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2 PREFACE 

This dissertation is the closure of my 5-year academic career. After my bachelor’s degree, I knew that 

I wanted to go further, explore and learn more. The master in Business Economics challenged me 

enormously, not only intellectually but also emotionally. It was a difficult road with obstacles I did not 

think I was able to overcome, personally nor professionally. But I am standing here today, proud of 

what I have yet accomplished and expectantly looking forward to what the following years will bring 

for me.  

This dissertation is the work I have been dreading to write, but also the ‘masterpiece’ that made me 

realize that I can do more than I expected. This was my way of showing how important my ambition 

and my goals are for me, as well as how much I learned over the last 5 years. I have had the luck of 

having professors that taught me with a passion I now share and provided me with so much knowledge 

to face the next chapter of my life. The topic of this dissertation itself was something out of the box, 

a new and innovative subject. I have struggled with this, as I am usually a person who leans towards 

structure, stability and familiarity. However, the subject made me think outside my comfort zone and 

lead me to a world of change, flexibility and adaptability. The words on the next pages do not only 

show you what I have learned but also what the subject means to me. I hope you will read this thesis 

with the same explorative and open mind as I did while writing it.  

I could not have written this thesis without the help of some people, whom I would like to thank for 

all their effort, time and patience.  

To professor Van den Broeck, who gave me the freedom to explore, wander, lose my way and find my 

way back. Your words of wisdom inspired me from day one and your way of working gave me the 

chance to reinvent myself.  

To my mom and dad, who are my biggest supporters. They have never stopped believing in me or 

supporting me during my search for knowledge and validation. Thank you for giving me the 

opportunity to chase my dreams, always.  

To Josephine, my best friend, who gave me the courage to keep going. I truly appreciate every time 

you were there to pick me up during the difficult times, listening endlessly and making sure I reached 

the finish line.  

To Jannis, the person who has been there for me from the very beginning. You made me trust in 

myself and my capabilities, for which I will always be grateful. Thank you for standing by my side 

through it all.   
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3 DUTCH ABSTRACT 

Vandaag de dag worden bedrijven steeds meer uitgedaagd om zich aan te passen aan de globale 

context om te kunnen overleven. De steeds volatielere veranderingen die in de bedrijfsomgeving 

plaatsvinden zorgen ervoor dat een bedrijf zichzelf moet voorbereiden, zowel structureel als cultureel. 

Ze moeten zich tijdig en voldoende kunnen aanpassen aan de omstandigheden. Binnen deze 

omgeving moeten de bedrijven niet enkel zien te overleven, maar is het essentieel dat ze deze 

veranderingen net aangrijpen en uiteindelijk omvormen tot een concurrentievoordeel op de 

bestaande markt. Om hieraan te kunnen voldoen moet de onderneming echter klaargestoomd 

worden tot een flexibele en dynamische organisatie die de veranderingen in de omgeving op een 

efficiënte en behendige wijze omzet in een strategisch voordeel.  

Daarnaast is het vaak moeilijk om als werkgever de juiste stappen te zetten richting een ‘agile’ (lees: 

behendig en adaptief) bedrijf, die op de juiste manier de omgevingsfactoren kan beantwoorden. 

Idealiter gebruiken ze deze factoren zelf als opportuniteit binnen het bedrijfsvoeren. Om deze reden 

werd in deze thesis een model uitgeschreven, als het ware een stappenplan, die de werkgever de 

juiste visie biedt in het bouwen aan of groeien in een dynamische onderneming. Dit kan onder andere 

door het aanwenden en begeleiden van werknemers, door een veranderingsgerichte cultuur te 

handhaven en de onderneming structureel voor te bereiden op omgaan met continue veranderingen 

en flexibiliteit.  

Het model, gebaseerd op historische en recentere literatuur en bevindingen in het werkveld, 

verschaffen bedrijven uit allerhande sectoren een leidraad alsook handleiding om de eerste en vaak 

ook moeilijkste stappen te ondernemen richting een adaptief bedrijf, een flexibel personeelsbestand 

en een dynamische werkstructuur. Deze ‘handleiding’ behandelt voornamelijk de grote luiken die 

impact hebben op de organisatie van een bedrijf. De invulling van deze luiken kunnen inhoudelijk 

verschillen per bedrijf of per sector, afhankelijk van de algemene doelstellingen die men gesteld heeft 

voor zichzelf. Dit model heef bijgevolg niet als doel om bedrijven eenvormig te maken wat ‘agility’ 

betreft, maar net het tegenovergestelde. De essentie is om elk bedrijf de mogelijkheid te bieden om 

te overleven en te concurreren binnen hun eigen omgeving, door hen de juiste instrumenten aan te 

bieden. Elk bedrijf moet de kans krijgen om de markt te bespelen zonder benadeeld te worden op vlak 

van kennis of begeleiding.  
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4 ENGLISH ABSTRACT 

Today, companies are increasingly challenged to adapt to the global environment in order to survive. 

The increasingly volatile and dynamic changes that take place in the business environment deem it 

necessary for a company to prepare itself both structurally and culturally, so that they can adapt to 

the circumstances in a timely manner. In this case, companies should not only be able to survive but 

eventually turn these changes into a competitive advantage on the existing market. In order to achieve 

this, a company must become a flexible and dynamic organization that transforms the environmental 

changes into a strategic advantage. 

In addition, it is often difficult to take the right steps towards an agile (read: adaptive) company that 

can properly answer to the environmental factors and ideally use them as an opportunity within the 

market. For this reason, a model was developed in this thesis as if it were a roadmap, which gives the 

employer the right guidelines when building on or growing towards a dynamic company. This is 

possible among other things by employing and guiding employees, by creating a change-focused 

culture and structurally preparing the company for dealing with continuous change and flexibility.  

The developed model, based on historical and recent literature and findings in the field of work, 

provides guidance as well as a basic manual for companies from all sectors, to take the first and often 

most difficult steps towards an adaptive business. This manual mainly deals with the significant 

aspects that affect the organization of a company. The content of these aspects can differ per 

company or per sector, depending on the general objectives they have set for themselves. 

Consequently, this model does not aim to make companies uniform in terms of agility, rather the 

opposite. The intention is to offer each company the opportunity to survive and compete within their 

own environment by offering the right tools to do so. Every company should be given the opportunity 

to be a successful player on the market, without being disadvantaged through knowledge or guidance. 
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6 INTRODUCTION 

Perceived flexibility. Agility. Adaptive behavior.   

These terms all sound vague and ambiguous. In reality, they are exactly the opposite of specific and 

clear and thus frequently used on the market. When in doubt, people use universal words that 

everybody knows but also interprets differently. However, the understanding of these concepts could 

be very far from the intended meaning. 

But what does this mean in terms of interpretation? Do these terms mean the same to everybody? 

And if they do not, what is their influence on the functioning of the organization? In this paper, we 

are going to discuss how agility is one of the new terms in the field of doing business and how this 

term is often misunderstood by organizations and employees. It is just another word that has various 

meanings according to different parties and thus not clearly defined within an organization. Employers 

will use ‘agility’ as an explanation for their way of working, while employees will just demand more 

flexibility for their own benefit. But how do organizations implement the agile way of working, if 

everybody has an unclear image of what ‘agility’ means? Can there even be spoken of an umbrella 

term when it comes to business? Can the uncertainty around the term lead to performance decline 

or structural problems in managing an organization?  

When it comes down to agility, the organization needs their employees to succeed in this objective. 

They have to count on their workforce the cooperate and strive towards the same vision as the 

company and as a result become an agile workforce. 

Here is where the ‘white ravens’ come in. A white raven, which is a typical expression for ‘a rarity, 

something that seldom occurs’ (Stoett, 1925). This refers to the fact that it is very difficult to create 

and cultivate agile employees, especially when there is not an overall definition. The definitions that 

are currently available through research and practice each have a different focus or a different 

perspective on the matter. There are also several studies developing an overall definition of the term, 

businesswise. The research around workforce agility is already strongly present within the existing 

studies, as well as the benefits and actions for implementing it in an organization. Therefore, this is 

not the goal of this dissertation. 

With the following dissertation, I intend to clear up the confusion around the term, created by the 

raplex environment. The definitions and subsequent systems developed to let business thrive in this 

environment, are often too abstract to be understood by employers and employees or not complete 

enough when it comes to elaborating the practical effect of their findings. The interpretation of the 
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term will be the focal point here by ascertaining an overall meaning that can be used throughout 

organizations and sectors. This will result in a more practical definition of ‘Agile working’ rather than 

an abstract one based on evidence and research.  

To conclude, I will discuss how these results reflect on the working environment and what the 

advantages or disadvantages of this definition are for the working area, for the organization and 

combination of parties involved. The existing research will also be reflected upon, to establish the best 

working practices and stimulators for agility. This dissertation will eventually lead to a clear 

implementation plan that shows how an organization can be understanding, transparent and 

proactive about these new developments in the environment and guide organization towards agility. 

It will provide instructions on how to work with and towards the most important factors of agility.  

