that have not yet introduced agility face the challenge of a 
radical transformation, while many companies that have already introduced 
agility rather solely focussed on the project and team level. Therefore, a holistic 
approach is required, to introduce agility on a corporate level without fuss and 
while achieving immediate results. Based on cases from practice, a novel agile 
management system is presented, reflected in a seven-step process. These 
include, among others, i) the definition of common strategic objectives and 
criteria across existing and new opportunities, ii) the translation of these into a 
transparent strategic frame, and iii) a review process to continuously assess the 
strategic fit for all emerging opportunities. This offers practitioners new 
perspectives for the implementation of corporate agility and contributes to theory 
by distinguishing from the current perception of agility. 
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1 Introduction 
It’s March 2020, the media worldwide is overflowing with news that are about to provoke 
a fundamental change and rethinking in almost all industries. The emergence of the 
COVID-19 pandemic has brought about exactly what academic- and business literature has 
been trying to prepare companies for years, namely, to survive in uncertain, complex and 
dynamic environments. Suddenly, agility was no longer a mere buzzword in the business 
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context but rather the most important, indispensable guiding principle for top management 
to respond rapidly in the upcoming stormy crisis and swiftly adapt their organization.  
Having said that, companies who already implemented agility prior to the crisis could thus 
better react adequately, because they were already fast, resilient and adaptable. This 
argument is supported by the findings of a study, according to which companies who had 
already introduced agility on a corporate level before the pandemic, effectively performed 
better than companies that had not introduced agility (Handscomb et al., 2020). Companies 
that had not yet introduced agility at the time of the crisis faced an inevitable challenge 
though. They knew that there is no way to introduce agility in the short-term. However, 
this is exactly what they needed in order to be prepared for the crisis, since times of crisis 
determine the winners of the future (Lanzer, Sauberschwarz and Weiss, 2020). These 
companies were forced to find a solution because there was no longer a choice between 
being agile or not. Nevertheless, countless practical and scientific insights have shown that 
the integration of agility in a company always entails a long-term transformation process 
(Denning, 2013) while raising significant challenges in the short-term (Appelbaum et al., 
2017) and paradoxically increasing the complexity for employees in organizations 
(Pulakos, Kantrowitz and Schneider, 2019). This seemingly hopeless situation of the 
companies has driven us to research intensively to find a suitable solution. The result was 
a book that describes a foundational process for strategy development in times of crisis 
(Lanzer, Sauberschwarz and Weiss, 2020) and forms the basis for the further developed 
system, described later in this article.  
In addition, the situation described above once again highlights the general importance of 
agility for ensuring a company’s success in rapidly changing environments, which is also 
widely accepted in research (i.a. Sharifi and Zhang, 1999; Sherehiy, Karwowski and Layer, 
2007). However, agility has so far been implemented predominantly in individual teams 
and at project level, which becomes apparent as agility in companies is mainly defined by 
agile methods and practices that are adopted (digital.ai, 2021). Although companies that 
have already introduced agility at the project level seemed to be well prepared for the crisis, 
the question arises whether this is sufficient to survive in the long term in an unstable and 
complex environment. Agility continues to be understood differently and the need for a 
holistic approach is coming into focus in order to equally increase the efficiency and 
effectiveness of a company. Based on these insights, we have grounded our practical 
research to present an answer to the following research question: 
 
“How can companies introduce corporate agility holistically at fast pace to survive in an 
uncertain, dynamic and complex environment?”. 
 
In order to contribute to the broad field of agility and strategic management, we conducted 
applied research with practical insights from our work as management consultants to offer 
practitioners and scholars a holistic agile approach that ensures short-term results and 
increases both effectiveness and efficiency of the organization.  
 
The following section will set the theoretical frame before the choice of methodology for 
the underlying research is described. Subsequently, the final process for the holistic system 
that resulted from the research is described in the findings, by means of the individual steps. 
Afterwards, the analysis and discussion highlight the advantages of the system and 
complements them with insights and experiences from practice. Finally, the article 
concludes with the most important points, limitations and a future outlook. 



 

2 Theoretical background 

In order to better situate the concepts described in the overall context, the following section 
sheds light on the theoretical background.  
 
