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Abstract: Agile Transformations are challenging processes for organizations that look to extend the benefits of Agile philosophy and methods beyond software engineering. Despite the impact of these transformations on organizations, they have not been extensively studied in academia. We conducted a study grounded in workshops and interviews with 99 participants from 30 organizations, including organizations undergoing transformations (“final organizations”) and companies supporting these processes (“consultants”). The study aims to understand the motivations, objectives, and factors driving and challenging these transformations. Over 700 responses were collected to the question and categorized into 32 objectives. The findings show that organizations primarily aim to achieve customer centricity and adaptability, both with 8% of the mentions. Other primary important objectives, with above 4% of mentions, include alignment of goals, lean delivery, sustainable processes, and a flatter, more team-based organizational structure. We also detect discrepancies in perspectives between the objectives identified by the two kinds of organizations and the existing agile literature and models. This misalignment highlights the need for practitioners to understand with the practical realities the organizations face.
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1  Introduction

Agility [1] was born in the discipline of software to improve the work of small teams that develop software [2] by applying ideas from the manufacturing industry [3]. Originally, Agile encompassed a broad spectrum of approaches to software development. These methods, such as Scrum, Extreme Programming (XP), or Dynamic Systems Development Method (DSDM), share a core set of principles, such as iterative development, customer collaboration, or acceptance of change [4].

Organizations soon realized that the benefits of Agile could be extended to the entire organization [5]. This extension is commonly known as Business Agility, Enterprise Agility, or Organizational Agility, and it is envisioned as an ideal state for organizations in which they can adapt in an agile and sustainable way to a rapidly changing environment [6], making it possible to thriving and not just surviving on a context of volatility and accelerated change [7]. Organizations developed the so-called Agile Transformations to reach this Business Agility state [8]. Agile Transformations are a “high priority for a rapidly increasing number of organizations” [9] and companies are investing in them to achieve Business Agility. However, these processes are complex, and companies lack reference roadmaps, guides, and even a common language to successfully achieve their goals. This is especially true because Agile Transformations are comprehensive processes that impact every aspect of the organization, including people, processes, strategy, structure, or technology [4,10]. These are complex and profound changes in organizations, which go far beyond its origin as a tool for software development.

Despite the great impact of these Agile Transformations, there is little academic knowledge about their development and impact, as will be shown later in the analysis of the available literature. This gap is filled by the work of industry practitioners, usually based on experiences limited to specific frameworks or individual companies [11]. On the other hand, a substantial corpus of “gray literature”, which is to say, non-academic material, has been produced primarily by practitioners. This comprises a plethora of journal articles, corporate websites, and a large number of books. This category of content, at least in theory, reflects the vision of practitioners based on their own experience. Consequently, it can serve as a valuable lens through which to comprehend the objectives that organizations set for themselves when embarking on an Agile Transformation.

One way to understand Agile Transformations is to examine what the organizations are trying to achieve, or, in other words, what characteristics the organizations expect to have after the transformation. To understand Agile Transformations, we must also consider the factors that facilitate or impede the process. In this way, by reducing the impact of blockers and increasing the impact of enablers, organizations should expect to achieve the objectives they have set as a result of the transformation. Unfortunately, as we have said, there are not many comprehensive studies on Agile Transformations and their impact. For this reason, the purpose of this paper is to help fill the gap in the literature on Agile Transformations. In this case, by examining the motivations, organizations have to launch these processes in the form of the objectives they define for their transformations.

When we study Agile Transformations, we discover that there are two types of organizations involved. Agile transformations involve two types of organizations: final organizations that develop the process internally and consultants who help other organizations implement it. In recent years, the number of consultants has grown significantly to meet the needs of final organizations. For this reason, the vision of both needs to be aligned for the transformation processes to be effective and successful, helping to translate software engineering concepts into the design and operation of organizations.

As stated above, Agile was born within the world of software development. Business Agility helps organizations overcome the barriers that prevent them from fully benefiting from Agile software development frameworks. Additionally, our experience, which aligns with that of numerous practitioners, indicates that the implementation of Agile within organizations typically commences in the IT or systems domains. However, we believe that the objectives of organizations have a greater scope and impact: software engineering has the potential to transform organizations.

Although the academic literature is very limited on this topic, the “gray literature” is very abundant, and we believe that gathering the experience of practitioners will provide a realistic insight into the vision of organizations involved in Agile Transformations. Our research aims to bridge the gap in the academic literature on Agile Transformations by focusing on the perspectives of organizations directly involved. Our objective is to address the current gap in the academic literature by conducting fieldwork with a variety of practitioners. The research objectives are the following:

•   Developing an experimental study that makes it possible to know the impact of Agile Transformations.

•   Understand the motivations of the organizations involved in these transformations and where they place the focus of change.

•   Identify the factors that most facilitate or inhibit these transformations from the practitioner’s perspective.

Three Research Questions are derived from the above:

RQ1: Do Agile Transformations have a true impact on the organization as a whole (if so, what are the limitations) or are they primarily focused on improving aspects related to software development?

RQ2: Does the vision of practitioners in the “gray literature” reflect the transformation objectives of organizations?

RQ3: Is there a difference between the vision of companies and consultants?

The paper is structured as follows: first, an introduction (this section) presenting the problem and the paper; then Section 2 (“Related work”) reviews the available literature on Agile Transformations and the goals that companies set for them; Section 3 (“Methodology”) describes how the participants were selected and how the data used later in the study were collected; Section 4 (“Results”) contains the result of the analysis carried out based on the information obtained from the participants; Section 5 (“Conclusions and next steps”) summarizes the main findings of the study and the next steps to be taken in the study. Finally, an appendix contains the complete list of definitions of the characteristics of an agile organization distilled in our study.

2  Related Work

Our first step was a literature review, a method that can help identify previous work to summarize existing knowledge on the topic and to identify gaps in current studies that can be covered with this paper. The review was based on a simplified version of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines [12]. These guidelines are designed to ensure transparency and rigor in bibliometric research across disciplines, and they are widely recognized for their effectiveness. The simplification was essentially to use a shorter checklist of criteria in the review than the standard 27 items.

Fig. 1 shows the steps followed in this phase:
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Figure 1: Process of analyzing related work

We initiated the search for related academic literature using Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. The following terms were used as queries: “business agility”, “organizational agility”, “enterprise agility”, “agile transformation”, “adaptive organizations”, “agile”, “agility”, and “agile at scale”. We performed a keyword, title, and abstract search, looking for articles related to Business or Enterprise Agility and especially Agile Transformations. Since the total number of references identified was very high (on the order of tens of thousands), an adjustment of the search terms was made: for example, “business agility” is used in fields far removed from our study (such as economics or business management). Therefore, the initial list of terms used in the search was refined by eliminating overly general terms and including more precise terms such as “Business Agility Agile Transformation”. This resulted in a final list of 221 references.

After the title and abstract screening, 72 papers were selected. All papers not relevant to the topic were excluded. After full-text screening and reviewing the references of the selected papers, a total of 42 papers remained. From these papers, most of them are about transformations in a single organization [6,11,13], about the deployment of an Agile framework [14–16], specific aspects of transformations (like leadership [17], or the impact in Digital Transformations [18]) or literature reviews [8,19]. Few have covered the topic of Agile Transformation among multiple organizations, and none of them have a general open perspective. In addition to academic papers, we have incorporated several books and articles by practitioners (14 books and 12 articles and websites), in order to have a broader view of the issue, although peer-review papers are more relevant to our work. Table 1 summarizes this process.
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The most common way to collect information is through surveys. Interviews and observations are also frequently mentioned. In the first two cases, the starting point is predefined questionnaires, which make it possible to work with large samples of hundreds or even thousands of responses, but limit the topics covered to those previously defined. Observation requires a lot of time and resources to carry out and focuses more on behaviors than on the vision or objectives of the participants.