Especially the workforce is in need of guidance by their employer. This cannot successfully be fulfilled 

without a clear vision and a map that leads the way for the organization. Human capital is still essential 

to the success of an organization. Especially in large or global organizations, people forget that the 

employees are key in adapting to the environment. Technology and clear systems will support them, 

but it is the people who have to steer the organization in the right direction and most importantly, 

their leaders.  

Businesses are in need of a guide to help them achieve this crucial goal.  
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7 RESEARCH DESIGN 

This dissertation will have an explorative and theoretical focus. It is key here to establish which area 

the current research is already working on, since there is a lot of differentiation to be made when it 

comes to the term ‘agility’. Various research designs that companies can use to implement agility and 

how to stimulate agility in the organization have already been developed. The theoretical part is 

mainly covered, since it is not a new phenomenon. Agility can be dated back to the 1900’s, as 

illustrated in Appendix 1, where it was the next level of lean management and flexible working. These 

theories mainly discuss manufacturing environments, as well as agility through the upcoming new 

technologies. Most literature however does not discuss how it can be interpreted very widely when 

different sectors try to implement it. This leads to a term that has a different meaning to it, depending 

on where you stand as a company. On the other hand, there are also established gaps like workforce 

agility and the ‘Black box’ (Muduli, 2016) (Breu, Bridger, Strathern, & Hemingway, 2002) (Sumukadas 

& Sawhney, 2004). These gaps focus on the fact that the subject mainly discusses the employer as 

well as the processes and needed infrastructure, instead of making clear how you can use your most 

essential source of success, the workforce.  

This is why this paper will target the perception of agility, based on existing groundwork. Even though 

the roots of agility can be led back to subjects as flexibility, agility within management is relatively new 

in the field. The more significant articles within the management-field that will be used in this paper 

can be found from 2000 on (Battistella, De Toni, De Zan & Pessot, 2017) (Breu, Bridger, Strathern & 

Hemingway, 2002) (Ganguly, Nilchiani & Farr, 2009, etc). Since it is a relatively new subject and is still 

in its infancy, it is very important to understand how current research is forming today’s mindset 

towards agility and working environment. Field research would not do justice to the subject at this 

moment, as there is still little to no experience with implementing agility in most business sectors. The 

existing models can be interpreted very widely because of their ambiguity when interpreting. In 

addition, the meaning of the term strongly differs depending the circumstances the company deals 

with and the style of leadership. Furthermore, it would be crucial to establish the correct guidance an 

employer needs to successfully implement agility in the own, volatile environment. Existing cases and 

populations used in research will provide evidence on how to form this guide. Based on these facts, 

this dissertation will draft a manual with basic steps for employers to take towards an adaptive 

company, workforce included.  

The main goal of this dissertation is to come to terms with an overall, generic definition for the 

business field. This definition will be the base of a roadmap for all organizations involved. 
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This leads to different questions that this theoretical research shall give an answer to:  

 Why do employers need support with transitioning to an agile work environment?  

 How is agility defined in the working environment according to existing research? 

 Does this definition influence the functioning of the organization?  
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8 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

8.1 THE IMPORTANCE OF A CLEAR DEFINITION 

Because of the limited empirical research in the field of agility, an overall definition is continuously 

evolving. New evidence on how to implement agility in the organization or what exactly is included, 

leads to constant adjustments of the definition or even the interpretation. Perception is key here. 

Many of the agile practices nowadays differ from each other because of the subjective interpretation 

of the term. This means that companies that have chosen to be pioneers in agility, will have a system 

implemented that does not fulfil ‘the conditions’ of agility by the time it is applicable. Even though 

agility is per definition being able to cope with unexpected changes (Organizational agility, n.d.), this 

should not be endured already during implementing the instruments and systems itself. The meaning 

of the term should be wide enough to contain all essential aspects, but also be specific enough to 

create a uniform sense of understanding within the business context. Consequently, it should result 

in consistency when implementing, as well as an entire industry that gets an equal chance to compete 

and survive in the environment. The importance of setting a clear definition is to avoid causing a 

perceptive understanding, which is a subjective interpretation of the meaning, and therefore an 

implementation which creates inconsistency on the market. When talking about ‘business agility’ or 

‘organizational agility’, there is a distinction to be made. On the one hand there is the phenomenon 

of agility within a value chain or as a technological process. This part refers to the traditional agility, 

that is already known and practiced within the field. Most of the pioneering research from before the 

turn of the century describes this phenomenon. The topic ‘Agile management’ on the other hand 

started to gain ground from the year 2000 and on (Battistella, De Toni, De Zan & Pessot, 2017) (Breu, 

Bridger, Strathern & Hemingway, 2002) (Ganguly, Nilchiani & Farr, 2009, etc). Appendix 1 shows a 

summary of the used sources and their year of origin. This also shows the evolution of the subject 

throughout the years. 

The environment is changing, rapidly and very complex. Because of this phenomenon, the term VUCA 

is used: Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous.  

It is a term used to describe a continuously changing environment (Chitta, 2014). Such an environment 

is characterized by four adjectives:  

- Volatile, because of the nature of the changes and the speed they occur with 

- Uncertain, the changes are difficult to predict and anticipate 
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- Complex, these changes are strategic challenges because of globalization and can lead to 

chaos on the market if not responded well to 

- Ambiguous, it is difficult to assess if the decisions that were made will lead to the desired 

outcome because of the complexity of the market as a global whole. 

A VUCA-environment calls for a company that can redirect itself within its current vision when the 

environment demands it (Bennet & Lemoine, 2014). The terms dynamic and raplex environment 

indicate a need for the company to react to complex situations and keep pace with the changing 

environment by being flexible when it comes to adaptation. This terms also associates with strategic 

management and the overall structure and flexibility of a company as a whole. However, it is in sharp 

contrast with agility focused on specific processes like the manufacturing context. This kind of agility 

does not take into account the changing environment and technology is merely a source of efficiency 

to create a better workflow. 

 It is true that companies cannot influence the environmental changes, this is irrefutable. But when 

companies started to see how they can gain a competitive advantage when responding appropriately 

to these changes, the subject got real. As a reaction to this realization, models were being developed 

and work designs were systematically being set up to let companies benefit from these changes, 

rather than merely coping with them. However, these models are mostly based on a subjective 

definition, formed upon the newest conducted research. There is a need for a scientifically acceptable 

definition of ‘Agility’, that can be generalized without losing meaning. 

A company has to take into account the dynamism of the environment, as well as the competitors 

who in turn make use of their circumstances. In addition, there is also the internal dynamism of the 

company that can shift severely. Not only environmental changes count, also internal change has to 

be anticipated. In this perspective, both factors can serve as a force to be reckoned with in the battle 

against economical volatility and market mechanisms. This way organizational capabilities developed 

to be as agile and dynamic as the environment are deemed to be an indispensable and an imperative 

means to an end (Nijssen & Paauwe, 2012) (Holsapple & Li, 2008).  

Most of the existing research takes place in foreign countries and businesses that are globally active, 

since these are the enterprises that can quickly be influenced by worldwide environmental changes 

(Dabos & Rousseau, 2004) (Ganguly, Nilchiani & Farr, 2009) (Tseng & Lin, 2011). They can gain or lose 

most by (not) being proactive and competitive through agility. When researching agility, the earliest 

literature focusses on IT and manufacturing companies that compete through agility at this moment. 

Other sectors still have to catch up. Critical in the sectors above is the management of the workforce 
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and supporting technology towards making the company as lean as possible, as a stepping stone 

towards agility. 

The lean production goal of eliminating waste (…), so that all activities along the value stream 

create value, (…). Efforts focused on the reduction of waste are pursued through continuous 

improvement (…), as well as radical improvement activities (…). (Arnheiter & Maleyeff, 2005, 

pp.6) 

This means that companies try to make their value chain as flexible and efficient as possible. However, 

lean management may not be confused or used as a synonym for agile management. Where lean 

management is all about diminishing waste and making a process as efficient as possible internally, 

agility is concentrated externally and making use of and navigating through environmental change and 

opportunities (Naylor, Naim & Berry, 1999).  

Lean management does often come as a precursor in agility. When using agility as a means to an end, 

that end being a perfected value chain, continuous improvement is also necessary to create a 

sustainable effect. This way, lean management does earn his place within the context of a dynamic 

and volatile environment. However, the company can only benefit from these implementations when 

the effect of the changes is long term and maintainable in future, unpredictable external situations 

and this is where agility comes in. 

According to Eisenhardt and Martin (2000), it is not a question of ‘to be agile or to not be agile’. They 

state that agility only comes in levels and that every company can be agile, whether it is fully 

infrastructured and substantiated or it is minimally present.  The always-present levels of agility refute 

the superficial claims that agility is not a possibility for every sector.  

It is important to create a uniform and transparent definition for the term in order to protect and 

prepare organization from all sectors for the consequences the global market environment causes. 

Every company should be able to act in an equal manner on the existing challenges, whether or not 

they are already planning on using agility as a strategy.  