As already mentioned, agility in general has been found to be an essential factor for 
ensuring success for companies in uncertain and highly complex environments (i.a. Sharifi 
and Zhang, 1999; Sherehiy, Karwowski and Layer, 2007). Lehn (2021) further elaborates 
that business performance in the long-term is linked to the capability of an organization to 
adjust to dynamics in their respective environments. Following this argumentation there is 
a correlation between the dynamics of the changing environment and the perceived value 
a company attributes to agility, meaning that the faster an environment is changing, the 
more valuable is agility for a company (Lehn, 2021).  Since the importance of agility is 
undisputed, a brief differentiation of the terms is recommended in order to be able to delimit 
the complex system of agility.  
When examining the concept of agility, what often first comes to mind are well established 
agile methods like SCRUM or the Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe). Others may think 
about agile values as proposed in the Agile Manifesto (Beck et al., 2001). Zooming in on 
the conceptual point of view, Walter (2021) distinguishes between agility drivers, -
enablers, -capabilities, -dimensions and ultimately organizational agility that promotes the 
performance of a business in an environment defined by uncertainty.  
Based on the perspective of Walter (2021) and for the purpose of this study, the overarching 
concept of organizational (or corporate) agility was chosen to set the frame to later present 
and discuss the key features for the holistic approach that was developed. This concept is 
particularly pertinent as corporate agility describes a rather multidimensional and holistic 
approach that can be clearly distinguished from agile methods (Walter, 2021) that take 
place more at the project level. In addition, Kotter (2014a; 2014b) criticizes in his work the 
predominant focus in the past on improving organizational efficiency rather than using 
agility to improve the overall strategy. This highlights again the differentiation of agility 
on a project level to improve efficiency and agility on a corporate level as a holistic 
approach. Moreover, looking at some desired outcomes of the adoption of corporate agility, 
Walter (2021) mentions an improvement of performance in the organization and, as a 
result, a potential increase in competitiveness. Following the argumentation of Lee et al. 
(2015), corporate agility can be conceived as dynamic capability that allows to arrange and 
rearrange resources within the organization to find an answer to the challenges of a 
complex and volatile environment. This supports the view of Teece, Peteraf and Leih 
(2016), who state that focusing on organizational routines and improving their efficiencies 
is not comprehensive enough to answer the needs of organizations in the current 
environment. Therefore, a more holistic view that goes beyond routines is needed and can 
be found in corporate agility as a dynamic capability. 
 
After the theoretical background has been examined and corporate agility has been defined, 
the perspective of Lee et al. (2015) has been adopted to holistically conceptualize corporate 
agility as dynamic capability.  
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3 Methodology 

This section addresses the choice of methodology the authors of this article applied in order 
to answer the underlying research question and to present key features of a holistic 
corporate agility system and recommendations for implementation that can be applied in 
practice. Since the authors have a dual role, that of researchers and that of consultants, it 
was possible to not only shed light on the research question from an academical point of 
view but also allows for a practical perspective with concrete examples from consulting 
projects. This holistic view underpins the findings with a clear focus on causing actual 
change in practice rather than just describing the problem (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 
2019). Thus, to explore key features of corporate agility and factors for an implementation 
at fast pace, the combination of applied research with actual, practical insights of 
organizations in form of action research proved to be the most promising way and mitigates 
the often-discussed problem that research is lacking access to pertinent issues in companies 
(Davison and Martinsons, 2007). This research method “[…] combines theory and practice 
(and researchers and practitioners) through change and reflection in an immediate 
problematic situation […]” (Avison et al. 1999, p.94). Furthermore, action research is 
recognized as providing opportunities to create beneficial practical knowledge and thereby 
contributes to scholars and practitioners (Shani and Coghlan, 2019; Coghlan, 2011).  
The research area of corporate agility has already been identified in the theoretical 
background and it was further narrowed down to research how to implement corporate 
agility holistically at fast pace. With their dual role, the authors had great access to various 
companies that needed short-term support, triggered by the previously described crisis. The 
companies that form the sample range from small and medium-sized enterprises to 
multinational corporations with several legal units. They operate in various industries, 
some of them even being amongst the global leaders in their respective field. However, 
while the companies are very different in terms of size, industry and other characteristics 
such as culture, what they all have in common is that they were lacking competencies to 
respond adequately to the crisis. Moreover, the authors could build on the already 
developed foundations of their early research (Lanzer, Sauberschwarz and Weiß, 2020), 
that describes a proven process from practice for strategy development in times of a crisis 
with directly applicable instruments. This allowed the authors to refine the initial approach 
in iterative reflections to a holistic system. During the process, rich insights from data in 
the form of notes, workshops, meetings and interviews could be collected. Subsequently, 
the data was analyzed and collaboratively reflected to eventually derive key features of 
how to successfully implement corporate agility holistically at fast pace.  
 
