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Agile Organizations – New Principles 
in Corporate Governance
by Lars Sørstrøm, Wolfgang Rückert, Synpulse 
Management Consulting, Frankfurt/Main, Germany
Although there is no real definition of the term “agile organization”, some companies 
– such as Spotify and Netflix – are seen as role models, setting the standard for now. 
But one-to-one imitation of these role models won’t necessarily work for all 
companies. Our experience shows that a more differentiated approach that adapts to 
the different areas of an organization, tailors the agile principles, and combines agile 
with lean (they have the same foundation anyway) works much better.

This way you really end up with an organization that is adaptive, fast-evolving, quick-
learning and efficient – deserving the name “agile”!

Current challenge
Among other things, three main disruptive trends are making this agility essential by 
playing an important role in challenging the existing way of organizing and 
managing a company:
�� Changes in the operating environment have accelerated significantly, reflecting
the fast-evolving demands of all stakeholders: both customers and regulators have
urgent needs and requirements, investors and capital markets are pressing for
growth, and competition is forcing companies to adapt quickly.

�� Digitalization and disruptive technology – Established companies and industries
have already been replaced by competitors harnessing digitization and making
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innovative use of new models and 
automation.

�� Easy access to an increasing amount
of information – Rapidly increasing
volumes of information and the fact
that so many have access to this
information mean that organizations
have to handle multidimensional
communication and collaboration.

Possible response:  
Become more agile
Our experience shows that agile 
organizations “done right” have a much 
better chance of being in the top group 
in their industry thanks to benefits in 
terms of customer centricity, time-to-
market, revenue growth, efficiency and 
motivated employees.

The question is, what are the 
characteristics of a truly agile 
organization?

The “traditional” organization typically 
has a very hierarchical structure with 
different silos in parallel; the governance 
approach is primarily top-down, with 
top-down planning by management. 
It’s best illustrated by imagining a 
puppet master in action: the structure is 
stable, but often not flexible or quickly 
adaptable.

An agile organization by contrast is 
based on a people-centered culture, 
autonomous teams that work with 
fast decision cycles, foster continuous 
learning, and are guided by a common 
purpose − also called the “North 
Star”. Such an agile operation has the 
capacity to efficiently adapt and develop 
processes, structure, strategy, technology 
and people toward value, and to 
continuously improve at the same time.

An agile organization is therefore an 
effective response to existing challenges 
and creates a competitive advantage at 
the same time.

What are the main  
building blocks of an 
agile organization?
While there is no real definition or 
blueprint for an agile organization, 
there is a set of basic characteristics 
in the mindsets of people in these 
organizations – in other words their 
cultures – that work as a kind of base 
layer, enabler and necessary condition.

In addition to that, agile organizations 
have implemented further building 
blocks to make the agile way of working 
operational:

�� The North Star – This shared purpose
and vision provides actionable
strategic guidance that connects
efforts to solve problems, improve and
develop throughout the company on
all levels.

�� Autonomous teams – Self-steered,
empowered teams are part of the core
of agile organizations, with clearly
defined roles and accountability within
the team.

�� Fast decision and learning
cycles – Frequent iterations and
experimentation follow the PDCA
(plan, do, check, act) logic, with
standardized ways of working and
continuous learning.

This characterization doesn’t sound too 
complicated, but for large organizations 
it’s quite difficult to become agile. These 
companies often have a legacy that 
works like a drag anchor. They have 
grown successfully with the classic top-
down management approach, running 
and controlling the company from the 
top. Whenever pressure mounts and 
problems arise, the tendency is to fall 
back on the “routines” and what has 
worked in the past.

What does an agile 
organization look like in 
more detail?
Agile organizations don’t necessarily 
change very much from the way 
they’re fundamentally structured. They 

typically tend to keep the main axis of 
their organizational backbone constant 
so that employees still feel at home 
and know where they belong, where 
to build up the necessary expertise. 
In addition, agile organizations 
establish mechanisms for building 
cross-functional teams with the right 
expertise to address the opportunities 
and challenges that come up.

North Star
To ensure overall alignment and make 
sure every activity is aligned to the 
overall orientation and objectives, 
agile enterprises carefully set a shared 
vision and purpose for their North Star. 
Not only does this help employees 
feel emotionally invested, but it also 
creates safeguards for the efforts of the 
autonomous teams. Companies such 
as Amazon, Toyota, and Virgin, put 
customer focus at the heart of their 
vision and purpose and, in turn, at the 
heart of the way they create value.

Network of teams
Truly agile organizations retain a stable 
structure but replace much of the 
traditional hierarchy with autonomous 
teams. In doing so, they carefully 
consider where these teams are 
applicable and where not.

In order to balance freedom and 
empowerment of employees, a 
prerequisite is to make sure overall 
coordination and strategy deployment 
(according to the Hoshin Kanri policy 
management process) is in place, and 
that teams are connected in terms of 
their objectives, purpose, and priorities.

Compared with classical models, these 
teams have greater autonomy, are more 
multidisciplinary, and are more focused 
on specific customer value, internal or 
external.

In practice two types of teams are 
used, depending on the kind of jobs 
to be done:
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�� Cross-functional teams – These teams
deliver “products” or projects. The
people on this team must have the
skills and the necessary knowledge to
deliver the desired outcomes without
tapping skills from people outside the
group. Typically, these teams have a
product owner to shape and prioritize
requirements.