The information offered by the materials analyzed in Agile Transformations focuses mainly on the factors that make them possible. However, there are also visions and definitions of Business Agility that can serve as a precedent for understanding the objectives of transforming organizations. For example, it is common to mention adaptability, or “an organization’s ability not only to sense, but to respond swiftly and flexibly to technical changes, new business opportunities, and unexpected environmental changes” [20]. It can also be the “ability to respond rapidly, proactively, and intentionally to an unexpected changing demand” [21], or the “ability to cope with rapid, relentless, and uncertain changes and thrive in a competitive environment of continually and unpredictably changing opportunities” [22].

In general, it is common to mention the ability to adapt in order to make the organization sustainable over time. Beyond adaptability, other objectives and benefits of Agile Transformation are mentioned, such as continuous learning and customer-driven and value-driven [23]; improvements in organizational performance with respect to business management [18]; continuous growth [24]; or generating competitive advantages [17]. As can be seen, all of them can be interpreted as objectives with an impact that goes beyond the technical areas related to software development, which is in line with our first hypothesis. Unfortunately, it is not possible to know what would be a complete list of objectives and benefits of Agile Transformation, and what position in importance each of them occupies for organizations.

A similar situation arises when we examine materials prepared by practitioners. For example, SAFe, a well-known and widely applied scaling framework, lists several benefits [25] derived from agile transformation, including engagement, faster time-to-market, increased productivity, and improved quality. However, this list is derived from the generalization of a series of customer stories, which, while interesting as individual accounts, are hardly generalizable or a source for a proper industry overview.

Another reference source in the industry is the “State of Agile Report”, the result of a survey that reached its 17th edition in 2024 [26]. In its “What Drives Agile Adoption” section, the most frequently mentioned answers are “Prioritize, deliver, and measure incremental customization and business value”, “Accelerate time to market”, and “Digital transformation”. Interestingly, when asked about the benefits observed in successful transformations, the list changes. The study revealed that the most commonly cited benefits of Agile adoption were increased collaboration, better alignment with business needs, and a more positive work environment. This study was based on a survey of more than 800 anonymous and volunteer participants and, like other similar studies, was based on the selection of a predefined list of responses. As a result, the veracity of the responses and their origin cannot be rigorously controlled. We will develop the content of this report in more detail below, compared to the findings of our work.

Finally, other interesting sources for our study include books in which authors describe their business agility models [5,27–30], articles [6,31,32], and specific websites of organizations that have developed their own models [33–37], all of which are part of the so-called “grey literature”. In the case of these sources, there are usually no lists of goals or characteristics as such, but they all have in common the enumeration of dimensions in their Business Agility models. These dimensions are aspects of the organization where the focus of the transformation should be placed so that the impact of the change can be seen. The number and nature of the dimensions vary widely (from 3 to 18), and their analysis is the subject of another paper by the authors, but we can list the most frequently mentioned dimensions, which we can translate as priority aspects to observe the impact of change.

Specifically, as part of this study, we thoroughly analyzed 15 models from different sources. Unfortunately, there is no reference model or total agreement among the models analyzed: this confirms the lack of a common reference framework for Agile Transformations. In addition, during the workshops and interviews, we came into contact with other models, generally specific to each organization. Since they are not published (and in many cases protected by confidentiality), we cannot refer to them, but we can confirm that the vision they offer is similar to that of the models of the authors of non-academic publications.

The most frequently mentioned are those related to leadership style, organizational structure (both in 13 and 15), and how processes are defined (12). These are followed by cultural issues, people management, process definition (11 models), strategy development and implementation (10), and finally, issues related to value definition and delivery (6), and technology (9). A common element in all of these models is the important role given to the customer, who is placed at the center of the organization’s activities (specific dimension in 7, center of the model in almost all).

In summary, the academic literature offers studies that are generally focused on specific frameworks or companies and are almost always based on structured surveys with predefined responses. Non-academic works generally lack data and evidence and also often rely on surveys. We believe that, for these reasons, our study represents a significant contribution to the existing literature by collecting the qualitative view, neither predefined nor conditioned, of a sufficiently representative set of industry agents.

3  Methodology

As stated in the previous work section, surveys are a common methodology when working with multiple organizations. On the contrary, when studying a single organization, interviews are more frequently used, with observation sometimes utilized as a supplementary technique. In our study, we give participants as much autonomy as possible in order to obtain a more qualitative than quantitative perspective. Consequently, we employed workshops when there were multiple participants and interviews when only one individual represented the organization. This approach has enabled us to gather a greater volume of data, although at the cost of requiring a greater effort to analyze and synthesize the information.

A survey was conducted with 30 organizations to understand their vision. Although participation was voluntary, a diverse sample was obtained from organizations of different sizes and sectors. To find potential participants, the authors used several approaches: presentation and recruitment at specialized conferences (such as CAS or ‘Conferencia Agile Spain’, where several participants were identified after the presentation of papers); professional social networks, especially Linkedin, where articles publicize the study that allowed the recruitment of several participants; and their own agenda of contacts in organizations. All participants have received compensation for their cooperation in the form of reports with the preliminary conclusions of the study, especially personalized for them.

Finally, the participation of 30 organizations has been achieved represented by 99 people, with these characteristics:

•   16 of the organizations are companies carrying out transformation processes (the so-called “final organizations”) and another 14 are companies helping the former in these processes (“consultants”).

•   The final organizations have more than 235,000 employees, although they range in size from 60 to more than 100,000. The transformation processes of the sum of these organizations have so far impacted more than 60,000 people.

•   Consulting firms are comparatively smaller. Some freelancers are even included because they are well-known and respected people in the Spanish Agile community. In total, the 14 companies employ about 400 people.

•   99 people participated in workshops and interviews on behalf of the organizations: 68 men and 31 women.

This information is summarized in the following tables. Table 2 shows the number of people who participated in the study, categorized by gender, size, and type of organization. Table 3 shows the number of organizations and their respective employees, classified by type and size of company. In addition, the number of individuals a by the transformation process at the time of the study is provided for the final organizations (those undergoing their own transformation). Additionally, the total number of individuals potentially affected is indicated. Please note that the total numbers have been rounded off, as the amounts provided were approximate and not exact.
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The data collection process followed this scheme:

•   Once the date, time, and attendees were confirmed, reference documentation was sent to provide context to the participants, as well as access to the virtual dashboard (Miro) used to collect the information.

•   Data collection methods include semi-structured interviews (when only one person was in attendance), face-to-face workshops, and virtual workshops, which were the most common methods.

•   The sessions lasted between 1.5 and 3 h, depending on the number of participants (up to 9 in the largest workshop). The virtual boards were available for participants to review and modify their answers, if necessary, after the sessions.

•   All information was collected on a digital whiteboard (Miro), like the example in Fig. 2, regardless of whether it was an interview, a face-to-face workshop, or a remote workshop. In almost all sessions, the content of the whiteboard was entered directly by the participants, although in some cases the authors were responsible for transcribing the participants’ responses seeking maximum fidelity.

•   Since it was clear from the first meetings that it would not be possible to record the sessions due to confidentiality issues (several NDAs were also signed), the boards were supplemented with notes taken by the facilitators during the sessions.
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Figure 2: Examples of a board used to collect data (workshops and interviews were held originally in Spanish)

The sessions collected three types of information: what are the objectives of an Agile Transformation (or what would be the expected characteristics of an agile organization); where the focus of the transformation is placed; and what factors enhance or inhibit the transformation processes. In this paper, we focus only on the first point. The analysis of answers to the other questions is the basis for further work.