8.2 WHAT IS NEW ABOUT AGILITY?  

8.2.1 NWOW and lean management 

Agility is not created out of thin air. The phenomenon has a few important stepping stones that came 

before the term was initially created. There are several less intrusive steps that came before they 

needed a more radical initiative such as agility.  
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Agility used to be all about the manufacturing businesses, as well as supply chains (See 8.1.1: The 

importance of a clear definition). But there are also different systems that have been a precursor in 

the road towards agility and adapting the organization successfully.  

One of the first steps towards more flexibility is lean management, which focusses on the effectivity 

and efficiency of the processes and workflow. It is also important that companies understand there is 

no possibility to becoming agile when their infrastructure is not able to handle the challenges the 

environment creates (Sharp, Irani, & Desai, 1999). Whereas agility focusses on people and 

information, lean management is all about technology and systems. Automation of processes is 

essential within this philosophy and the importance of the workforce is less significant in comparison 

with agile working.  Teamwork starts gaining importance, but the impact and input of the workforce 

is still very limited and employees do not fully receive the satisfaction they are looking for. However, 

because of a leaner workflow and a more efficient production of goods and services, the company can 

act faster when the environment demands the company to cooperate. This cooperation can be seen 

as adaptation in its earliest stages. Lean management is also responsible for the creation of 

technological infrastructure and continuous improvement of the processes. These improvements are 

the initiators of the capability of reaction when the environment changes. It also leads to a better 

handling of transformations in strategy and manner of doing business.  

Another precursor is NWOW, which means ‘New Ways Of Working’ and can be seen as a synonym for 

flexible working. NWOW indicates that the traditional ways of employment are no longer sufficient to 

keep the employees satisfied and the productivity high. This means companies search for a way to 

make the working conditions more flexible. The flexibility is still rather limited, as it mainly involves 

initiatives towards the time and location of the work (Blok, Groenesteijn, Schelvis, & Vink, 2012). This 

can refer to a variety in work locations or working schedules, but can also be about adapting a new 

management style that corresponds with the newfound flexibility. These changes are minimally 

invasive, but already show direct evidence concerning employee satisfaction and collaboration. 

Employee behavior changes, although the results are not as significant as hoped by the organizations. 

This way of working also shows a large negative shift concerning knowledge sharing, which happens 

to be significant when wanting to be flexible and adaptive as a company. The offered range of 

flexibility and freedom did not seem enough to motivate employees more. Consequently, the business 

objectives of the companies involved were not influenced by this initiative according to this research.  

According to Ten Brummelhuis, Backer, Hetland, & Keulemans (2012) however, there is also a third 

factor when implementing this new system of working. NWOW does not only involve work location 

and timing, communication is equally important. More importantly, this communication has to involve 
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‘new media technologies’ like smartphones, email and conferencing. This third factor counts as a 

supporting actor for the new ways of working. Their research concluded that the flexibility concerning 

location and timing enhances the quality of work, as well as creates a more efficient use of time. Same 

goes for communicating: less time is spent on the actual form of communication and more time is 

spent on the content. These consequences result in a more effective workflow, from which the 

company benefits directly. The provided freedom also leads to more work engagement, which is 

needed when considering agile working methods. Companies are in need for loyal employees, who 

believe in the organization as well as its vision for the future.  

Agility however combines these systems above and gives form to a more flexible and rapid way of 

working. It focusses more on the people that work in the organization, instead of the organization 

itself. The biggest addition to these preceding steps is the fact that agility also includes external 

situations and changes. Agile management has to take into account a volatile working environment 

and be ready to adapt the organization in every aspect within the most limited period of time. 

Hesitating could mean failure, financial troubles, etc. The risks are a lot higher in the modern markets, 

which makes the systems that need to be adopted more elaborated and complex. Thinking internally-

focused is no longer enough to survive. It is thinking outside the box that ensures survival. Agility is 

not merely a term to modernize the existing ones. It is a phenomenon that describes the existing 

flexibility and adaptability that used to be a luxury, but in the meantime has become the norm. It 

describes the overall struggle that is inherent to a modern organization in a global market, that makes 

continuous improvement one of the essentials to keep up with the surroundings. When wanting to 

become agile, it is necessary to prepare your company beforehand. This can be done by creating 

processes and initiatives that are more efficient and result in a more flexible approach of the business 

and the environment at the same time. Flexibility is one of the conditions that needs to be ticked off 

when considering a company to be agile, nonetheless it is not enough to merely make every process 

‘lean’ and prepared for change. Management can also distinguish themselves through agility by 

regarding the environment as a way to set an example for other companies. They can make use of the 

changing environment to create opportunities for themselves, before other companies turn this 

around and make it a threat for survival.  

8.3 AGILE VERSUS ROBUST ORGANIZATIONS 

Whereas the theory above mainly talks about the role of the employer and employee within certain 

circumstances, it is important to note that not every employer can make the transition towards agile 

working.  There are certain aspects within the way a company exists, that can hold them back or that 
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give them a step ahead within a raplex environment. An agile company differs from a more robust 

company in its way it deals with its circumstances and how flexible it can be by changing its conditions 

from within and without. 

When considering the capabilities a company should master to become an agile organization, there 

are several points of view. There are several factors that can predict if an organization will be able to 

make a change. If these factors are present in an organization or it is able to change this criteria, it can 

be called an agile organization. Robust organizations are those who have a very stable, but also rigid 

structure. These cannot adapt as easily as they would need to in order to stay competitive. They will 

be trapped in their own cocoon of structure they have built and would not be able to survive in the 

volatile environment.  

According to Nijssen and Paauwe (2012), organizational agility exists of 3 cornerstones: a scalable 

workforce, fast knowledge and adaptable infrastructure.  A second perspective does not mention 

materialistic factors, but depends on flexibility, adaptability and balance to create an agile company 

who can answer to internal and external changes (Tully, n.d.). Sharp, Irani & Desai (1999) also offer 

their steps towards agile manufacturing and this can be converted to a modern environment as well: 

the creation of an agile vision, identification of an adaptive structure and a corresponding strategy to 

guarantee a successful transition. A fourth and most conclusive point of view however, emphasizes 

following aspects as the biggest influencers within agile companies (Hoogervorst, 2004): 

- The enterprise architecture, how the organization is structured 

- The culture within the company 

- A vision on change  

Enterprise architecture refers to the structure of the company, how the layers of employees relate to 

each other and how the company is formed hierarchically. The structure of the company should reflect 

the way the organization is able to change. This aspect goes hand in hand with agility.  

Typically, a lot of companies are still formed in a pyramid-structure. Especially big companies or even 

globalized ones, start out with a traditional view on shape and structure. In most companies, there 

are a few people who have grown to have most of the power within the company and the 

responsibility they have to take on is enormous. They are used to taking the lead when it comes to 

decisions, while employees are used to the traditional way of working and accept their limited 

influence on decision making. When a centralized company like this then suddenly and unexpectedly 

needs to change rapidly in order to keep up with the market, it will need the cooperation of all the 
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employees that previously did not have (enough) knowledge or rights to participate. In other words, 

change could be heavily resisted and employees can disagree with management.  

Figure 11 (McLaughlin, Smart, & Bessant, 

2005) describes the differences needed 

in an organization to cope with certain 

changes, depending on how substantial 

the change is. Whereas incremental 

change describes continuous, small 

changes; the radical change in this 

context will fit best with the agile 

theories. In these situations, change is 

also rapid and mostly unexpected, in 

other words radical. The presence of the 

ability to change describes the possibility 

of agility! This means that an organization needs to be prepared, but also able to make the decisions 

that cause change and cope with the consequences internally, too. For the traditionally shaped 

companies, the consequently more robust ones, it is still possible to be successful within stable 

environments. But when the environment changes rapidly, the robust structure will prevent it from 

being flexible, dynamic and progressive in more than one way. Agile companies therefore need to be 

swift and the structure of the company needs to allow this. A possible way of making a company less 

robust, is by working in interdepartmental teams. A second step is to make the organization less 

hierarchic and giving employees a fair share of responsibility and autonomy. The creation of an agile 

workforce will lead to a more flexible structure, which creates the opportunity to change rapidly and 

consequently agile (Gunasekaran, Sarhadi & Yusuf, 1999).  

The presence of ability however is not enough to create an agile organization. Secondly there is the 

organizational culture that needs to be respected as well as taken into account when preparing for 

change.  The culture in a company does not only serve as identification for the employees, the market 

and the public, it also has other benefits (Quinn & Cameron, 1999). It creates social order internally 

and makes sure the right expectations are set, as well as create a distinctive identity for the company 

and its members. Culture also generates continuity and commitment throughout the years as well as 

                                                           
1 Note. Reproduction of “Developing an organizational culture that facilitates radical innovation in a mature small 
to medium sized company: emergent findings” by McLaughlin, P., Smart, P., & Bessant, J. (2005). Retrieved from 
https://dspace.lib.cranfield.ac.uk/bitstream/1826/858/2/SWP0405.pdf  

Figure 1: Incremental versus radical change 
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enables the vision for the future of the company. Lastly, it is also an important factor in improving 

long-term organizational performance.  It does not only involve benefits for the employer, employees 

also benefit from it through higher productivity and wellbeing, better morale, etc.  