�� Self-managing teams for areas such as
customer service, production, etc. – 
Self-managing teams work on activity 
processes where stability and reliability 
are the focus. Their work tasks are 
repetitive in nature and the teams 
are stable over time. They define 
for themselves the best approach 
to prioritize activities, reach goals, 
improve continuously and focus their 
efforts. Together they are accountable 
for end-to-end performance against 
set target states. These teams typically 
include a “hancho” to coach and 
support the others in their work.

Frequent decision and  
learning cycles
Agile enterprises work in frequent cycles 
of thinking, trying and doing. Whether 
these development and improvement 
cycles are performed as lean operations, 
design thinking, agile development or 
other methods, this continual iteration 
shapes the ability to operate and 
innovate in an agile way.

This iteration and cyclical way of 
working affects every level of an 
organization. At the team level, 
the working model changes 
– away from the classical
“waterfall” model and other
inflexible ways of operating.
At the “whole company” level,
the improvement cycle accelerates
strategic reflection and execution by
connecting the strategic objectives
throughout all levels and processes,
and by shaping and developing those
elements continuously.

Game-changer culture
The necessary base for an agile 
organization is a culture that empowers 
and engages everyone within the 
organization by giving them autonomy, 
respect and the chance to try and 
improve. If this is done right, the 
organization taps everyone’s ability to 
develop, solve problems and optimize, 
instead of the abilities of only a few 
managers and experts. This is because 
people by their nature are motivated and 
regularly aim for excellence. But often 
these traits are buried under a mass of 
bureaucracy, a lack of autonomy and an 
aversion to failure.

This cultural change involves four 
essential building blocks:

A) Responsibility and authority

�� Employees need to be given not
only responsibility, but also sufficient
authority.

�� Employees must carry out tasks
independently and make the
necessary decisions themselves.

Agile way of 
working
�  North Star
�  Autonomous teams
�  Fast decision and

learning cycles
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�� Errors that inevitably happen should
be understood as a chance to
learn rather than a problem for the
employee.

�� Employees must be empowered to
perform in order to have a feeling of
self-efficacy.

B) Transparency and openness

�� Only when problems are recognized
and openly addressed can solutions
be found.

�� Employees often find it difficult to
admit mistakes because they fear the
consequences, so a high degree of
trust is necessary.

�� This trust must be built slowly and
consistently over time.

�� Every time employees come together
in different teams, this trust has to be
reinforced.

C) New leadership

�� An organization only works if
its leadership is recognized and
appreciated by employees.

�� Only people who are invited,
encouraged, and inspired by their
leaders enthusiastically participate,
think along and take ownership.

�� People who feel understood and
appreciated, and who associate with
each other regularly, show the intrinsic
motivation necessary.

D) Problem-solving and continuous

�� Problem-solving is an innate ability of
humans and a catalyst to experiencing
self-efficacy.

�� A culture in which experiments are
allowed to go wrong, and where
mistakes are understood as learning
opportunities, fosters effective
problem-solving.

�� Only then will employees have the
courage to break new ground in terms
of change, learning and optimization.

Benefits
The impact of the agile operational 
model can be significant.

Truly agile organizations excel in 
continuously optimizing, developing 
and adapting to changes within the 
market. Based on fast-improvement 
cycles and an effective connection 
of strategy and processes, 
new challenges are quickly 
addressed and integrated 
in the development of 
products and technology, 
enabling operations to adapt 
and improve in a turbulent 
environment of constant change.

�� Time-to-market improves
significantly

�� Dramatically reduced
decision times

�� Clients will note
the difference:
customer satisfaction

�� Productivity increases
substantially and
continuously

�� Employee engagement
will increase

An agile corporate 
culture
relies on the ability of 
everyone to develop, to 
optimize and to solve 
problems.
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Agility at insurance companies
Insurance companies typically have never been among the first adopters of 
new concepts and technology. Consequently, none of the major insurance 
companies has gone completely agile so far. On a more limited scale, many 
insurers and reinsurers are experimenting very actively with agile concepts. Agile 
project management methods for IT projects are typically the first experiments, 
often because of the positive feedback they have received from software 
companies. Product development projects are also increasingly being managed 
in an agile fashion. Also cross-functional teams that are working on products 
for the online channel – within an agile framework and with techniques such as 
design thinking and rapid prototyping – are becoming more common.

Short history of agility
The term describes a multitude of different concepts and techniques dating 
back to the 1930 s when Shewhart/Deming’s ideas based on the PDCA cycle 
(PLAN, Do, Check, Act) formed what became the Toyota Lean Approach 
(Kanban, Kaizen). Another milestone was the article, “The New New Product 
Development Game” written by Takeuchi and Nonaka and published in 1986 
in the Harvard Business Review, that focused on hardware development and 
suggested continuous learning, self-organizing teams and subtle control. In 
the 1990s software development got so complex that the industry looked 
for alternative concepts; SCRUM evolved as a framework that has become 
a standard in the industry. In essence it shows an iterative, incremental 
development approach, based on product backlogs and development sprints. 
Only in 2001 when the agile manifesto was published, which defined 4 values 
and 12 principles for software development, the buzzword “agile” took off and 
the agile concept expanded to other industries.
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