During the interviews and workshops, and in relation to the first point, the one analyzed in this paper, the process was as follows: the participants were asked the question “What are the objectives of an Agile Transformation?” (all sessions were held in Spanish). As on certain occasions, it was difficult for the participants to answer this question, it was complemented with “What are the characteristics of an agile organization?” on the understanding that this type of process seeks to achieve the state of Business Agility, which would make the organization exhibit the characteristics of an agile organization. The participants freely responded with no limit on the number of responses, which were recorded in the form of sticky notes on the virtual board (see Fig. 2). No limit was established because it was considered particularly interesting to obtain the greatest possible diversity in the responses. As a result, if the number of notes reached a certain amount (the order of tens, several dozens) a clustering of topics was done in agreement with the participants to create groups of similar or related concepts.

The next step was a vote by the participants to indicate the most relevant and important characteristics among those recorded and grouped on the panel. In this way, a selection could be made and transferred to another panel. At this point, the participants were asked to indicate the most appropriate metric for the selected characteristics. This led to reflection and a deeper understanding of their definition and meaning.

Once the 30 workshops and interviews were completed, we proceeded to analyze the data collected according to the following process (summary in Table 4):
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•   Extraction and standardization: The data was cataloged (type and identity of the source organization) and supplemented with additional information from the facilitators’ notes. After this process, there were 738 records.

•   Cleaning: duplicate data that referred to questions outside of the study, or without context or explanation were eliminated. On the other hand, some data were split into multiple entries because participants had left multiple answers on the same note. The final result consisted of 690 entries.

•   Refinement: From then on, a process began to find related terms and create categories to group them together. In some cases, this was very simple, since certain terms were often repeated (“transparency”) or several terms expressed very similar ideas (“adaptability”, “adapt”, “adapting organization”), but in most cases, it was necessary to carry out successive refinement processes.

•   Groupings: After three rounds of refinement, a total of 220 term groupings remained, still a very unwieldy number. These second-level groupings were simplified to a much more manageable 34 first-level groupings, which are the synthesized characteristics finally used. To make the information more manageable, a logical grouping of 10 dimensions developed by the authors was used, although the real characteristics are those we have called first-level characteristics.

For the analysis we were inspired by a Ground Theory or GT approach, which provides a systematic methodology for inductively developing a theory based on data analysis [38]. GT is particularly effective when there is no clear hypothesis or research problem at the outset.

Fig. 3 shows an example of refinement from raw data to the intermediate category, to one of the 34 topics (the raw data were originally in Spanish because it was the language of workshops and interviews, here we show a translation):
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Figure 3: Example of refinement of data

To determine the truly important characteristics according to the criteria of the study participants, the items voted on and selected were separated from the others. Of the 690 items used in the process, 422 belong to the items voted on and selected by the participants.

Of the 34 groups of topics, two have been eliminated for the following reasons:

•   What we have called ‘transformation outcomes’, refer to certain general characteristics of the organization, especially in relation to the context in which it operates. Although these are important for any organization, they cannot be said to be characteristics of agile organizations per se. It is a small percentage of the responses (2.44% of the total) and it has to do with the organization achieving better business results, improving its productivity and competitiveness, ensuring its continuity, becoming a benchmark in the market, and even the need for digital transformation.

•   The second group relates to the transformation process itself, rather than the characteristics of the agile organization. The answers in this section relate to: avoiding purely cosmetic transformations, and that transformation processes are not projects in the sense that they don’t have a defined beginning and end (if the Agile Transformation is intended to make an organization more adaptable and responsive to change, it will be necessary to continue this process unless the environment becomes static and does not change, which is rarely the case).

After excluding these two categories, the total number of participant responses considered in the study is 657, organized into 32 characteristics or input groups. If we consider only those items that the study participants selected as relevant, the total number is 411. Fig. 4 shows the progressive refinement of data.
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Figure 4: Refinement and selection process

In determining which features are most relevant and to what extent, we considered several alternatives:

•   Count the mentions without prioritizing. That is, count the number of times that there are responses that can be assimilated to the different characteristics that appear in the first response (without prioritizing) of the participants.

•   Prioritized mentions. As part of the exercise, participants were asked to select (directly in the case of an interview; by consensus among participants in workshops, or, more often, by voting) which characteristics were most important. This selection is a way of signaling the greater importance of a subset of characteristics.

•   Raw number of mentions. That is, each mention is counted individually so that if a characteristic appears more than once in an organization’s response, each mention is counted separately.

•   Count one mention per organization. In other words, if there are multiple responses from the same organization that fit, for example, the “safe space” characteristic, it is counted as a single mention. This avoids the distorting effect of multiple responses, which is more common in workshops with a larger number of participants than in interviews.

•   Weighted value. This involves assigning a variable weight to each response based on the number of entries from each participating organization. The idea is to assign the same value to each participating organization and divide it by the number of responses to obtain a weight per response. An organization with 4 responses would have a weight of 0.25 each, whereas another organization with 50 responses would have a weight of 0.02 each. This is a way to reduce the imbalance that a high number of responses (more common in workshops with many participants) would introduce into the final result.

Finally, we decided to take only the prioritized responses, as they are the result of an evaluation and selection process by each organization. In addition to that, a weighting system was used to correct the difference between workshops and interviews with few participants, and therefore, fewer contributions, and workshops with many participants and many more contributions. In this way, the aim is to balance the vision of the different organizations and to avoid the fact that a higher participation in the workshops would give more relevance to their answers. See Fig. 5 for a summary of the process.
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Figure 5: Refinement process of topics

4  Results

4.1 Vision of Business Agility

Our RQ1 asked what organizations are trying to achieve by undertaking Agile Transformations, especially if they are trying to have a broader impact than just improving processes related to software development. The ordered list of synthesized characteristics is the answer to this question.

Table 5 shows all 32 groups of characteristics according to three classification criteria: sum of all mentions, only those marked as relevant by the participants, and weighted ranking, which is the criterion ultimately applied. It can be seen that although there are differences, they are not significantly large (see Appendix A of this document for a comprehensive definition of each of these characteristics). When considering only the top 10 most voted items in each list, there are 8 common characteristics in the overall list and 9 in the list of relevant items without weighting.
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However, there are some notable deviations. For instance, ‘Learning organization’ drops from third to sixth place when we consider only the most relevant characteristics and falls to thirteenth in the weighted list. This is the most significant difference, as in the other cases there are usually no major deviations. Certain characteristics may be frequently mentioned in the literature and industry, but may not be the most relevant to organizations. This hypothesis has not been tested.

If we stay only with the most relevant weighted responses and look at the 10 most mentioned characteristics (which accounted for 59.6% of the responses), an agile organization can be defined within the lines of the following statement:

Above all, the organization should focus on the customer and be adaptable. A place where there is an alignment of goals and objectives, that delivers value in a lean way (efficient, no waste, with quality), and that generates a sustainable process. It functions as a living organism, is team-based, and is flat (or flatter than today’s). A value-oriented organization where decisions are made in a decentralized and fluid way.

If we add other characteristics to reach 80% of the participants’ responses (the first 16 entries in the list), they have an adaptive culture and an orientation towards communication and learning. It is an organization where people are motivated and special attention is paid to improving their employee experience. Finally, it is an organization with a culture of continuous improvement.

Of these, which are directly related to software engineering and which have a broader scope? The truth is that there are few that can be clearly attributed to the software world. Perhaps “lean delivery” or “team-based organization”, but both have more global components: “delivery” includes any type of product or service and covers all types of activities (ideation, support, marketing); and structuring the organization based on teams, which is the complement of “organization as a living organism”, covers any area of the organization, not just technical departments. On the contrary, in very prominent places in the list, there are global characteristics of an organization that affect its overall functioning and management. “Customer centricity” is a philosophy that is not limited to the construction of technological products (as can be seen in the definitions in Appendix A). “Adaptability”, “alignment”, “fluid, decentralized decision-making”, “communication”, or “learning organization” are all global characteristics that affect all areas and departments of the company.

As we can see, the impact that organizations expect from an Agile Transformation is global. Agile Transformation, although born in the domain of software engineering and able to overcome its limitations, implies the transformation of the entire organization. Therefore, we can conclude that the answer to our RQ1 is: Yes, Agile Transformations have a global impact on the entire organization, not just as a way to improve software development or technical or system areas.