This is where the Competing Values Framework comes in, also from the hands of Quinn and Cameron 

(1999). As the results of the organization also depend on the culture that is prevailing in the company, 

it is important to create the right culture. This is also needed when a company wants to take on a 

more adaptive style, especially when working towards agility. This framework describes which 

capabilities an organization should possess to have an effective culture and that complements the 

organizational processes and employees’ actual behavior. It describes two big dimensions, which 

contradict each other.  

As a company you always try to balance beliefs or vision, but cannot avoid leaning more towards a 

certain side because of strategy or other 

formal decisions. As can be seen in figure 

2 2 , the horizontal dimension discusses 

internal versus external focus. When a 

company has to take into account 

competitors or factors that are outside 

the organizations, such as suppliers or 

stakeholders, the company will take on an 

external point of view and place on the 

right side of the axes.  

The vertical dimension makes a trade-off 

between control and flexibility in the 

structure of a company. Whereas control refers to the power being with management and the 

employer, flexibility indicates more freedom and empowerment of the employees to make decisions 

on their own and take responsibility. 

When a company wants to explore the agile framework, it mostly directs itself towards external 

changes. Next to this, an employer has to be ready to give employees more responsibility and 

autonomy, in order to create a culture where decisions and changes are made independently and thus 

continuously. The organization and its management should be able to count on its employees’ rational 

                                                           
2  Note. Reprinted from “Corporate sustainability and organisational culture”, by Linnenluecke M.K. and Griffiths A. 2010, 

October. Reprinted from 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/222417155_Corporate_Sustainability_and_Organisational_Culture 

Figure 2: Competing Values Framework  
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thinking and handling situations on its own. Consequently, employees should be able to create a more 

flexible internal environment. Only this way, a company will be able to react swiftly to change in the 

internal and external environment and respond to the cry for adaptability of the market. 

These conclusions place an agile organization in the second quadrant, which is called ‘Developmental’, 

where adaptation and being ready for the raplex environment are the means to create growth and 

acquisition of qualitative resources. Examples of the latter are a pool of employees that perform 

better and identify as high-potentials on the market as well. Other sources call this quadrant an open 

system model or an adhocracy. An adhocracy is based on natural models, that are the counterpart of 

rational, numeric systems. Key words here are spontaneity and differentiation, which is also the 

meaning of agile working. The implementation of agility is a way to distinguish yourself from the other 

players on the market, while also being flexible and capable of rapid decision making. Other 

characteristics of an adhocracy are speed and adaptability when a challenge rises (Changing Minds, 

n.d.). It also indicates a culture where risk-taking is encouraged and dynamism is the norm (Quinn 

Association, n.d.). These characteristics should lead to an innovative course and consequently a 

pioneering position on the market. Individuals and their added value to the processes and outcomes 

are essential for success.  Leaders in this quadrant are known as entrepreneurs that are willing to take 

bigger risks to create success. The effectiveness of this model lies in the values that go with the chosen 

quadrant; an organization can adopt the approach through the suggested means in the model, which 

can be found in figure 2. However, the Competing Values Framework emphasizes that choosing for a 

certain focus and structure is also distancing themselves from the other values and this can lead to an 

unbalanced organization. The essence of this model is the balance a company has to find, while not 

losing focus and direction at the same time. Rohrbach and Quinn (1980) suggested in earlier literature 

that there is a way to combine ‘counteracting’ values, through weighing the various criteria depending 

on your focus and vision. Each criterion can be scored depending on its importance in relation to your 

goals and vision. This way, an organization does not have to be disadvantaged because of wanting to 

change culture.  

Third and final, there is the vision of the company. The future plans and ideas, where an organization 

wants to go and wants to be in 5, 10, 15 years. Since the environment in a lot of sectors is becoming 

more and more volatile, it is getting harder to predict the direction and possible growth or 

development. This means the vision of a company needs to be strong, but also adaptable or at least 

prepared for unexpected change, either internally or externally. This vision is needed to empower the 

workforce and align them towards a common goal, to survive and thrive in the existing and future 

market (Sanjiv, 2005). When planning towards an agile transformation, the vision of the company 
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needs to be thoroughly communicated to all stakeholders. This way, the employees understand why 

the company has taken certain actions or has to change for the better. The vision also offers 

employees the assurance that the company is working hard to keep the company successful, as well 

as a signal of new and progressive strategy (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). According to Aladwani (2001) 

in more recent research, it is important to formulate a vision as a means to long-term strategic 

success. This is a crucial factor for the effectivity of agility, because this phenomenon is all about 

change and strategy to cope with the raplex environment. The volatility with which the environment 

demands the organization to adapt, clarifies the need for a clear and transparent plan for the future.  

When structure, culture and vision work together in a way where change is accepted and even 

embraced, that is when a company can call itself agile organization. This is where technology supports 

the internal and external processes and makes everything as efficient as possible. A clear vision is 

pursued, and the culture and structure of the organization are aligned with each other. All of the 

aspects above are no guarantee for a successful transformation towards agility. These are merely 

conditions that a company can use in their benefit to make the change and adaptation easier and 

more efficient.  

8.4  WHITE RAVENS AND THEIR IMPORTANCE FOR AGILITY  

8.4.1 Role of the employee 

When it comes down to the role the employee plays in a transformation towards agility, existing 

literature is still very vague. The gaps that can be established mainly concern the importance of human 

capital and workforce agility. Muduli (2016) also emphasized that within existing theories, it was very 

difficult to establish an empirical definition of workforce agility that includes all aspects of it, instead 

of only focusing on one attribute that enables it.  

Workforce agility is the belief that a company can be agile and flexible because of the behavior of the 

people it employs. According to Sherehiy (2008), workforce is far more essential than the technology 

that is used to support the adaptability of a company. Without the communication and commitment 

of the employees, a company cannot gain strategic benefit from agile working. To create the flexibility 

that companies search for, the management needs to stimulate and develop a “highly skilled, 

technologically competent and adaptable workforce that can deal with non-routine and exceptional 

circumstances...” (Youndt, Snell, Dean & Lepack, 1996, pg 11). This can be referred to as workforce 

agility. There is no organizational agility possible without the competences and knowledge of the 

involved employees. A company can create such a workforce through employee involvement. This can 

be translated in various initiatives. The research model of Sumukadas & Sawhney (2004) looked into 
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different types of involvement: salary/pay incentives, non-monetary incentives, training, information 

sharing, improvement incentives and team production incentives. He has tested the influence of these 

variables towards power sharing (such as autonomy, freedom and flexibility in working conditions) 

and consequently on agility of the workforce. Whether directly in relation to workforce agility or 

indirectly through power sharing, all but one of the types have an influence on agility and can be 

adopted as methods to foster workforce flexibility. The only way of involvement that does stimulate 

workforce agility is ‘information sharing’.  

Workforce agility is believed to have several organizational benefits as a result, such as quality 

improvement, better customer service and improvement of the organizational culture (Hopp & Van 

Oyen, 2004). When developing an agile workforce, the organization is directing itself towards a more 

collaborative environment, where the employees cooperate to ensure fast responses in an 

unpredictable environment. More and more research is developed about which characteristics an 

agile workforce should possess. Appendix 2 shows a short synthesis of existing results. There is one 

characteristic that returns in the overview: The empowerment of employees. Muduli (2016) already 

talked about the ‘Black box’ of agility. He emphasizes the psychological stimulation of the employees 

towards empowerment, self-development and flexibility. According to his research, organizational 

initiatives do not necessarily lead to workforce agility when there is not intrinsic or psychological 

empowerment included by the employer. The employees need to experience the usefulness and 

effectiveness of a transformation of their behavior. As empowerment is, next to autonomy, one of the 

characteristics that are most essential when developing an agile workforce, companies need to take 

into account the psychological side of the story, as well as incorporate this in their change policy. 

Examples of intrinsic motivation are: job enrichment, self-managed teams and feedback (Muduli, 

2016).  

Another common point that can be noted in Appendix 2, is the use of technology. It is critical that the 

employees are trained and developed continuously to use the supporting IT-infrastructure optimally. 

The use of technology can also foster the knowledge-sharing-culture that is sought for to achieve 

agility throughout the company as a whole. But in order to do so, employees need to embrace the 

help this technology can offer, while at the same time use it as a weapon for survival. This can be done 

by developing and researching new technologies continuously and implementing these. This way of 

working prepares the company and the employees better to handle unexpected situations, and 

consequently the company can rely on the automation and the intelligence of such technological 

systems, whereas people are less efficient in certain situations. The technology is there to 

complement rather than replace the people.  
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A third and last important factor when considering the employee side, is the collaborative behavior. 