Looking at the time period, quite obviously the urgent need for this approach in 
organizations appeared in parallel to the pandemic that triggered a massive crisis. This 
means that many of the companies, where we introduced the approach and that serve as 
basis for the analysis, work with the approach only for a comparatively short period of time 
which can be seen as limitation to the research. However, since the demand for a quick 
solution was highly urgent in organizations, shedding light on exactly this process and the 
short-term effects delivered valuable insights and allows for future research to examine 
long-term implications.  



 

4 Findings 

This section deals with the findings that have emerged by applying action research and 
ultimately led to the final and holistic corporate agility system. As shown in Figure 1, the 
system is divided into cyclical steps, which appear in the process order as they are 
implemented in the organization.  

 

 
Figure 1 Holistic corporate agility system  
 
The first step of the system and thus also the starting point for implementing corporate 
agility is the definition of the organization’s objective. After the objective has been 
specified, a target system will be developed in form of a KPI matrix. In the overall iterative 
process, the first two steps should be repeated once a year. The next step involves the 
collection and analysis of all strategic initiatives and relevant projects in the previously 
defined target system. Afterwards, the portfolio strategy will be derived before the actual 
execution including the operational project management can be planned. These three steps 
should be repeated every three months. Subsequently, the next step provides an overview 
of the overall status of the projects in execution and the backlog, which should be repeated 
continuously every two weeks. Eventually, the process concludes with a retrospective that 
marks the completion.  

The table below will provide further explanations regarding the different steps of the 
system, including a brief description of each step with concrete measures to take and the 
according results. 
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Table 1 Explanations, actions and results of the steps in the system 



 

After presenting the findings of the holistic corporate agility system, which emerged 
through an iterative approach from the reflections of practical implication, the analysis and 
discussion of the findings follows in the next section.  

5 Analysis and discussion 

In the context of the proposed research question, this section will reflect, analyze and 
discuss the prior findings to highlight how companies can introduce corporate agility 
holistically at fast pace.  

 

Focus on corporate agility instead of project agility 
As already mentioned in the beginning, agility should be understood as a strategically 
necessary starting point to influence overall business agility and not only agility on project 
level. In reflection of the practical experiences, it became apparent that strategy needs 
agility to serve as holistic foundation in the organization. This is also highlighted in the 
described findings in form of the respective steps in the prior section. Starting from the 
target analysis, the approach follows through the further steps to eventually enable agility 
holistically on a company-wide level. This became even more apparent when we saw that 
the presented, interconnected approach was clearly understood as overarching system 
rather than a mere project management tool. Although, the findings that describe the system 
include a step that deals with operational execution on project level, this step is clearly 
placed with a downstream focus later in the process. Hence, the presented system rather 
represents a holistic approach that allowed the organization to develop a clear and 
transparent overview of their projects and strategic initiatives, reallocating their resources 
if necessary and quitting those activities that don’t create sufficient impact. By definition, 
these are exactly the critical factors of corporate agility as mentioned by Worley, Lawler 
and Williams (2014). 
 