4.2 Characteristics of Agile Organizations

Below is a simplified list of the 10 characteristics most frequently mentioned by participants in the study. The complete list of the 32 characteristics (transformation objectives) can be found in Appendix A:

•   Adaptability. It is defined as the ability to detect and even anticipate changes in the context and environment of the organization and from there apply mechanisms to generate adaptations, if possible, quickly, to respond to these changes and to help improve the organization’s resilience.

•   Alignment. This involves creating and sharing the same vision, aligning culture and strategy, and ensuring that the organization’s teams and individuals feel involved.

•   Customer centricity. This characteristic involves putting the customers at the center of decisions, satisfying their needs, being in close proximity to them, generating feedback loops to better understand the impact of products and services, maintaining constant and direct contact, and understanding and listening to the ‘Voice of the Customer’.

•   Flat organization. According to the participants, agile organizations are characterized by a flat hierarchy and a lack of silos of specialization.

•   Fluent, decentralized decision-making. Decision-making must be fast and fluid in agile organizations according to the study participants.

•   Lean delivery. This is the translation of Lean principles (flow, avoid waste, quality, voice of the customer) into the activities of the organization.

•   Organization as a living organism. This is the opposite of a mechanical, hierarchical organization. That is, focus on plasticity, adaptability, and more permeable structure to foster communication and collaboration.

•   Sustainable process. This implies that processes must be efficient, flexible, and cost-effective.

•   Team-based organization. This is a distinctive characteristic of Agile since its inception: work based on small teams. The participants see this as a general characteristic that encompasses the whole organization.

•   Value-oriented delivery. This characteristic involves identifying what is value for the organization and its users/customers, and focusing the organization on delivery this value. All the activities and efforts of the organization are oriented to this end.

Of the 32 characteristics, only 16 are sufficiently relevant to account for 80% of the mentions by the study participants, and the first 10 accounts for more than half of the mentions.

Looking only at the 16 characteristics most frequently mentioned, we see that several of them are cross-cutting and it is difficult to assign them to one of the 9 dimensions into which we have synthesized the 15 business agility models we reviewed in the analysis of the available literature: “Adaptability”, “Communication”. Additionally, “Customer centricity” is more an axis or focus than a real dimension of Business Agility for authors of models.

This list (and the complete and detailed one in Appendix A) helps us to answer RQ2. From the objectives of the Agile Transformations (or characteristics presented by the transformed organizations) that can be mapped to the dimensions of the analyzed models, we see that:

•   The dimension most frequently mentioned by the authors of the models (leadership) is not included in the list of the 16 most valued by the participants in the study.

•   The second most common dimension in the models (definition of processes, in 12 of the 15 analyzed) would correspond to the characteristics “Organization as a live organism”, “Flat organization”, and “Team-based organization”, which together account for 15.6% of the mentions by the participants in the study, here there is a coincidence.

•   Delivery of value through products and services is mentioned in less than half (6 of 15) of models and can be represented by “Value-oriented delivery”, and “Lean delivery”). This accounts for 11.4% of the mentions by participants.

•   Cultural aspects (related to “Adaptive culture”, “Culture of continuous improvement”, and “Learning organization”), account for 10.4% of the mentions.

•   The remaining aspects mentioned by the survey participants and can be mapped to dimensions of the Business Agility models have a lesser impact:

People (“Motivated people”, “Employee Experience”), 6.4%

•   Strategy (“Alignment”), 6.2%

•   Processes (“Sustainable process”), 6.1%

•   Governance (“Fluent, decentralized decision making”), 4.3%

In summary, the sum of the most relevant objectives for the organizations participating in the study that can be assimilated into the dimensions of the Business Agility models is 60% out of a possible 80%. This seems to indicate that the deviation between the models and the experience of the participating organizations is not very dramatic, although the absence of leadership and technology, which are very relevant for the models and hardly relevant for the organizations in the study, must be taken into account.

How does the list of 32 characteristics distilled from the participant in the study compare with other surveys from the industry? As mentioned above, one of the best-known reports in the industry is the “State of Agile”, which reached its 17th edition in 2024 [26]. This report is based on a survey in which, in the latest edition available (data from 2023) it is based on the responses of 788 participants from very diverse organizations: 31% from large companies, with more than 20,000 employees; 29% from less than 1000; and 20% from 1001 to 5000 and from 5001 to 20,000; almost half of them from North America, 26% from Europe, and the rest from other parts of the world. Although this study does not meet the conditions, methodology, and rigor of an academic paper, it is a good example of gray literature and is commonly used as a reference in the industry.

There are other practitioner studies but with less impact. For example, the “State of Agile culture” [39] has only 3 editions so far (the last in 2023), although very focused on Agile leadership. The complete “Scrum Team Survey” [40] is associated with an academic paper [14] although it focused only on teams applying the Scrum framework.

The “State of Agile” report includes two key sections on the drivers for adopting Agile and the outcomes achieved after adoption. Figs. 4 and 5 illustrate how they align with the objectives identified in our study. Fig. 6 shows, in the center, the answers to the question “What drives Agile adoption” in the “State of Agile” report with the percentage of responses according to that document. The 16 objectives most frequently mentioned by the participants in our study are shown on the right and left. As can be seen, there is only a partial alignment between the two visions. Some of the survey’s objectives address aspects that were not considered in our study (cost management, increasing revenue, or Digital Transformation). There is a relative affinity between the two in several cases, particularly in the areas of adaptability and organizational structure. However, there is a notable alignment between the primary motivation identified in the survey (“Prioritize, deliver, and measure incremental customer and business value”) and other key themes in our study, including Customer Centricity, Lean Delivery, and Value-Oriented Delivery.
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Figure 6: Drivers of adoption in the State of Agile report, compared to the results of our study (the thicker line indicates a greater affinity between the elements of both works)

Fig. 7 provides a comparison of the results of our study (on the left and right sides) with the main benefits identified in the “State of Agile” survey. In this case, there is a greater degree of alignment. “Better alignment to business”, “Improvement of the work environment”, and “Faster response to competitive threats”, among others, align quite well with some of the objectives identified by the participants in our study, especially the two most mentioned: Adaptability and Customer centricity. As in the previous figure, the relationship between the most related elements has been highlighted with a thicker line. For instance, the concept of “Alignment” in our study is clearly aligned with the idea of “Better alignment to business needs” as outlined in the State of Agile report.
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Figure 7: Benefits of adoption of Agile in the State of Agile report, compared to the results of our study (the thicker line indicates a greater affinity between the elements of both works)

We believe that the lower alignment in one case and the higher alignment in the other can be attributed to the way the questions were phrased and interpreted by the participants. In our study, we inquired about the objectives of organizations that undergo Agile Transformation. If participants had difficulty identifying these objectives, the question was reformulated to prompt them to describe the characteristics of an agile organization. This approach was taken with the understanding that it would help participants articulate the desired state of their organization. The “State of Agile” survey asks for objectives and results, but it is difficult to interpret in what sense the answers have been produced.

Finally, with regard to RQ2, we can conclude that the vision of the practitioners reflected in models and surveys does not fit perfectly the transformation objectives set out in the study. That does not mean that it is completely different. On the contrary, we have found commonalities in very important aspects: for example, the focus on customer needs (customer centricity), which has other consequences, such as the generation of learning through feedback, or the need to prioritize and pivot; we also see commonalities in the need for alignment, transparency, and communication, or in the changes in the organizational structure. Undoubtedly, explicit and implicit in all practitioners’ visions is the need to generate greater adaptability to the environment, which is in fact one of the key elements of some industry definitions of Business Agility: “… is a set of organizational capabilities, behaviors, and ways of working that give your organization the freedom, flexibility, and resilience to achieve its purpose. No matter what the future brings.” [33]

One possible reason for the misalignment could be the different nature of the data sets, but there may be others, such as the fact that the experiences of the practitioners are not as diverse, or that there is a large component of ideas and desires that do not match reality. For example, leadership receives a lot of attention in the form of books and nonacademic articles, which may have translated into giving it a relevance that it does not have in practice for organizations involved in Agile Transformations.