Teamwork is essential to create the kind of internal environment that is adaptive and innovative to 

deal with the internal and external changes. Gren, Torkar and Feldt (2017) investigated the dynamics 

of agile teams within an organization. This study concluded that agile teams lead to a higher feeling 

of influence, higher job satisfaction and autonomy, etc.  Additionally, a shared purpose and vision, as 

a result from transparency and communication by the management, will lead an agile team towards 

constructive behavior and managing complex environmental problems (Chitta, 2014). 

When wanting to involve their employees and create a workforce that is engaged and willing to 

participate, the organization should take into account the benefits of workforce agility. The market 

cannot achieve success nor compete with other organizations without the human capital. 

Consequently, the workforce is a priority within the change process. With help in planning and forming 

the strategy, the company can benefit from the capabilities and knowledge the employees can offer 

the company.  

8.4.2 Role of the management 

When an organization decides to start working in a more agile way because of the market and the 

environment, they have to prepare themselves. This can be achieved through education of the 

informal leaders as well as the formal managers in the company. Not only the employees need to 

adapt to this new way of working, the company and its infrastructure as well. Most important are the 

leaders that are striving for a dynamic and flexible company that can take into account environmental 

changes. 

What is leadership agility exactly? 

Leadership agility is the ability to lead effectively when rapid change and uncertainty are the 

norm and when success requires consideration of multiple views and priorities. It requires a 

process of using enhanced awareness and intentionality to increase effectiveness under real-

time conditions: stepping back from whatever one is focused on, gaining a broader perspective 

and bringing new insight into what needs to be done next. (Joiner, 2009, pg 29) 

Josephs and Joiner (2006) introduced 5 levels within leadership agility. These levels should guide 

managers and more informal leaders towards sustainable leadership in a volatile environment. Each 

of these levels can incorporate 3 kinds of actions: pivotal (personal), team-focused and organizational. 

The 5 levels are the following: expert, achiever, catalyst, co-creator and synergist. Each level indicates 

a different strength in leadership, with the ultimate goals to combine all strengths in the final level as 

Synergist.  While the expert is a professional when it comes to knowledge and position, the achiever 
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is not only focused on authority but also on motivating other people. The catalyst adds the importance 

of a cooperative culture in the organization and is consequently the first of the stages that can be 

referred to as agile. A co-creator is known for dividing responsibilities and stands behind working 

autonomously. Finally, the synergist merges all capabilities into a master in agile leadership. With 

every level, the amount of complexity and ways of responding to change, increases.  

When wanting to reach these stages and rise above the current level the manager/leader is at the 

moment, there are certain competences this person should possess (Joseph & Joiner, 2006). These 

competences are flexibility in context, creativity, self-leadership and stakeholders’ agility.  

- Context agility talks about the vision leaders have, considering the unpredictable 

environment 

- Creativity is all about creative solutions for change and transformation, and using the 

‘problems’ that emerge to use it in the company’s benefit 

- Self-leadership is about the development of a personal leadership-style 

- Stakeholders agility refers to the identification of all people that are influenced by the 

way a company is being led, search for cooperation and alignment of all parties 

According to the same research, the best way to develop an agile leader is by using a reflective action-

system. The leaders set objectives, followed by a strategy to achieve them. After the right actions are 

taken, they need to reflect on the experience and learn from it in order to repeat this cycle. These 

objectives should develop the 4 competences above to create a next-level, modern leader that agile 

companies need in order to thrive in the market.  

However, there is a side note to this theory. Firstly, it is not possible for a leader to achieve his own 

nor the organizational objectives by developing the capacities and using the level-method. There has 

to be an alignment with the company structure, culture and workforce as well in order to create 

sustainable and agile leaders and managers. Secondly, a leader should prepare himself to resign a part 

of his authority to the workforce (Chen, Ravichandar & Proctor, 2016). Not every leader is ready to 

work in a decentralized structure. Since the employees receive more autonomy, the leaders will have 

to compensate by letting go of the traditional systems and learning how to trust and motivate their 

employees to take over a part of the leaders’ responsibilities.  

Other research focuses more on the necessary actions to be a successful leader than on the 

competences needed. Horney, Pasmore and O’Shea (2010) conclude that it is essential to take more 

risks and globalize profusely. Knowledge sharing is also cited here, which makes for a consistent 

approach for leaders as well as employees. Another action that should be undertaken, is the constant 
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monitoring of employee commitment and engagement, as well as the collaboration with the suppliers. 

All stakeholders need to be evaluated and taken care of, this also parallels the theory of Joseph and 

Joiner (2006) discussed in the previous paragraphs. Finally, they suggest to think outside the box, 

motivate people by acting on the confidence of the employee, and last but not least: anticipate change 

at any moment.  

8.4.3 Facilitators and mediators 

Companies are in need of leadership agility, as well as workforce agility. However, it does not matter 

how well a company is investing in these two aspects, there will be a need of certain ‘supporters’ to 

achieve successful organization agility.  

Sharp, Irani and Desai (1999) have done research on the effects of agility within a manufacturing 

environment. This type of business is one of the first sectors that made use of agility because of the 

power of technology and the need for more flexibility. These companies have a habit of standardizing 

everything, which often made them very rigid when it came to change. Manufacturing business 

already have the highest rate of companies that adopted an agile way of working.  Sharp et al. (1999) 

constructed a model where there are several components that form the drivers towards agile working.  

 

 

Figure 3: Enablers in agile organizations 
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Figure 33 shows the enablers that their study has constructed. Most of these enablers can also be 

applied on the modern organizations, such as empowerment of employees and leaders, team 

working, continuous improvement, multi-skilled and flexible people, etc. Information technology is 

also returning here (see 8.4.1 Role of the employee).  The use of technology within the organization 

does not need to replace the workforce, but can act as an application that creates a leaner and more 

efficient workflow. These enablers should, when implemented correctly, lead to an agile work 

environment that is able to cope with continuous change and can form a rapid response to the 

situation at hand, with an improved quality of services or products.  

Muduli (2016) has researched how other organizational practices can benefit a company when 

working towards flexibility, especially within workforce agility (see 8.4.1 Role of the employee). These 

practices include “organizational learning and training, compensation, involvement, team work and 

information system (IS)” (pg 1). These practices should influence agility of the organization and the 

workforce positively, making the shift towards a flexible workplace that can handle the challenges of 

the environment. However, these 5 factors do not have an automatic positive effect on workforce 

agility without psychological empowerment. This mediator should always be included in the 

implementation of the enablers, to succeed in the objective of change and transformation. 

Psychological empowerment can be referred to as intrinsic motivation of the employee and the 

management and is dependent on their personality and capabilities (Spreitzer, 1995).  

According to Dyer and Shafer (2003), involvement and motivation of employees is not enough, in 

contradiction to what the research above claims. They are convinced that one of the most important 

mediators to create organizational agility is the mindset and the behavior of the employees. This is in 

addition to the ‘traditional’ enabler such as commitment of the employees and an information 

technology system. In other words, the workforce needs to be proactive, flexible and eager to learn 

continuously. Only after this is accomplished, a company can start to focus on other enables such as 

technology and culture. Secondly, the study concludes that organizational agility cannot achieve its 

objectives without an aligned Human Resources strategy to complement the vision of the company. 

Another recent theory states that there are four important practices that enable the organization to 

successfully implement an agile development process (Chen et al., 2016). According to their study, 

the company should focus on developing agile teams and teamwork; to create a plan and strategy to 

tackle the unpredictability; to coordinate in between and across teams as well as in general in the 

                                                           
3 Note. Reproduction of “Working towards agile manufacturing in the UK industry” by Sharp, J. M., Irani, Z., & Desai, M.  

(1999). International Journal of Production Economics, 62(1), pg. 161. 
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organization; and reduce the risks of the transition by collaborating with more existing and new parties 

outside the organization. 

In every theory however, there are several factors that are repeated and thus can be seen as 

facilitators and enablers of agile management and organizational agility. The most emphasized here 

are the following:  

- Involvement and engagement of the employees (and consequently their behavior)  

- Technology  

- Knowledge culture  

- Cooperative structure  

These four enablers can serve as a starting point for the company that is willing to transform itself into 

a flexible business that can compete through agility. These can guide the business more efficiently 

through the maze that is created by the changing environment.   
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9 IMPLEMENTATION PLAN AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

 

In theory, there is not a series of steps that need to be followed to become agile, adaptive or flexible. 

However, an organization can make the transformation more easily by following a certain order to 

create a structured approach towards agility. The developed model in figure 44 works ‘top-down’, 

starting off with vision and working clockwise towards methods and processes. That way, it initiates 

with the fundamentals of the company and ends with the more detailed aspects such as processes. 

Consequently, an organization takes on the biggest challenge of the transformation first. The vision of 

the company can also serve as a common thread and base for the following steps.  

There are six major areas where a company has to take action to go towards an agile way of working. 