First why, then what, then how 
Following the argumentation from the introduction, many companies introduce agility by 
starting with trying to answer HOW a project should be executed. The result is often the 
adoption of an established agile method or practice, however, without knowing WHY a 
project should be executed and WHAT projects should be executed. Furthermore, this 
would rather lead to an increase in efficiency but not automatically effectiveness. We saw 
that there is no point in making projects more and more efficient if it is not clear whether 
the project has an impact on the company's objectives. Drawing from our practical 
experience, we observed that it is necessary to take a step back and first focus on identifying 
and understanding what the objectives of the company are. This fundamental step is the 
focal starting point of the system described in section four, that needs involvement and 
commitment from top management to be successful and answer the question WHY. Later, 
the portfolio analysis enables a clear and transparent overview of existing projects and 
strategic initiatives, thus allows to answer WHAT should be executed to achieve the 
prioritized objectives. Once these critical issues have been addressed, we can move on to 
HOW projects should be executed. The first intention is almost exclusively the use of agile 
methods, as this is equated with the general introduction of agility in the company. 
However, this ignores the fact that agility may not always be the best method for executing 
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a project. Based on our experience from practice, evaluating projects with the criteria of 
complexity and uncertainty has proven to be a simple, yet highly effective tool to make a 
decision whether a project should be executed in an agile way or not. This practical insight 
is further substantiated by Rigby, Sutherland and Noble (2018) who highlight in their 
article that agility needs to fit the context to justify the implementation in the organization 
and should not be understood as end in itself. With this in mind, the importance of the order 
of when to address what question (why, what, how) becomes apparent and marks one 
building block to successfully integrate corporate agility at a fast pace.  
 
Separation of goals and ways 
While working on the implementation of our system in various companies, we experienced 
that a major factor for success with agility is the clear separation of goals and ways. While 
management has the responsibility to define and set the goals, employees should use them 
as a guide to find ways to accordingly achieve the goals. In practice, however, we see that 
even at top management level, goals and ways are strongly mixed or even confused. Often, 
a strategy is specified and correspondingly issued as a strategic goal. This could be, for 
example, that a company wants to become a platform provider or the market leader in a 
certain area. Having said that, on closer observation, it becomes apparent that this is not a 
goal but rather a way. A strategy is always the way to a goal and not the goal itself. 
Companies do not want to become a platform provider in order to be a platform provider, 
but behind this is often the desire for profitable growth or the long-term economic security 
of the company. However, when confusion arises and ways are established instead of goals, 
employees align their projects to finally become a platform provider. This ultimately leads 
to the controversy whether these projects make sense if the company is actually aiming for 
profitable growth. In this scenario, the employees don’t know that the company’s objective 
rather is profitable growth, and the question arises if there exist other ways and projects to 
better achieve the actual goal. However, since only projects that aim to become platform 
provider are advanced, a restriction takes place regarding other projects. This restriction is 
exactly the opposite of what is hoped for from the implementation of agility, namely the 
self-determined way of working of the employees and full development of their potential.  
Moreover, this situation means that even top management frequently cannot agree on 
objectives. Often, a company does not have an overarching goal that has been jointly 
defined and made transparent. Rather, in practice we often find that goals are confused with 
ways and that the entire management board pursues different strategic goals that are 
sometimes difficult to reconcile. Therefore, already in the first step of the implementation 
process, we use an aided survey, based on goals we have seen in our several years of 
consulting practice. These goals are almost exclusively profit goals and so far, we have not 
experienced a goal being missed while at the same time the standard deviation of responses 
from the survey is always very low. This in turn leads to the observation that if the focus 
is on goals, top management can agree on a small set of goals. Ultimately, the joint 
definition allows to make these goals transparent in the whole organization and enables the 
employees to focus on projects that impact the overarching goals in a self-determined way. 
 
Immediate results without big changes in the short-term 
As Leonard Silk already noted several years ago in his famous book “The Economists” 
(1978), when looking at great advisors, they use models thar are simple. However, when 
looking at the concept of agility it seems to be reversed, as often major challenges arise in 
the short-term because the adoption of agility is rather complex and also triggers a 



 