4.3 The Vision of the Characteristics of Agile Organizations according to the Type of Company

Is there a significant difference between the two types of participant organizations? This is the question stated in our RQ3. We will try to answer this question from the point of view of the relevance of the objectives for the two main types of organizations participating in our study, as well as the way they define these objectives. The former is more decisive, and the latter is a complement.

4.3.1 Differences in the Relevance of Objectives

Let us keep in mind that almost half of the participants in our study are organizations that are going through a transformation process (“final organizations”). The other half are companies that are helping others transform, which we can generally define as consultants. Table 6 shows the list that compares the two visions with the characteristics that account for 80% of the responses, ordered by the percentage of mentions:
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There are some significant differences here. For example, “Lean Delivery”, second on the list for end users (8.2% of responses), is ranked 13th for consultants (2%). Another significant difference is the “Culture of continuous improvement” which ranks sixth in importance for consultants (5.8%) but 19th for final companies (2%). The biggest difference in terms of the percentage of mentions is for “Alignment”, which also has a big difference in the order in the list (first for consulting firms, 11th for enterprises), followed by “Lean Delivery” and “Customer Centricity” (first with 10% of mentions for enterprises, and 5th with 4.2% for consulting firms).

Fig. 8 shows the 16 more frequently mentioned objectives by the sum of participants. On the left side is the frequency of mentions by final organizations (those that develop transformations), while on the right side is the frequency of mentions by consultants. Objectives with a lower deviation (below 0.01 standard deviation between the value of the final organizations and the value of consultants) are highlighted in a square. In general, and looking at the dimensions, it can be observed that the final organizations give greater relative importance (in terms of the total weight of each dimension) to issues related to delivery and the structure of the organization. However, they are less relevant to technology. As for the consulting firms, the view is more balanced, giving more importance than the final companies to aspects related to people, strategy, and governance of the organization. Another possible way to analyze the results is according to the size of the final organizations, although we have only 4 medium companies out of a total of 16. Compared to the remaining companies, all of which are large, we can see a lower relevance of aspects related to the structure of the organization (“Flat organization”, “Team-based organization”) and a greater presence in the top positions of characteristics related to the delivery of value (“Customer Centricity”, for example, has twice the weight for medium-sized companies than for large ones). In any case, it does not seem to be a sufficiently significant sample to draw conclusions about the difference in size between companies.
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Figure 8: Vision of the 16 more frequently mentioned objectives by final organizations and consultants (objectives with the lowest deviation are highlighted inside rectangles)

So, the answer to our RQ3 is that there are differences between the visions of the two types of organizations. These differences are not dramatic, but they are significant and should force companies that help others in their transformation processes to review their vision and understanding of their customers; otherwise, they may contribute to the failure of the transformations and not achieve the intended goals.

4.3.2 Differences in the Definition of Objectives

As a complement to the previous section, we will examine in more detail the similarities and differences between the conception of final organizations and consultants. As explained previously, the 32 identified objectives are the result of a process of analysis and synthesis. It should be noted that the study participants did not give them this name, nor did they choose from a predefined list; they freely proposed a list of objectives. For example, when the final organizations and consultants talk about “Customer-centricity”, “Communication”, or “Adaptability” do they mean the same thing?

To further define the transformation objectives, one of the information gathered during the study was how to measure the achievement of these objectives. In other words, it was not enough to state that “transparency”, for instance, is a desirable quality in the organization as a result of the transformation process, but participants were also asked to indicate how they would ensure that it had been achieved: what metrics or behaviors would demonstrate that this transparency had been achieved.

Looking at one of the objectives most frequently cited by the two types of participating organizations, “Adaptability”, the analysis of the metrics or evidence that would determine that this objective has been achieved can be summarized in Fig. 8 (elements arranged to facilitate legibility). This analysis is based on a smaller volume of data and with a greater dispersion than the other questions posed to the study participants. Nevertheless, it is possible to see that there is a degree of partial agreement, as in the case of the more general question of the priority given by each type of organization to the objectives of transformation. Fig. 9 illustrates, with a thicker line, the elements mentioned by final organizations and consultants that are the same or related.
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Figure 9: Concept of “Adaptability” according to the two main types of organizations participating in the study (similar or very close items in the list of the two types of organizations are shown joined with a thicker line)

There is a clear correspondence in some elements. For example, those related to the work model or the measurement of the organization’s financial results as an indicator of its ability to adapt. In other cases, the relationship exists, but it is not that clear. For example, “lead time” is an indicator that is explicitly and frequently mentioned by consultants. The same type of indicator is embedded (but curiously not explicitly mentioned) in the “ability to react and respond” of final organizations.

It can be seen that there is a greater tendency for final organizations to assess adaptability in terms of innovation and financial performance, in addition to responsiveness. Consulting firms have more dispersed interests but seem to place more importance on the use of customer and process metrics (feedback and lead time), as well as the ability to prioritize and manage the portfolio.

4.3.3 Impact of Other Organizational Characteristics

Although the main way to differentiate organizations from each other was their relationship with Agile Transformations (by performing them or helping others perform them), there are other criteria for doing so. The size of the organizations has already been mentioned, but information was also collected on their age or how long the transformation process had been going on (the latter factor only for the final organizations). The main drawback is that the sample of organizations is not very large: of the 16 final organizations, 10 have more than 1000 employees and 6 fewer (and only 1 less than 100); as for the consulting firms, the majority (8 out of 14) are very small firms with less than 10 employees.

The age of the organizations is also very diverse: from less than 10 years to more than 150 years. Another possible criterion for ranking the responses is the time since the beginning of the transformation process, although this factor only applies to the last organizations. Of all these factors, the ones that provide a sufficient number of organizations for further analysis are the size and years since Agile was introduced into the organization. In the first case, we can distinguish between large organizations (more than 1000 employees) and all others. In the second, we could define processes as “recent” (since 2020) and long-standing (before that year, which is often mentioned in all conversations as a key milestone, being the year of the COVID-19 pandemic).

Table 7 shows the list of the 16 most mentioned objectives (weighted values) for final organizations with more and fewer than 1000 employees. In both cases, these 16 objectives account for just over 80% of the mentions. The objectives that appear in both lists have been highlighted.
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When comparing the lists, the differences between the two types of organizations do not seem to be very pronounced, with some exceptions such as ‘Adaptive culture’ (7th in one case, 15th in the other). Even when looking at the weighted value, the biggest gap is in ‘Flat organization’ (7% of mentions in those with more than 1000 employees and 4% in the others). But if we look at the data statistically, there are significant overlaps and differences between large and small companies, and between large and small companies and consultants. If we take the statistical correlation as a measure, we see that the affinity between large organizations and consultants is much higher (correlation 0.654, where 1 is the highest possible value) than between companies of different sizes (correlation 0.543) and especially between organizations with fewer than 1000 employees and consultants (correlation 0.407).

What happens if we look at the vision in terms of when Agile was introduced to the organization? As mentioned earlier, we used 2020 as a cut-off point because it is common for organizations to mention the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic as a milestone in terms of adopting Agile practices. The date of adoption of Agile in the organizations participating in the study ranges from 2009 to 2022, but if we separate those who started their transformation before 2020 and those who started from that year, we get two sets of 9 and 7 organizations, respectively. The list, ranked by the relevance of the objectives according to the weighted values, is shown in Table 8 (the entries appearing in the two lists have been highlighted).
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The vision of the organizations that started their transformation earlier has a lower dispersion of objectives: the first 16 accounts for almost 90% of the weighted responses, while in the case of organizations that started later, it is 80%. It is also noticeable that “Adaptability” and “Customer Centricity” are not in the usual top positions in the other groups. In any case, there is a lot of overlap between the two lists (highlighted values). What does the statistical correlation tell us? There is more overlap between the view of companies that started their transformation before 2020 and consultancies (statistical correlation 0.64) than between the two types of companies by year of adoption (0.534) and between companies that started in 2020 and consultancies (0.502).