The arrows indicate a continuous process, that has to be repeated constantly in order to stay 

adaptable and agile. The environment is volatile, rapidly changing and permanently evolving. This 

means the implementation does not only have to cope with these conditions and foresee them while 

preparing. It also needs to take into account the entire chain of actions, which is not maintainable 

long term if it is not innovated and adapted continuously. 

                                                           
4 Developed within this dissertation, own production 

Figure 4: Guidelines towards organizational agility 

Vision

Management

StructureCulture

Workforce

Methods and 
processes 



 

32 

There are six factors a company can take into account in the search for agility. These can be adopted 

disregarding the sequence of actions, since every factor will have to be dealt with at some point during 

the transformation. Ideally, it is most practical to use this model in a certain direction, by transforming 

the aspect with the biggest impact and efforts needed first. Besides the guidelines this model offers, 

it could also be used as a checklist for companies who want to see where they stand and how they 

could improve their conditions for the future.  

Ideally, a company starts by adapting its vision. This could be the first step towards agility, in terms of 

planning the future of the organization. They need to anticipate the changes in the environment and 

create a strategy that gives direction to the future, by taking concrete actions. This vision needs to be 

clear and transparent and anticipates the unexpected changes as well as possible.  

The management is the following aspect. They will need to be trained and prepared for the changes 

in doing business and most of all, managing the employees. They have a direct influence on the 

workforce and are therefore the most important motivators to empower the pool of employees. In 

this aspect, leadership agility can also be an objective to strive for.  

The structure and the culture are next. These need to be aligned in order to be capable of handling 

the external change, as well as create the right mindset for the workforce to adapt and become 

flexible.  

The workforce is one of the last aspects within the model. The needed transformations, as explained 

above, have to be implemented before the employer can persuade his employees of the vision for the 

changes. The internal changes would motivate them to take part and cooperate. In this way, the 

company can achieve successfully the agile objectives it set for itself and compete on the market by 

anticipating the external changes.  

However, without some structural support it would be difficult to maintain the continuous 

improvement and focus on change and adaption. Therefore, the processes and methods need to be 

adapted, as well as renewed continuously. The need for technological infrastructure and monitoring-

cycles is real and needs to be backed up by the correct processes and systems.  

When these transformations are adopted, it is important to repeat the cycle. By doing this, the 

company ensures continuous improvement and monitors the development of their agility.  
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What is the difference with existing work designs within current research?  

This model provides practical guidelines without giving literal instructions. The completion of the 

model can be done subjectively per company, depending on their specific goals. Other work designs 

(Plonka, 1997) (Holsapple & Li, 2008) (Sherehi et al.,2007) mainly discuss a part of the transition, based 

on a certain perspective or attribute of agility. This model brings together different systems and 

definitions which results in a synergy of attributes. It is a complete description of the multiple 

perspectives and thus can offer real added value for the companies that use it. The approach is 

comprehensive and takes into account the structural steps as well as more detailed and easier factors 

to change.  
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10 ANALYSIS: EMPLOYERS IN AN AGILE ENVIRONMENT  

In this part, the theoretical part will be interpreted to provide an answer to the previously posed 

research questions. These questions are essential to the formation of a guideline to employers and 

companies alike, as they are in need of a clear definition in the field. The questions were the following:  

 Why do employers need support with transitioning to an agile work environment?  

 How is agility defined in the working environment according to existing research? 

 Does this definition influence the functioning of the organization?  

10.1 WHY DO EMPLOYERS NEED SUPPORT WITH TRANSITIONING TO AN AGILE WORK 

ENVIRONMENT?  

There is an abundance on research about agility, agile workforce and work designs to implement 

agility in your company. However, all this research mainly works from a perspective view, or describes 

the effects of certain attributes within agility. Agile management is a new subject, which needs more 

exploring when it comes to the correct definition. The terms can confuse organizations, because the 

lack of a uniform explanation. The workforce is in need of a clear vision, which the company should 

provide for. But, before a company can start with the transformation towards an adaptive 

environment, it needs to change from within. More often than not, especially in smaller companies, 

they do not start with a plan in mind. They transform the more obvious factors like technological 

infrastructure and the processes without considering supportive components such as culture and 

structure. At short-notice this works. Especially in the beginning, when everything is still in a 

startersfase and the challenges that need to be overcome are minor, the company can handle the 

environment based on this approach. However, as the environment will continue to change and 

evolve, the company needs to adapt faster and in a more complex way. The superficial changes that 

were made will not suffice to rise to the external challenges. To create a sustainable solution, 

organizations need to transform themselves structurally. They need to inspect the underlying 

processes and systems that can provide the answer.  

Since this is a fairly new subject, there is little to no experience on the market with implementing such 

a dynamic strategy. The companies are still looking for best-practices and pioneers in their own sector. 

They are in need for guidance when taking such a big risk. Consequently, the majority does not dare 

to take a leap into the unknown, or simply does not know where to start. By supporting all companies 

in transitioning, more and more companies will be able to transform themselves. This does not mean 

that companies are helpless and need someone to take their hand, exactly the opposite. Many of 
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them are willing to try, but the lack of knowledge holds them back. The empirical field could 

complement the business knowledge and motivate organizations to take on a pioneering position. 

This way, communication could be the key. When the professionals and the researchers work 

together, they could come to a multidisciplinary solution that benefits the business as well as the 

research field.   

10.2 HOW IS AGILITY DEFINED IN THE WORKING ENVIRONMENT ACCORDING TO EXISTING 

RESEARCH? 

There is a lot of confusion concerning the term. Different variants on the subject exist hand in hand 

with synonyms, which makes it hard to make a distinction. In this dissertation, it is ‘Organizational 

agility’ that takes the lead.  

Organizational agility is the capacity to adapt the organization in an efficient, sustainable and structured 

way to deal with certain unexpected and complex changes. It refers to the adaptiveness and flexibility 

of the company under demanding external circumstances, that can also lead to internal shifts within 

the organization. When a company wants to compete, it has to adapt to the environment. This takes 

place within the current environment of the organization. The environment has however become 

more and more complex and volatile because of other competitors, alternatives on the market and 

globalization. This VUCA-organization demands the companies to respond to the changes on the 

market rapidly and structurally in order to survive. Organizations cannot influence the changing 

environment but will experience the consequences of the external change. The changes that occur in 

the environment will demand a dynamic and flexible answer from the companies involved. This means 

they will have to be able to cope with these changes in a sustainable and long-term manner, by 

becoming an agile organization. Specifically, a company has to prepare himself internally to deal with 

the changes that the environment is responsible for. It needs to become more flexible and adaptive 

in order to keep up with the environments and the other players on the market. This can be done by 

transforming the organization into an agile state of mind.  

10.3 DOES THIS DEFINITION INFLUENCE THE FUNCTIONING OF THE ORGANIZATION?  

Agility can influence the organizations’ functioning. When people would follow this definition, it could 

lead to companies that are drastically transformed. 

The most important factors in becoming an agile organization are summarized here. There is a need 

for a structure that enables the company to make fast and unexpected decisions. The culture should 

reflect the changing behavior, through instating an autonomous and cooperative way of working. A 
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vision should be formed about what the company’s objectives are in terms of change and how this 

will influence the outcomes for the company. The workforce as well as the leaders in the company 

should become agile as they are essential to the survival of the company. They can be supported by a 

technological infrastructure, a knowledge culture and empowerment of the employees to create a 

more efficient workflow. This summary is however inconclusive, there are many more actions that a 

company can undertake. 

All these changes would redefine existing organizations, as they are now adaptive, flexible and 

dynamic players on the market. This new way of working could become the norm on the market, so 

the players will be forced to change to keep up. This continuous change is the reason a company can 

survive on the current and future market, as well as use it in their advantage to create a better 

competitive position.  
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11 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

A company needs to change in order to survive. Stability is no longer the norm: the environment is 

changing rapidly and it appears it will not lower its rate in the near future. The unexpected and volatile 

evolutions on the market forces the business to keep up. Therefore, they need to adapt just as fast as 

the environment changes, ideally even anticipate change and make use of the changes in a strategic 

way.  

Agility, the power of adaptability, gives organizations a fighting chance to survive in the complex 

market, as well as to compete on a higher level than before. The adaptability of a company shows how 

an organization is flexible when it comes to various aspects, going from working conditions and 

stakeholders, to culture and vision of the company. To be able to create an agile organization, the 

company can prepare itself by creating an internal environment that can cope with change and 

adaptation. This refers not only to the structure and culture of the company, the management and 

workforce need to be ready too. There are also several options to enable agility more easily in the 

organization and which can be used to create a transformation-minded environment within the 

company. 

To guide companies with this difficult conditions, this dissertation has created a clear and transparent 

definition of the term. It provided the definition with clear components to illustrate the importance 

of various attributes, as well as a model that can serve as guideline to transform the organization to 

an agile business. The definition should serve as a uniform explanation for all companies and sectors 

involved. Therefore, there is no possibility to subjective interpretations that are based on the 

perceived meaning.  

So are agile workers the white ravens of the company? Are they the key to an agile organization? Yes. 