transformation process in the organization (Appelbaum et al., 2017). Thus, a 
straightforward system as presented in section four is vital to ensure the implementation 
without causing big changes in the short-term, since structures, cultures or roles are not 
immediately affected. This marks one of the major aspects we experienced in practice, 
because employees don’t want to face an increase in complexity and at the same time the 
management wants to see quick effects as a result of implementing the holistic agile 
system. The former is not only an advantage of the system described earlier but also 
mitigates a current challenge 44% of employees face when their organization adopts 
agility, namely that they experience a rise of complexity (Pulakos, Kantrowitz and 
Schneider, 2019). With the iterative development of the system, building on the findings 
from practical experience, we have thus placed the reduction of complexity in the 
foreground. This was mainly feasible due to the fact, that by following the steps only once, 
it is already possible to gain clarity and achieve transparency. The feedback we got from 
our clients, after following the steps was that the strategic project portfolio is precise, 
understandable and led to more transparency in the organization, while being oriented 
towards the goal analysis which made it an incremental basis to act upon and make 
decisions. Overall, this made it possible for companies to set priorities quickly and respond 
appropriately to the crisis with strategic decisions. Since most clients were impressed with 
the quick results and smooth implementation of the system, some decided to subsequently 
roll out the system to multiple business units and teams. However, even if no change in 
structures, roles and culture is necessary during the introduction, we would still like to 
emphasize at this point that these factors must also be examined in a longer-term view and 
adjusted accordingly if necessary. For the implementation of corporate agility at fast pace 
and to see short-term results however, our experience showed that these aspects can be 
disregarded for a certain time. 
 
Top-down integration, bottom-up acceptance 
The system we have developed understands agility as empowerment based on the clear 
separation between the goals and the ways to achieve those goals. As already stressed 
before, the question of WHY is the focal starting point and accordingly the selection of a 
common objective for the company. While the management determines the goals in this 
first step, the employees subsequently determine the appropriate ways to achieve the 
objective. This means that the system is introduced top-down, but at the same time we have 
seen that there is a broad acceptance of the system bottom-up. Referring to the different 
levels of WHY, WHAT and HOW again, we experienced that on the level of HOW, when 
the project is in execution, operational involvement of management is often not necessarily 
required. On the level of WHY and WHAT however, management is heavily involved in 
leadership and decision making. With the introduction of the system, we have noticed that 
employees spend a lot of time with the HOW and at this level, work becomes more pleasant 
for them because projects can be carried out more self-determined. At the same time, top 
management spends more time on the WHY and WHAT and here, too, work becomes more 
pleasant because micromanagement in projects is no longer necessary and there is more 
focus on better and comprehensible strategic decisions. Thus, we were able to introduce 
the system top-down and ensured that the top management was still in control, while at the 
same time achieving bottom-up acceptance from the employees. 
Another learning from our practical experience is that integration works best when it first 
starts in one part of the organization and is then successively expanded. In exchange with 
the top management, we have put together a pilot group of stakeholders from the company 
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who, with our support, go into workshops and run through the system together. This 
approach further supported the quick acceptance of the system and led to a seamless and 
fast-paced integration.  

6 Conclusion 

Top management has realized that agility is the decisive factor that allows to swiftly adapt 
their organization to adequately respond to a crisis or generally changes in an uncertain 
and complex environments. By looking at the companies that have not yet introduced 
agility, we see that they are struggling with the major challenge that the integration of 
agility is often associated with a radical transformation process (Denning, 2013) that 
increases the complexity within the company in the short term Appelbaum et al., 2017; 
Pulakos, Kantrowitz and Schneider, 2019). On the other hand, many companies that have 
already introduced agility have so far focused on the team and project level by adopting 
established agile methods. However, this raises the question of whether this is already 
sufficient to secure the long-term economic future of a company in an uncertain and 
complex environment. Therefore, by using action research, we developed a holistic agile 
system that can be introduced in companies at fast pace to ensure quick results. The system 
is divided into seven steps, with the starting point being the joint definition of a goal at the 
company level. An important point highlighted here is the clear separation of ways and 
goals. This goes in line with our proposal to first start by asking WHY a project should be 
executed, then WHAT project should be executed and finally HOW a project should be 
executed. Especially the last question addresses the point if agility is necessary to 
operationally manage all projects. With the help of the presented uncertainty-complexity 
matrix, a meaningful overview of which method is most suitable can be created. Finally, if 
the definition of the goals is the responsibility of the management, the ways to achieve the 
goals can be defined by the employees. This gives both greater freedom and encourages 
more self-determined and innovative work, especially among employees. On the 
management side, control is still retained by defining the goals and the portfolio strategy 
without being involved in the operational project management. As a result, the proposed 
system can be implemented top-down, while achieving bottom-up acceptance. 
 
As already mentioned, one limitation is that although the system has been introduced at 
many different companies to date, it has only been established there for a comparatively 
short time. Therefore, we propose to conduct further research once the system has been 
embedded in the company for a longer period to observe long-term results. 
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