To facilitate the reading of these data, Table 9 summarizes the correlation coefficient between the different ways of grouping the organizations participating in the study. In any case, these data, while interesting, are based on a very small sample. Any further analysis should start by increasing the number of participating organizations to see if these differences and affinities are confirmed or, on the contrary, are just an effect of having a small data set (note that we are comparing sets of 10 and 6 organizations, respectively).
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4.4 Limitations and Disadvantages

The study was carried out with 30 organizations from two countries: Spain, the vast majority, and Colombia. Obviously, a limitation of the study is the diversity of the study: there could have been more companies from other countries. In terms of sectors, there was considerable diversity (banking, insurance, telecommunications, commodities, services, manufacturing), with the exception of public administration. The size of the companies represented varied widely, from a few dozen to tens of thousands of employees. In the case of consulting firms (companies that help third parties in their transformation processes), we dealt mainly with small companies, even freelancers, rather than large consulting firms (with thousands of employees).

Most organizations that carried out their transformation processes recognized that the origin was the introduction of Agile frameworks in their own IT areas. The consultants who participated in the study agreed: that in their experience, Agile entered organizations as a way to improve IT, particularly in the area of software development, and then spread to other areas of the organization. In very rare cases, some organizations recognized that Agile adoption had occurred outside of IT. This pattern (which also coincides with the experience of the authors and most practitioners) only reinforces the idea that Business Agility is a way of transforming organizations from ideas born in the world of Software Engineering, although perhaps a larger sample might have shown different patterns.

A common question from the participants was whether we asked them for their (individual) vision or for the vision of the company. Given that not all the organizations had defined policies or visions on Business Agility, the criterion followed was that participants should provide their personal vision, assuming that, either by being part of the Transformation teams or by advising third parties, they faithfully reflected the reality of each organization. It has been very difficult to get more than a few hours (maximum 3) to conduct workshops and interviews. Although a lot of information has been collected, this time limitation has not allowed us to go as deep as we like.

The analysis of the information has been purely manual. Although an attempt was made to use Artificial Intelligence via publicly available LLMs, the results were not satisfactory. Therefore, there has been no choice but to develop the work manually, which is a more laborious and error-prone way, but with results that are more in line with the objectives of the study.

Finally, the result of this work has received very positive feedback from participants, but no systematic and complete validation of the result has been done yet with a sample of people from other organizations.

5  Conclusions and Next Steps

This study sheds light on the true vision of organizations seeking to take real advantage of Agile with a wider transformation that supports the effective introduction of Agile frameworks in their IT or Technical departments. The results show that the goals organizations are trying to achieve with these transformations go far beyond the improvements focused on how to develop software or improve their engineering departments. That is, in this case, a process born from the realm of Software Engineering has the potential to change the entire organization. Having a qualitative and open vision of the organizations involved, without preconditions, has allowed us to go deeper into their vision, overcoming the limitations that may be imposed by the use of predefined questionnaires. In this way, we have been able to determine what the fundamental characteristics of Business Agility are, as perceived by the organizations directly involved in the transformation processes to achieve this state.

In the literature, Business Agility is defined primarily as a form of flexible and rapid adaptation to the challenges that organizations face. In this article, we have shown that this vision is consistent with that of organizations while adding a few nuances. Organizations believe that achieving this state of Business Agility will mean that they will be able to focus on their customers (and users), gain in adaptability and alignment, be able to be value-driven, and deliver value in a Lean way, and thus define a sustainable process. These organizations will be flatter, less rigid, and more “organic”, based on teams, which will facilitate, among other things, fluid and decentralized decision-making. We have also been able to verify that there is no total coincidence between the vision of the organizations concerned and the non-academic literature (since the academic literature is less abundant). Of particular concern is the divergence between the vision of organizations undergoing transformation and those providing support, with the latter often lacking alignment with the former.

An obvious question after gaining this insight is, “How can this state of Business Agility be achieved?” The answer is Agile Transformations as we mentioned earlier and the organizations in the study are developing or helping others to develop. But for these transformations to be effective and help organizations reach this state of greater adaptability, we need a good understanding of where the focus of the transformation will be most effective and what can help overcome the obstacles. Therefore, the next step of this work is the analysis of other results obtained during workshops and interviews. We believe that the most useful are those related to Agile Transformations: identification of the most relevant aspects or dimensions to put the focus of the transformation and what factors help organizations to develop these transformations.

Organizations are looking for ways to be sustainable over time, which, as we have seen, implies developing the ability to adapt, focus on their customers (and users), align their efforts, or generate a sustainable process, among other characteristics. Achieving the state of Business Agility is one of the possible ways to achieve this state of adaptive organization. Understanding the mechanisms to reach this state will be of great help in helping all types of organizations overcome the challenges they face on a daily basis.

Finally, Agile represents another significant Software Engineering contribution, offering a valuable tool for driving global improvements in organizational performance. Agile was developed with the specific goal of improving software development in small teams. However, it has evolved to assist with the development of large projects and products and to become a philosophy and collection of techniques and frameworks whose impact extends well beyond IT. Our study has enabled us to confirm that organizations seeking to overcome the obstacles that prevent them from fully utilizing the potential of Agile are developing transformation processes that affect the entire company and all its areas.
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Appendix A. Characteristics of agile organizations.

Below is the complete list of 32 characteristics generated during the refinement process based on selected topics proposed by participants. These definitions are derived from the analysis of the data provided by the study participants. Each characteristic is marked as present or absent in the top 10 most mentioned ones:

•   Adaptability (10 most important). The most frequently valued characteristic, and as well as one of the most frequently mentioned in the literature [24] as example of academic paper, and [10] from practitioners. It is the ability to detect and even anticipate changes in the context and environment of the organization, and from there to apply mechanisms to generate adaptations, if possible, quickly, to respond to these changes and help to improve the organization’s resilience. Adaptability refers, for almost all participants, to the capacity of the organization as a whole, not only to the adaptation of the technological product. In other words, Agile Transformation would thus have the capacity to improve the organization’s ability to adapt to change.

•   Adaptive culture. This is a collection of characteristics that are not significant enough to be treated individually. Some of them could be included in other characteristics, such as feedback, commitment, or innovation. However, since they are discussed in the context of organizational culture, it is more appropriate to group them together in this category.

The term ‘Adaptive Culture’ encompasses the fundamental characteristics of an agile organization, including a focus on change, innovation, learning, and feedback. It also emphasizes ownership, empowerment, and teamwork, which are often referred to as ‘Agile culture’ by participants.

Cultural change is a frequently mentioned aspect among participants, although it is not among the most relevant objectives. On the other hand, in the 15 Business Agility models analyzed, it is one of the most important dimensions, mentioned in 11 of them.

•   Adaptive leadership. Different characteristics have been grouped here that define a new way of defining and materializing leadership in an organization. What are the characteristics of this leadership style according to the participants? To begin with, it fits quite well with the Greenleaf servant leadership model [41]. It is a generative leadership that prioritizes the growth of people, which is exercised with authenticity, i.e., leading by example. Furthermore, this leadership style is accessible and participative, demonstrating awareness of the need to adapt and promoting change.

Leadership is one of the dimensions most often mentioned by non-academic authors when describing their Business Agility models (13 of 15 models mention Leadership as a dimension of change). However, for study participants, changing the leadership model turns out to be a very secondary objective.