But they cannot create a transformation without the other aspects like leadership agility, culture, 

structure, technology, etc. The workforce can be seen as white ravens because of the difficulty in 

creating this kind of workforce. Judging by the research in this dissertation, the workforce can make 

or break the transformation. The management needs to invest most of their time and resources in 

cultivating a pool of employees who are willing, engaged and motivated to align themselves with the 

changes at hand. There is a need for this behavior to be sustainable as well as a long-term commitment 

to achieve the agility objectives. This means that agile workers are the hardest to find, create and 

maintain. This way, the rational conclusion is still confirmative: agile workers are most definitely white 

ravens on the market. They need to be valued as essentials, as an organization is nothing without its 

human capital.  
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I am aware that because of the theoretical and explorative nature of this dissertation, the findings are 

very abstract. The findings above are solely empirical and could differ greatly from actual work 

practices and results. I hope however that these findings can inspire companies to explore the idea of 

agility. This way the empirical findings can find their way to the field and be validated. This dissertation 

finds its added value primarily in the exploration of the subject and the possibility of uniformization. 

Secondly, it can offer new insights for companies that are already active as an agile company, or going 

in that direction. Every time new research emerges, it is one step closer to a transparent and global 

definition.   

There is still a lot to explore within the field of adaptiveness and agile transformations. Further 

research is necessary to measure the impact of the model. The market is in need of more research 

involving agility in practice. I would suggest future research to create cases and experiments, that 

make use of the developed model. This way, the effectivity of the model can be validated and the 

used components will be questioned by the practical field. This research could be cross-sectoral and 

investigate the effect on various organizations, preferably companies that have yet to start their 

journey. This way there is a comparison to be made with companies that already use an existing 

system concerning agility and the transformation towards it.  

I expect the model to be easier to implement within smaller companies, where there are less 

employees and where the infrastructure is not as complex as a global company for example.  

 

 

 

 



 

XXXIX 

12 BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Aladwani, A.M. (2001) "Change management strategies for successful ERP implementation", Business 

Process Management Journal, Vol. 7 Issue: 3, pp.266-275, doi: 10.1108/14637150110392764  

Arnheiter, E. & Maleyeff, J. (2005) "The integration of lean management and Six Sigma", The TQM 

Magazine, Vol. 17 Issue: 1,pp. 5-18, doi: 10.1108/09544780510573020 

Battistella, C., De Toni, A. F., De Zan, G., & Pessot, E. (2017). Cultivating business model agility through 

focused capabilities: A multiple case study. Journal of Business Research, 73, 65-82. 

Bennet, N., & Lemoine, J. (2014). What VUCA really means for you. Harvard Business review, 92(1/2), 

0. Retrieved from https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/Data_Integrity_Notice.cfm?abid=2389563 

Blok, M. M., Groenesteijn, L., Schelvis, R., & Vink, P. (2012). New Ways of Working: does flexibility in 

time and location of work change work behavior and affect business outcomes? Work, 41(1), 

2605-2610. doi:10.3233/WOR-2012-1028-2605 

Breu, K., Bridger, D., Strathern, M., & Hemingway, C. J. (2002). Workforce agility: the new employee 

strategy for the knowledge economy.  Journal of Information Technology, 17(1), 21-31. Retrieved 

from http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02683960110132070 

Changing Minds. (n.d.). The competing values framework. Retrieved from 

http://changingminds.org/explanations/culture/competing_values.htm 

Chen, R. R., Ravichandar, R., & Proctor, D. (2016). Managing the transition to the new agile business 

and product development model: Lessons from Cisco Systems. Business Horizons, 59(6), 635-

644. 

Chitta, K. (2014). Change Agility: Leadership, Transformation and the Pursuit of Purpose. Retrieved 

from https://www.ashridge.org.uk/about-us/brexit-content/change-agility-book-review/ 

Dabos, G. E., & Rousseau, D. M. (2004). Mutuality and reciprocity in the psychological contracts of 

employees and employers. Journal of Applied Psychology, 89(1), 52. 

Dyer, L., & Shafer, R. A. (2003). Dynamic organizations: Achieving marketplace and organizational 

agility with people. 

Eisenhardt, K.M. and Martin, J.A. (2000), ‘Dynamic Capabilities: What Are They?’ Strategic 

Management Journal, 21, 1105–1121. 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/abs/10.1108/14637150110392764
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/Data_Integrity_Notice.cfm?abid=2389563
http://changingminds.org/explanations/culture/competing_values.htm


 

XL 

Ganguly, A., Nilchiani, R., & Farr, J. V. (2009). Evaluating agility in corporate enterprises. International 

Journal of Production Economics, 118(2), 410-423. 

Gioia, D. A., & Chittipeddi, K. (1991). Sensemaking and Sensegiving in Strategic Change 

Initiation. Strategic Management Journal, 12(6), 433-448. Retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2486479.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Ab6abc7429e590fe3449fa

7e17e3f51d6 

Gren, L., Torkar, R., & Feldt, R. (2017). Group development and group maturity when building agile 

teams: A qualitative and quantitative investigation at eight large companies. Journal of Systems 

and Software, 124, 104-119. 

Gunasekaran, A., Sarhadi, M., & Yusuf, Y. (1999). Agile manufacturing: the drivers, concepts and 

attributes. International Journal of Production Economics, 62(1), 33-43. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/S0925-5273(98)00219-9 

Holsapple, C. W., & Li, X. (2008). Understanding organizational agility: a work-design perspective. 

Kentucky univ lexington school of management. 

Hoogervorst, J. (2004). Enterprise Architecture: Enabling Integration, Agility and 

Change. International Journal of Cooperative Information Systems, 13(03), 213-214. Retrieved 

from http://dx.doi.org/10.1142/S021884300400095X 

Hopp, W. J., & Van Oyen, M. P. (2004). Agile workforce evaluation: a framework for cross-training and 

coordination. HE Transactions, 56(10), 919-940. 

Horney, N., Pasmore, B., & O'Shea, T. (2010). Leadership agility: A business imperative for a VUCA 

world. Human Resource Planning, 33(4), 34. 

Joiner, B. (2009). Creating a culture of agile leaders: A developmental approach. People and 

Strategy, 32(4), 28. 

Josephs, S. A. & Joiner, W. B., (2006). Leadership agility: Five levels of mastery for anticipating and 

initiating change (Vol. 307). John Wiley & Sons. 

Linnenluecke, M. K., & Griffiths, A. (2010). Corporate Sustainability and Organisational 

Culture. Journal of World Business, 45(4), 357-366. Retrieved from 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/222417155_Corporate_Sustainability_and_Organis

ational_Culture 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2486479.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Ab6abc7429e590fe3449fa7e17e3f51d6
http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2486479.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Ab6abc7429e590fe3449fa7e17e3f51d6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1142/S021884300400095X


 

XLI 

McLaughlin, P., Smart, P., & Bessant, J. (2005). Developing an organizational culture that facilitates 

radical innovation in a mature small to medium sized company: emergent findings. Retrieved 

from https://dspace.lib.cranfield.ac.uk/bitstream/1826/858/2/SWP0405.pdf 

Muduli, A (2016). Exploring the facilitators and mediators of workforce agility: an empirical 

study. Management Research Review, 39(12), 1567-1586. 

Naylor, J. B., Naim, M. M., & Berry, D. (1999). Leagility: Integrating the lean and agile manufacturing 

paradigms in the total supply chain. International Journal of Production Economics, 62(1-2), 107-

118. Retrieved from http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0925527398002230 

Nijssen, M., & Paauwe, J. (2012). HRM in turbulent times: how to achieve organizational agility?. The 

International Journal of Human Resource Management, 23(16), 3315-3335. 

Organizational agility. (n.d.). Retrieved May 25, 207, from 

http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/company.html 

Plonka, F. E. (1997). Developing a lean and agile work force. Human factors and ergonomics, 7(1), 11-

20. doi:10.1002/(SICI)1520-6564(199724)7:1<11::AID-HFM2>3.0.CO;2-J 

Quinn Association. (n.d.). Essence of culture typology. Retrieved from 

http://www.quinnassociation.com/en/culture_typology 

Quinn, R. E., & Cameron, K. S. (1999). Diagnosing and changing organisational culture (Rev. ed.). 

Retrieved from 

https://books.google.be/books?id=65xS_eRwC_gC&pg=PT33&dq=competing+values+framewo

rk&lr=&hl=nl&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=3#v=onepage&q=culture&f=false 

Rorhbach, J., & Quinn, R. E. (1980). Evaluating the performance of public organizations: a method for 

developing a single index. Journal of Health and Human Resources Administration, 2(3), 343-354. 

Retrieved from http://www.angelfire.com/creep/brendan/Quinn_effectiveness.pdf 

Sanjiv, A. (2005). Managing Agile Projects. Retrieved from http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=1036700 

Shah, N., Irani, Z., & Sharif, A. M. (2017). Big data in an HR context: Exploring organizational change 

readiness, employee attitudes and behaviors. Journal of Business Research, 70, 366-378. 