•   Adaptive strategy. Although there is an additional characteristic called ‘Adaptability’, we have focused on elements related to the organization’s strategy. The other concept, which is the most mentioned by participant organizations, includes more diverse and general aspects. Here, we discuss the ability to manage budgets that are less rigid and more adaptable [42], review strategies frequently, and implement shorter value-oriented initiatives. Additionally, the ability to pivot or discard activities is important.

This change in strategy is similar to that described by the various authors of non-academic materials. And strategy is one of the most frequently mentioned aspects (in fact, in 10 of the 15 models analyzed in depth). However, we can see that for the participants in the study, the evolution of the strategy is not one of their main objectives.

•   Agile WoW. Agile transformations still have a strong component in adopting Agile frameworks, even when Business Agility goes beyond the scope of these frameworks. This characteristic defines the key aspects of the expected way of working in an agile company. It involves an iterative and incremental approach in short cycles, prioritizing work in small batches, conducting periodic retrospectives, and following what is commonly known as the ‘Agile WoW’ (way of working).

Interestingly, although it may seem that the fundamental goal of an Agile Transformation is to introduce Agile ways of working (WoW) into the organization, this is not one of the fundamental objectives for the organizations that participated in the study. However, we know in all cases that they have introduced or helped to introduce agile frameworks, and this is usually one of the most visible results, but certainly not the most important.

•   Alignment (10 most important). One of the most frequently mentioned aspects by the participating organizations. This characteristic aims to align strategy and common objectives with execution. This involves creating and sharing the same vision, aligning culture and strategy, and ensuring that the organization’s teams and individuals feel involved. It is important to maintain focus to avoid dispersion of efforts. Alignment and focus are often mentioned together and complemented by clarity.

This is not one of the dimensions specifically mentioned by nonacademic authors, although it is a key element in implementing strategy, generating adaptability, or developing the customer focus and value orientation that organizations seek.

•   Commitment and empowerment. These two aspects are often mentioned together because they are complementary. Empowering individuals often leads to greater commitment to the objectives of the team and the organization as a whole [2]. This characteristic is sometimes mentioned as a cultural element, but has been grouped under the same heading because ofits strong affinity.

•   Communication. Although it has a lot to do with the culture and governance of the organization, communication is seen as a strategic element that articulates the organization. Improving communication within an organization can enhance its fluidity, effectiveness, and transparency. It is important to note that communication is not limited to internal communication, but also extends to communication with partners.

•   ‘Conscious’ organization. Although not often mentioned, it is an original concept that must be separated from other cultural aspects. It refers to an organization that is aligned with common principles and values of Agile, aware of its capabilities, and avoids actions that exceed them.

•   Culture of continuous improvement. This characteristic is frequently mentioned by the organizations participating in the study. Continuous improvement is a cultural characteristic that affects various dimensions of an organization. Determines how processes are refined, products and services are designed, and how strategy, governance, and organizational design are approached. It is a cross-cutting aspect that reflects the mindset toward understanding the organization and its evolution.

•   Customer centricity (10 most important). A characteristic frequently mentioned in the literature, as well as by participating organizations, is the central element around which Business Agility is built [28]. Customer centricity involves putting the customers at the center of decisions, satisfying their needs, being in close proximity to them, generating feedback loops to better understand the impact of products and services, maintaining constant and direct contact, and understanding and listening to the ‘Voice of the Customer’.

In the 15 Business Agility models analyzed, Customer centricity is mentioned in only 7 of them, although it is often listed as a key element defining the organization’s activity.

•   DevOps. Interestingly, DevOps as a role of technology in Agile is not often mentioned, despite its significance. DevOps is a methodology that aims to foster the collaboration between Business and IT, with the goal of reducing the time it takes to deliver technology products to customers. This is achieved through the use of automation and other techniques.

•   Empiricism. This cross-sectional characteristic has a significant impact on decision-making. It involves defining and collecting metrics (strategy, organization, processes, customer) and utilizing data-driven decision-making.

•   Employee experience. Close to ‘People development’, this characteristic is viewed from the perspective of employees within the organization. This involves treating them as valued customers, prioritizing their well-being, promoting diversity, and encouraging self-fulfillment.

•   Flat organization (10 most important). According to the participants, the agile organization is characterized by a flat hierarchy and a lack of silos of specialization. This allows for greater collaboration between different areas such as Business and Technology. Consensus is prioritized over conflict in the agile organization, which is structured around value streams.

•   Fluent and decentralized decision making (10 most important). This is one of the most frequently mentioned aspects by the organizations participating in the study. It implies that decision making is fast and fluid. To achieve this, organizations agree on the need to delegate and decentralize decision making.

This transformation objective is closely related to governance aspects, which are very prominent in the Business Agility models (11 of the 15 analyzed have dimensions related to organizational governance).

•   Human capital. Although closely related to ‘People development’ and ‘Employee experience’, this concept deserves its own distinct entity. This is because it implies a shift in mentality towards considering people as a valuable and unique asset, rather than mere ‘resources’. As such, it encompasses actions aimed at attracting and retaining talent within the organization.

“Human capital”, “Employee experience”, “Motivated people”, “People development” and other characteristics can be part of the “People” dimension of the Business Agility models analyzed (present in 11 of 15).

•   Lean delivery (10 most important). This group of topics, mentioned by the participating organizations, shares a common goal: delivering value to customers. The approach involves an early and continuous delivery of value, with a focus on improving speed through an iterative and incremental model, while minimizing obstacles and maintaining high quality. This approach is similar to models such as JIT [43], which is why it has been named ‘Lean’ delivery.

The dimensions related to delivery are not very relevant for Business Agility models elaborated by non-academic authors. Only 6 of the 15 analyzed mention them.

•   Learning organization. This characteristic has several implications, such as the ability to generate and share learning through mechanisms like Communities of Practice, and to celebrate that learning. It also implies the ability to experiment and learn from those experiments on an ongoing basis. Therefore, everything related to innovation and experimentation falls under this characteristic. Techniques and practices such as Lean Startup [44] (and some of its most characteristic elements, such as Minimum Viable Product or MVP) are related to this characteristic.

•   Motivated people. The notion that an agile organization is defined by motivated individuals is a commonly repeated idea. Achieving this state has various implications. For example, individuals are expected to possess purpose and autonomy (intrinsic motivators [45]), confidence in both themselves and the organization, and respect. All of these factors contribute to initiative, responsibility, and engagement.

•   Organization as a live organism (10 most important). Unlike mechanistic and predictable organizations, the idea of organizations as living structures [10] refers to their plasticity, adaptability and more permeable structure that favors communication and collaboration. For participating organizations, this characteristic implies that an agile organization collaborates rather than competes internally. The organization works as a network, able to adjust its capabilities, and it is “liquid” and adaptable.

Aspects related to the structure and functioning of the organization are also very important for nonacademic authors. In the 15 models analyzed, the organization-related dimensions of Business Agility appear most frequently (in 13 of them). This is one of the points where there is the most agreement with the organizations participating in the study.

•   Development of people. Although people development is not unique to agile organizations, it is a characteristic highlighted by participants. It mainly involves actions, initiatives, and functions developed by HR or Talent departments, including training focused on people’s growth, active reskilling, and increasing their capabilities. This implies that talent is managed, not just people, and that knowledge and collaboration are nurtured over hierarchies.

•   Prioritization. This element affects several dimensions of an organization. It involves everything from prioritizing tasks (e.g., management) to directing the organization’s resources to the activities that provide the most value to customers. Prioritization has a lot to do with feedback and understanding customer needs based on data and evidence.

•   Processes alignment. This characteristic is not often mentioned by participants, but it is very distinctive. It is essentially a matter of having clearly defined and standardized processes within the organization, as opposed to allowing teams and other units to define their own processes.

•   Product orientation. Compared to a project orientation, i.e., to specific, time-limited efforts, a product orientation allows for long-term thinking and makes it easier to have stable teams, to establish an ongoing relationship with the customer, or to receive feedback and adjust accordingly.

•   Safe space. This characteristic refers to the idea of psychological safety [46] or the ability to express ideas or make suggestions or experiments without fear of retribution for failure. Also included in this concept is the tolerance for errors in the organization. All of this is related to the ability to experiment and a leadership style that allows for the creation of this safe space. For example, this tolerance for failure and the ability to make mistakes is key to experimentation.

•   Scaling Technology. A hallmark of an agile organization’s technology is its ability to scale solutions and capabilities, maximize technology resources, and reduce technology diversity.

•   Sustainable process (10 most important). Processes within an agile organization must be sustainable. This means that they are efficient and flexible, carried out by teams with 100% dedication, without distractions or multi-project, that limit WiP (work in progress) and do not multitask or limit it. This makes these processes cost effective, reduces waste, and improves the predictability (in cost, time, and quality) of the work performed by the organization.

This is a cross-cutting aspect, although it can be associated with the process-related dimensions of the Business Agility models analyzed.

•   Team-based organization (10 most important). Since its inception, Agile has been based on the work of small teams with a number of distinctive characteristics (autonomy, cross-functional, self-organized [28]). This is one of its most distinctive aspects and, for this reason, it is also one of the most frequently mentioned characteristics by the organizations participating in the study. The first thing that the organizations point out is that they should be real teams (not groups of people), that they should be small [47], self-organized (even self-managed), autonomous, efficient, and value-oriented.

•   Technology that supports change. Technology should be a key enabler of transformation. In addition, the IT function should be a strategic function of the organization, making it a driver of new opportunities. The evolution of technology to support the change towards Business Agility is a dimension mentioned by the authors of the models analyzed. It is not mentioned to a great extent (it appears in 9 of the 15 models analyzed), but with much higher relevance than that attributed to it by the organizations participating in the study. And, of course, it is much less relevant than it would be if the focus of Business Agility was on improving IT areas within the organization rather than the organization as a whole.

•   Transparency. This is a characteristic of agile organizations frequently mentioned in the literature [13,48] and by study participants. It is a cross-sectional dimension that has a strong impact on the way an organization is managed. Transparency develops across all levels of the organization and fosters collaboration, trust, and knowledge of policies, priorities, activities, products, and services.

•   Value-oriented delivery (10 most important). This characteristic has a lot to do with what is delivered rather than how it is delivered. To begin with, the organization must focus on providing value above all else. A value orientation that brings with it rapid monetization. This value also has a strong quality component, the improvement of which is one of the organization’s priorities.
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Table 3: Number of organizations and their employees, by type and size of company, plus total
number of employees affected at the time of the study by the transformation, and potentially affected
(approximate amounts provided by participants)

Final organizations Consultants
People impacted
Org. size # Total employees Actual Potential # Total employees
>= 1000 10 235,000 61,000 172,000
100-999 5 2000 >320 >1040 2 220
10-99 1 60 60 60 4 135
<10 8 17

16 >237,000 >61,500 >173,000 14 372
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Table 8: Comparison of vision between final organizations according to the year of adoption of Agile

Before 2020 From 2020
1 Adaptability Value-oriented delivery
2 Customer centricity Sustainable process
3 Adaptive culture Lean delivery
4 Organization as a live organism Communication
5 Flat organization Organization as a live organism
6 Lean delivery Customer centricity
7 Team-based organization Team-based organization
8 Alignment Flat organization
9 Sustainable process Adaptability
10 Value-oriented delivery Fluent, decentralized decision making
11 Employee experience Alignment
12 Human capital Agile WoW
13 Learning organization People development
14 Fluent, decentralized decision making Prioritization
15 Culture of continuous improvement Employee experience
16 Communication Human capital
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Table 4: Summary of the refinement process

Discarting

Raw data  Cleaning  Grouping  Total  Prioritized

Entries 780 689 690 657 411
Second level 220 204 153
First level 34 32 32
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Table 9: Comparison of the statistical correlation coefficient between different groups of data

Final org.- Final org. Org.>1000 Org. <1000 Final org. Before 2020- From 2020-
consultants by size employees- employees- starting before consultants consultants
consultants consultants and after 2020

0.636 0.543 0.654 0.407 0.534 0.640 0.502
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Table 7: Comparison of vision between final organizations according to their size
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Table 1: Summary of the reference search and selection process

General topic Refined topic Title & abstract Full-text Final

search search screening screening selection
Google scholar 47,459 221
WoS 1271 13 2 42
79
Scopus 265 13
References in articles 11
Practitioners (books, websites, 26

non-academic articles)
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Table 6: Comparison of visions of final organizations and consultants

Final organizations Consultants
1 Customer centricity Alignment
2 Lean delivery Adaptability
3 Adaptability Sustainable process
4 Organization as a live organism Fluent, decentralized decision making
5 Value-oriented delivery Customer centricity
6 Flat organization Culture of continuous improvement
7 Sustainable process Organization as a live organism
8 Team-based organization Flat organization
9 Adaptive culture Employee experience
10 Communication Value-oriented delivery
11 Alignment Learning organization
12 Employee experience Empiricism
13 Human capital Lean delivery
14 Fluent, decentralized decision making Team-based organization
15 Agile WoW Motivated people
16 Learning organization Communication
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Table 2: Participants in the study by gender, size, and organization type

Final organizations Consultants
Org. size Men Women Men Women
>= 1000 22 12
100-999 13 5 6 1
10-99 1 1 19 8
<10 7 4
TOTAL 36 18 32 13

54
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Table 5: Characteristics by number of mentions and order by three criteria

% mentions Order

Characteristic All Relevant  Weighted All Relevant Weighted
Customer centricity 7.0% 8.8% 8.1% 2 2 1
Adaptability 7.9% 8.8% 7.8% 1 1 2
Alignment 5.5% 6.6% 6.2% 5 3 3
Lean delivery 6.2% 5.4% 6.1% 4 5 4
Sustainable process 4.6% 5.1% 6.1% 9 7 5
Organization as a live organism 3.5% 4.4% 5.9% 12 10 6
Flat organization 5.5%  5.6% 5.5% 6 4 7
Value-oriented delivery 4.0% 3.6% 5.3% 11 13 8
Fluent, decentralized decision making 4.1% 4.6% 4.3% 100 9 9
Team-based organization 5.5% 4.9% 4.2% 7 8 10
Adaptive culture 4.7%  3.9% 3.7% 8 11 11
Communication 3.3%  3.9% 3.6% 13 12 12
Learning organization 6.8% 5.4% 3.0% 3 6 13
Motivated people 32% 3.2% 2.6% 14 14 14
Employee experience 24%  2.4% 3.8% 19 18 15
Culture of continuous improvement 2.1%  2.7% 3.7% 21 16 16
Empiricism 24%  2.7% 2.4% 18 17 17
Commitment and empowerment 2.1%  1.9% 2.1% 20 21 18
Prioritization 1.7%  1.7% 1.9% 24 23 19
Safe space 2.6% 2.4% 1.4% 17 19 20
Agile WoW 1.5% 1.9% 1.4% 25 20 21
Adaptive leadership 2.6% 2.7% 1.2% 16 15 22
Human capital 0.8% 1.0% 1.8% 26 26 23
Adaptive strategy 1.7% 1.5% 1.2% 23 24 24
People development 1.8% 1.7% 1.2% 22 22 25
Transparency 29% 1.2% 1.1% 15 25 26
Product orientation 0.6% 0.5% 1.1% 27 29 27
Technology that supports change 0.8% 0.5% 1.0% 27 30 28
Conscious organization 0.6% 0.5% 0.8% 27 27 29
Scaling technology 0.5% 0.2% 0.6% 27 33 30
DevOps 0.5% 0.2% 0.4% 27 31 31
Processes alignment 0.6% 0.2% 0.3% 27 32 32
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