Sharp, J. M., Irani, Z., & Desai, M. (1999). Working towards agile manufacturing in the UK 

industry. International Journal of Production Economics, 62(1), 155-169. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/S0925-5273(98)00228-X 

https://dspace.lib.cranfield.ac.uk/bitstream/1826/858/2/SWP0405.pdf
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/company.html
http://www.quinnassociation.com/en/culture_typology
http://www.angelfire.com/creep/brendan/Quinn_effectiveness.pdf
http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=1036700


 

XLII 

Sherehiy, B. (2008). Relationships between agility strategy, work organization and workforce agility. 

University of Louisville. Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com/openview/719be241e0861955f55aa46ce138b365/1?pq-

origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y 

Sherehiy, B., Karwowski, W., & Layer, J. K. (2007). A review of enterprise agility: Concepts, frameworks 

and attributes. International Journal of industrial ergonomics, 37(5), 445-460. 

Spreitzer, G.M. (1995), “Social structural characteristics of psychological empowerment”, Academy of 

Management Journal, Vol. 39, pp. 483-504. 

Stoett, F. A. (1925). Nederlandse spreekwoorden, spreekwijzen, uitdrukkingen en gezegden. 

Retrieved from http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/stoe002nede01_01/stoe002nede01_01_1978.php 

Sumukadas, N., & Sawhney, R. (2004). Workforce agility through employee involvement. IIE 

Transactions, 36(10), 1011-1021. Retrieved from 

http://web.b.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?sid=dbe9f471-284e-4ff8-a9b7-

0b8e545e1df0%40sessionmgr102&vid=1&hid=128 

Ten Brummelhuis, L., Backer, A., Hetland, J., & Keulemans, L. (2012). Do new ways of working foster 

work engagement? Psicothema, 24(1), 113-120. Retrieved from 

https://www.unioviedo.es/reunido/index.php/PST/article/view/9112/8976 

Tseng, Y. H., & Lin, C. T. (2011). Enhancing enterprise agility by deploying agile drivers, capabilities and 

providers. Information Sciences, 181(17), 3693-3708. 

Tully, F. (n.d.). What is business agility? Retrieved May 17, 2017, from http://www.hrzone.com/hr-

glossary/what-is-business-agility# 

Youndt, M. A., Snell, S. A., Dean, J. W., & Lepak, D. P. (1996). Human resource management, 

manufacturing strategy, and firm performance. Academy of Management Review, 39(A), 835-

866. 

  

http://www.hrzone.com/hr-glossary/what-is-business-agility
http://www.hrzone.com/hr-glossary/what-is-business-agility


 

XLIII 

ADDITIONAL READINGS 

Anttila, T., Oinas, T., Tammelin, M., & Nätti, J. (2015). Working-time regimes and work-life balance in 

Europe. Europbattisean Sociological Review, jcv070. 

Fullerton, A. S., & Wallace, M. (2007). Traversing the flexible turn: US workers’ perceptions of job 

security, 1977–2002. Social Science Research, 36(1), 201-221. 

Hill, E. J., Hawkins, A. J., Ferris, M., & Weitzman, M. (2001). Finding an extra day a week: The positive 

influence of perceived job flexibility on work and family life balance. Family relations, 50(1), 49-

58. 

Lin, C. T., Chiu, H., & Tseng, Y. H. (2006). Agility evaluation using fuzzy logic. International Journal of 

Production Economics, 101(2), 353-368. 

Loretto, W., & Vickerstaff, S. (2015). Gender, age and flexible working in later life. Work, employment 

and society, 29(2), 233-249. 



 

XLIV 

13 APPENDICES 

13.1 APPENDIX 1: OVERVIEW OF USED SOURCES WITHIN THIS DISSERTATION 
 

Empirical studies concerning agility Autor Year 

Evaluating the performance of public organizations: a 

method for developing a single index  

Rorhbach, J., & Quinn, R. 

E. 

1980 

Sensemaking and Sensegiving in Strategic Change 

Initiation 

Gioia, D. A., & 

Chittipeddi, K. 

1991 

“Social structural characteristics of psychological 

empowerment” 

Spreitzer, G.M. 1995 

Human resource management, manufacturing 

strategy, and firm performance 

Youndt, M. A., Snell, S. 

A., Dean, J. W., & Lepak, 

D. P. 

1996 

Agile manufacturing: the drivers, concepts and 

attributes 

Gunasekaran, A., 

Sarhadi, M., & Yusuf, Y. 

1999 

Leagility: Integrating the lean and agile manufacturing 

paradigms in the total supply chain 

Naylor, J. B., Naim, M. 

M., & Berry, D. 

1999 

Diagnosing and changing organisational culture (Rev. 

ed.) 

Quinn, R. E., & Cameron, 

K. S.  

1999 

Working towards agile manufacturing in the UK 

industry 

Sharp, J. M., Irani, Z., & 

Desai, M. 

1999 

Dynamic Capabilities: What Are They? Eisenhardt, K.M. and 

Martin, J.A. 

2000 

 Change management strategies for successful ERP 

implementation 

Aladwani, A.M 2001 

 Workforce agility: the new employee strategy for the 

knowledge economy 

Breu, K., Bridger, D., 

Strathern, M., & 

Hemingway, C. J. 

2002 

Dynamic organizations: Achieving marketplace and 

organizational agility with people. 

Dyer, L., & Shafer, R. A. 2003 

Mutuality and reciprocity in the psychological 

contracts of employees and employers 

Dabos, G. E., & 

Rousseau, D. M. 

2004 



 

XLV 

Enterprise Architecture: Enabling Integration, Agility 

and Change  

Hoogervorst, J. 2004 

Agile workforce evaluation: a framework for cross-

training and coordination 

Hopp, W. J., & Van Oyen, 

M. P. 

2004 

Workforce agility through employee involvement Sumukadas, N., & 

Sawhney, R. 

2004 

The integration of lean management and Six Sigma Arnheiter, E. & Maleyeff, 

J. 

2005 

Developing an organizational culture that facilitates 

radical innovation in a mature small to medium sized 

company: emergent findings 

McLaughlin, P., Smart, 

P., & Bessant, J. 

2005 

Managing Agile Projects  Sanjiv, A.  2005 

Leadership agility: Five levels of mastery for 

anticipating and initiating change . 

Josephs, S. A. & Joiner, 

W. B.  

2006 

Understanding organizational agility: a work-design 

perspective 

Holsapple, C. W., & Li, X.  2008 

Relationships between agility strategy, work 

organization and workforce agility 

Sherehiy, B.  2008 

Evaluating agility in corporate enterprises Ganguly, A., Nilchiani, R., 

& Farr, J. V. 

2009 

Creating a culture of agile leaders: A developmental 

approach 

Joiner, B. 2009 

Leadership agility: A business imperative for a VUCA 

world 

Horney, N., Pasmore, B., 

& O'Shea, T 

2010 

Enhancing enterprise agility by deploying agile drivers, 

capabilities and providers 

Tseng, Y. H., & Lin, C. T. 2011 

 New Ways of Working: does flexibility in time and 

location of work change work behavior and affect 

business outcomes? 

Blok, M. M., 

Groenesteijn, L., 

Schelvis, R., & Vink, P. 

2012 

HRM in turbulent times: how to achieve organizational 

agility? 

Nijssen, M., & Paauwe, J. 2012 



 

XLVI 

Do new ways of working foster work engagement?  Ten Brummelhuis, L., 

Backer, A., Hetland, J., & 

Keulemans, L. 

2012 

What VUCA really means for you  Bennet, N., & Lemoine, J. 2014 

Change Agility: Leadership, Transformation and the 

Pursuit of Purpose 

Chitta, K.  2014 

Managing the transition to the new agile business and 

product development model: Lessons from Cisco 

Systems 

Chen, R. R., Ravichandar, 

R., & Proctor, D. 

2016 

Exploring the facilitators and mediators of workforce 

agility: an empirical study 

Muduli, A 2016 

Cultivating business model agility through focused 

capabilities: A multiple case study 

Battistella, C., De Toni, A. 

F., De Zan, G., & Pessot, 

E. 

2017 

Group development and group maturity when building 

agile teams: A qualitative and quantitative 

investigation at eight large companies 

Gren, L., Torkar, R., & 

Feldt, R. 

2017 

Big data in an HR context: Exploring organizational 

change readiness, employee attitudes and behaviors 

Shah, N., Irani, Z., & 

Sharif, A. M. 

2017 

 

  



 

XLVII 

13.2 APPENDIX 2: SYNTHESIS OF WORKFORCE AGILITY CHARACTERISTICS5 

 

 

                                                           
5 Note. Reproduction of “Relationships between agility strategy, work organization and workforce agility” by Sherehiy, B. 

(2008). Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/304555945/abstract/6C9295657955454EPQ/1?accountid=11077 

 

http://search.proquest.com/indexinglinkhandler/sng/au/Sherehiy,+Bohdana/$N?accountid=11077

